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Q. "What do you think of Huey Laforet?"

"Huey? He's a sweet boy. I'm very proud of him. ddio| worry that he might be a little too
innocent sometimes.

... I had hoped that he could retain that innocenocever, but..."

-His mother, 1700

"I don't really care. Doesn't mean | hate him, tital
-A classmate, 1704

"Hu-Huey?! He-he's a really cool person!"
-A female classmate, 1705

"All his smiles are completely fake. | want to mdke smile for real within 2 weeks, 20
hours, 32 minutes, and 14 seconds."
-Elmer, 1705

"Don't even talk about him."
-Victor, 1934

"From his name, | deduce that he is a professiooeér."
"A flyweight!"
-A couple I ran into by coincidence in Californi®31

"He's a very smart boy. He keeps up with his saidighout me needing to teach him!"
-Renee, 1705

"I don't know him that well."
-Czes, 2001

"l say this: he is an impulsive hedonist.”
-Nile, 1960

"He is what one would call 'sly'.
-Denkuro, 1720

"I don't really know what he might be thinking, thé doesn't seem to be too bad of a person,
considering his long friendship with Elmer."
-Maiza, 1711



"She says that he's her beloved father.”
-Chane+Anonymous, 1935

"He is pure in every sense of the word. Becaugesamental purity, he also holds a great
deal of wild passion within him. Of course, he hatfisvould deny this."
-Headmaster Dalton, 1703

"He's a friend. My best friend.”
-Elmer, 2002






Q. "What do you think of Elmer C. Albatross?"

"l don't understand this guy! | don't like how hencbe so straightforward without any bad
intentions!

...but I don't hate him."

-Czes, 2002

"He and Master Huey are birds of a feather."
-Denkuro, 1720

"He is a frivolous yet calculating man."
-Zank, 1711

"I'm being worked to death because that idiot doésep Huey in check!"
-Victor, 1934

"The Child of Calamity and Light, born to bringgation to the world."
-A member of a certain religious group, 1700

"He's an idiot, but | can't bring myself to hatenti
-Sylvie, 2002

"He's a really fun guy! Even boring lectures ge¢rasting when he's around.”
-A classmate, 1705

"He's annoying. That meddlesome personality ofahilseventually be the death of him--and
I'm looking forward to that.”
-Huey, 1705

"He is a good person, but he is nonetheless a Tiearefore he is out of my interests."
-Count Boronial, 1703

"...He's a weird guy."
-Local girl, 1705

"l have never seen anyone so mad as he. The sstatingigg is that he truly wants to bring
happiness to the world. It might be normal to 'Wish happiness, but he doesn't--he takes
action. That's exactly what's so terrifying about.h

-Headmaster Dalton, 1711



"... Actually, he scares me a bit."
-Gretto Avaro, 1711

"That boy always used to tease me! He was so inderse!"
-Renee, 1935

"l say this: He is a mad hedonist."
-Nile, 2001

"He is... a friend. Simply a friend; no more, no le®$ course, I'd be too embarrassed to say
it to his face."
-Huey, 2002
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Q. "What do you think of Esperanza C. Boronial?"

"The Count? He's an amazing person."

"Does he really think that star-shaped makeup mhakasook cool?"
"No way. Does he?"

"Maybe he thinks he'll look cool if he purposelytgon garish makeup.”
"The Count's a bit childish like that, isn't he?"

"And he's such a womanizer, too!"

"He said that he loves us."

“It's kind of embarrassing to listen to."

"But still, he never lays a hand on anyone."

"But he's not making light of us or looking down as), either.”
"He's cute.” "Yeah, definitely.”

"I bet he doesn't even realize that we're callimg ‘oute’.

"He says he loves women more than anything, bst $®'dense when it comes to women's
feelings."

"That's why he's not popular.” "True..."
"But that's what makes him so cute~" "Right~?"

(The rest is omitted)
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Q. "What do you think of the alchemy professors?"

"Headmaster Dalton is a respectable and knowledgeabn. Also, Professor Renee has a
sexy figure.”
-Student A

"Headmaster Dalton is an amazing man. | don't kabaut Professor Renee, but she seems to
be quite out of it. I'm a little jealous of her dig, though. If only | looked like that, Huey
might... Ahhh..."

-Student B

"Headmaster Dalton is a terrifying man. It's like ban see right through me. Professor
Renee? Yeah, | wish | could see right through hathes."
-Student C

"Why are the students choosing to remain anonym@&us? must agree with their opinions
on Renee's figure."
-A fellow professor at the alchemy school.

"I don't care whether it's Headmaster Dalton, Rsde Renee, or Professor Archangelo.
They're all just nothing more than teachers."
-Huey

"I'm going to call Headmaster Dalton 'Dalt', andfiéssor Renee 'Nerenerenere'."
-Elmer

"What's that even supposed to mean?"
-Huey

"Ah, thanks for playing the straight man for me gvéne, Huey."
"Shut up. Do you know how much you illogical acgamnnoy..."

(The rest is omitted.)
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Q. "What do you think of Samurai?"

"Hm? Are you speaking to us?"
"Hm... you are quite the audacious one, asking sanwspeak of samurai.

A samurai--that is, in a word, a way of life. Oneishendure and live through splitting open
his own belly and survive this in order to give hiigs for his master on the battlefield. This is
the true way obushido”

"Master Zank... it seems that you may have someefahts confounded... yet | must admit
thatsamuraiis not something so easily explained in words."

"There you go again, Denkuro. Impudent as always."

"Master Zank. | humbly suggest that you go takeak laround the ship.”

"If you wish to know what samurai are, | suggesitt thather than asking us, it would be better
for you to make your way to Japan--the land wikalp for itself. No matter what change of
heart that may come our way, we do little but tekbeart the words of the land.

...speaking of which, | would ask you to keepytour heart alone your true nature. If not for
us, then for yourself--and your ward Czes."

Q. "l don't know what you're talking about, Denkuro ."

"Do not underestimate a samurai. If nothing elsg,eyes have been honed to read the heart
of my master."

"It is the fate of all men to fight their own trumatures. | pray that you will not forget this...
Master Fermet."
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"The demon is coming, lantern in hand.
The demon is coming, wearing a mask.
It's coming to mask your face.

It's coming to mask everyone's faces."

The laughing children singing these songs were estipnably demons--

--and also sinners.

17



Prologue %

1he Corpses Death




Prologue - The Corpse's Death

The witness girl would go on to say--

The masked man was merely present, nothing more.

And that was exactly what made him so terrifyinglyeautiful.

<=>

1705, the Italian peninsula.

The city of Lotto Valentino, under the jurisdictioh the Governor of Naples and the Spanish
Empire.

It was the beginning of the 18th century--a timeewlthe kingdoms of western Europe were
in something of a preparatory phase for the charigaswould soon greatly reshape the
world.

The War of the Spanish Succession had drawn mué&uadpe into battle. The 18th century
started with a flourish and a bang, silently ragsitensions between the European
superpowers.

Culturally, it was a turning point of sorts.

Despite the bloody wars that were being fought dkerSpanish throne--or perhapscause
of it, culture and the arts began to undergo aeddriansformation.

In the midst of all this, a certain incident ocegriat a certain location.

The one who had first discovered the 'scene’ wdafttribe it thus: It was almost like a piece
of art.

The arrival of the Rococo style was just arounddbmer, and Baroque was just making a
comeback.

19



In contrast to the colourful and soft images of &g Baroque was a more solemn display of
decadence.

Its calculated splendour had yet to bow its heathéonewer form of art--even in this large
room the majesty of Baroque still reigned supreme.

This particular 'art piece', however, was compjeteilmoved from the unified style of the
room. Its conspicuous presence made itself andsthieoundings that much more eye-
catching.

This was the account of the witness, but he wouldog to be called a sick madman for
saying this.

This was because the "artwork' he spoke of was--

The bloody corpse of a girl lying spread-eagletanftoor, looking up at the chandelier.

<=>

The next morning.

Lotto Valentino, a port city on the outskirts of pes.

The tragedy that struck this small city of 50,0@@ affected the citizens--surprisingly little.

It was approximately 3 years ago that England fivegan publishing dailies, but this
particular city sent out newsletters only if someghnoteworthy had happened.

One would normally assume that the details of ¢ginteesome murder would be published in
the newsletter and recorded in the pages of hisbarty-

Over half of the newsletter was dedicated to aminycpn the rampant corruption of the City
Police. The news of the girl's death was tuckedyayugetly in a corner.

Because of the lack of details, even those who hivagopy of the newsletter skimmed over
it apathetically.
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The corpse with the hole in its heart peacefullykied up at the ceiling, lying in a pool of
blood--as if it never even had a chance to resist.

The only evidence left at the scene was a maskast a white mask, the kind that would be
used in a masquerade ball or a Venetian festival.

It was over the face of the expressionless cotpesethis even more expressionless mask was
placed. The witness would call this--

A work of art.

There was something even more perplexing aboutrtbident--

A mysterious masked man. It was a person in a whask who was often spotted near the
scene of the crime--no one knew if this was evemam or a woman--this person who
appeared from the shadows, wearing the same fabeses of the victims.

Lotto Valentino's City Police, true to their dutlykeeping the peace in the city, declared the
masked man a suspect and continue to search for him

These were the basic facts laid out in the neveslett

For some reason, Lotto Valentino had a unique systepeacekeeping that set it apart from
neighbours like Naples--it was the 'City Policeattimaintained order, and not the Spanish
military police.

It was not known what kind of deals the citizengdmaith the aristocracy to achieve this, but
this system had been in place for several decadesse incidents were the first of its kind
since the founding of the City Police, so the eitig had considered it a matter of dignity for
them to capture the masked man.

The strange murders.

The strange evidence.

The challenge against the City Police.
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The mysterious masked man.

Despite these newsworthy topics that would normbHdye been the talk of the town, the
newsletter was mainly dedicated to the corruptiasec

This was because the public had begun to grow ¢ifeékdis incident.

There was still some lingering fear, but no one iméerested in anything but the capture and
arrest of the killer. This was because--

This girl was the 27th victim claimed by the maskadn. In the half year since the serial
killings first began, people had begun to desaresifhemselves to the murders. This was why
this incident was not particularly big news.

Normally this kind of serial killing would be labbetl as the work of a madman and recorded
in history forever, but no such thing seemed thdy@pening in this city.

Strangely enough, this incident was discussed dmigughout Lotto Valentino. It was
dismissed without fuss even in Naples, never miverest of the world. It merely drew a
shadow of fear and madness over this one city.

As the nameless newsletter continued to delivecthd hard facts, the truth became rumours,
and the rumours became the fear that took rootmitie people's lives.

As if encroaching at a crawl--

The dead would continue to die even after death.

As if they wanted to spread their deaths into thtee city.
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Chapter 1:

A Witchs Son
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1705, summer. Lotto Valentino.

Naples, one of Italy's most prominent cities.

At this point in time, however, "ltaly” was merelye nhame of the peninsula. Southern lItaly,
including Naples, had become the Kingdom of Napéeg] after being conquered by the
Kingdom of Aragon, it passed through multiple jdiegions before finally falling under
Spanish rule. It was currently ruled by the govemioNaples, who had been dispatched from
Spain.

This city was on the outskirts of Naples, locatéahg the coast--it was in the northeastern
area of the jurisdiction of Naples.

Lotto Valentino, a city with a population of 50,000

This city of steep cliff faces and sea-facing stbo#dings was not quite as grand or majestic
as others--it merely gave the impression of a cexedtence.

This small city, a port town along Naples' tradaetes, had a relatively fair climate thanks to
the Mediterranean Sea. There were even fruit odgshain the outskirts of the city.

The Tyrrhenian Sea, a part of the Mediterraneaarkégd as brightly as usual, and the warm
breeze that blew in from this sea found its wagulgh the little streets.

The streets looked almost like those of Naples imature, but there was no particular draw
to this city. Very few people came and went, with exception of travelling merchants.

The other exception was the people who frequemedLibrary”.

There were several libraries in Lotto Valentino.

Despite the fact that this was a small port citthva population less than 10 percent of that of
Naples, it had the greatest number of librariealirof the Spanish Empire. Aristocrats had
been competitively building these libraries in th® hundred years since the area had come
under Spanish rule, but most people did not carghe history, only the existence of the
libraries
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The large number of libraries, however, didn't 3segly equate to a great enthusiasm for
education. They tended to be quiet and desertegsqla

One particular library among them had a largerigecthan others.

This building, simply called the "Third Library",as said to have been built by the ancestors
of an aristocrat who lived on a distant island anthern Prussia. That family had continued to
provide financial support for this library eveneaafPrussia first came into being several years
ago.

Most citizens didn't know about these fine detdist there were certain people who made
use of these overly large and empty libraries.

There was a certain archive that could only beheddhrough a courtyard because it was
surrounded by buildings on all sides.

This seemingly inaccessible space was frequentechdoyy people, but no one outside the
library would know.

They were all dressed differently, but tended t@be¢he younger side--boys and girls.

And on the second floor of the archives, where #ilkgathered--

'He' was in one of the many rooms of the archives.

Just as the word "archives" implied, this place ke with books.

The walls were lined with packed bookcases--thegewookcases everywhere but in front of
the doors and windows.

There was, however, an open space in the centtieeofoom, where multiple people were
silently going through their books.

Seven boys and three girls sat around the thrge sks set up in the room.
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They were all about fifteen years of age. Everymas reading their own books at the desks,
but there was an obvious division of seating.

There were four students to a desk at the largpegaat the centre and near the door, but there
were only a boy and a girl sitting at the desk oy window. Of the two, the girl was sitting
relatively closer to the others, but the boy wéingj next to the window, as if he was actively
trying to distance himself from the others.

The boy and the girl, sitting apart at the samd.des

The girl, who had long blond hair, would occasibnglance at the boy, but her expression
didn't say much about the intent of her glance® Bady stoically went through his book, as if
he didn't even notice.

The black-haired boy continued to flip through thaok, his golden eyes constantly moving
over the pages.

The boy went through a page per second. It loo&sd like he was reading and more like he
was trying to check for paper quality. Everyoneha room knew, however, that the boy was
reading each and every sentence in the book. Nopoaised him for his incredible act of
speed-reading, though, and the boy didn't wanipaaige for it.

The boy did not join the occasional conversatidrad tame up in the room. As a detached

figure, he continued to focus on gathering knowéeftgm the books.

After some times had passed, around the time thdaad risen fully over the sky, the sunlight
finally began shining through the window that tlogy Isat beside.

As if sheltering himself from the sunlight, the bdgsed the wooden window.

Over half of the room went dark when the windowseld, but only the area near the boy had
become noticeably dark--the others' reading enwents were almost unaffected.

The melancholy-looking boy, trapped in the shad#dndt budge from his spot and continued
to go through his book in the dark as if he was gletely unaffected.
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The door squeaked open as if in agreement witlhalyts actions, and an adult appeared at the
doorway.

"Good morning, everyone... kyaaaaa?!"

The glamourous, bespectacled woman loudly fellhe ltbrary floor after a show of what
seemed to be either an amazing feat of acrobatias astounding display of clumsiness.

"Are you okay, Professor Renee?" asked a boy rearehtrance, but he didn't sound too
worried.

No one else showed any particular concern or wiorrthis woman named Renee, either.

The boy at the window, for one, did not even logkftom his book and continued to move
his fingers and eyes at incredible speeds.

"Oh, ouch... well, this was quite interesting! Tortkiit was possible to trip over one's own
feet... not even Parcelus or Faust might have knbnati"t

The bespectacled woman quickly mumbled all thisfas hide her embarrassment, and
walked into the room proper as if nothing had éagpened.

She then said in a cheerful, carefree voice wittnaocent smile--

"Well then, it's time for class to start!"

This library was something like a "Private Academy"

Despite the public's generally apathetic stanceducation, even the children of commoners
could get an education in the city schools.

The children in these archives, however, could gmto normal schools for the education
they pursued, for their own reasons.

However, they were united in one goal--a greatrdder "learning".
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The instructors at the archives were not partitylsirong advocates for education, but this
place was prepared specifically for those who wédkteowledge, wisdom, and skill but could
not officially attend school.

There were two reasons why these classes weremsédrecy.

In many cases, these children could not propertgive education was because to do so
would pose challenges for their continued liveghis city. One of the boys, for example,
would be exiled from the city if his identity wet@ be revealed. Other reasons, among others,
included someone who was visibly foreign, or soneesho had committed a terrible crime
despite their young age.

The second reason, then.

The biggest reason these classes were held due efdw of the public eye--

As if using these boys and girls, this "Private d@ay" taught a certain discipline that was
not offered in other schools.

Alchemy.

An ancient study.

A relic of the times.

A possibility for evolution.
An extravagant fabrication.
A transient dream.

A tempting lie.

A scientific possibility.

A dreamlike fraud.

A religion.

A blasphemy.

A fruit of desire.

A devil's magic.

These would be the normal attitudes towards alchemy

--Alchemy.

An existence that is said to have originated ingkggnown simultaneously as scholarship, a
trade, and a culture.
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In legends, those called alchemists played marigrdift parts.

Some searched for a method to create gold from lmeetals, others tried to defy God and
create life, and still others sought eternal life.

There was no end to their pursuit of knowledge, énmv. Their research to achieve the
impossible would be rendered moot should they édgtaghieve it--the impossible would
have been rendered possible.

Then the alchemist would abandon the "possibilagt seek out a new impossibility. Of
course, even getting to achieve the first impoBsilwould be questionable.

Alchemists would thus spend their entire lives seglout their dreams, goals, and desires of
making the impossible possible.

The alchemists of this particular era sought olukialds of truths under eyes both cautious
and generous, and despite the occasional setlikattions were not for nought.

Alchemists had contributed a great deal to thenseig of the era, one of the which was
Newton's discovery of the law of universal graviat The art of alchemy was not a fraud
that deceived and tempted the common man.

Although several religions had renounced and onasioo persecuted practitioners of
alchemy, the "techniques" borne of alchemy sprbexalighout the world.

Among them, however, were some who would crosditieebetween science and magic, the
latter of which was the main cause of religiousreppion.

It was common for alchemy to be confused with mabid in reality, they were different
studies altogether.

Some alchemists looked down upon this pursuit ofjimand sorcery as "unscientific" and
"pandering to a higher power"”, but there were somm® approached the subject with
optimism. After all, even magic and demons, if thexistence was proven, would then
become a "possibility" and a tool to use to forgeaa to the next impossibility.

On these subjects, this private school taught @ wadge of topics, from classical alchemy to
modern theories. It devoted most of its class tinmeyever, to things that would be taught in
normal schools, and it even brought in specialemdeachers for some of these classes.
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However, Spain was still a Catholic nation. The @fcteaching alchemy to students, even in
small amounts, was unwelcome.

That was why a group of alchemists contacted om¢han in order to gather children with
"certain pasts" and raise them as successors tntlient art, and built this school.

It seemed that the Prussian aristocrat had a fatteiview towards alchemy. He continued
funding the school despite knowing of its true msg

One of the students even lived in the library fisshd it was not unusual to see the student do
odd jobs around the library to earn a living.

Renee, one of the professors at this school, sestmnggkcialize in alchemy and history, and
taught the students every day.

"Um... Well then, today's lesson will cover the ndwedries brought about by the invention
of Aqua Regia... Did | talk about Jabir Ibn Hayyarstgeday?" the clumsy woman asked
with a tone of authority, but--

The boys frowned and looked around at each other.

"Professor, we covered all that yesterday."

"Huuuuh?!"

"You said you were going to teach us about the asasmalgamated gold and silver today..."

"O-oh my! Come to think of it, I... guess | did... may

The students burst into dumbfounded laughter at thacher's clumsy attempts to recount
yesterday's lesson.

She appeared to be a bit unreliable to be callédaaher, but the students had a rather
favourable opinion of her. Or rather, her strikiigure made her the most popular instructor
among the male students.
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That is, with the exception of the one boy with mgse buried in his book, looking
completely disinterested in the world around him.

Renee took a seat on the edge of the desk in tiieecand looked around, then spoke to the
boy sitting at the window.

"Huey? Maybe you could read your book another time?

The boy called Huey spoke quietly in reply.

His gaze and movements did not shift at all, howene continued to flip through the pages.

"It's fine. I'm listening to the lesson, too, preder."

"That's fine, then!"

Renee clapped her hands and began the lesson.oyhguietly clicked his tongue and dove

back into the book.

Huey Laforet.

This boy, who would be turning fifteen tomorrow, sva particularly isolated student, even
among the socially outcast students. It was ndtitedhad unusual habits or posed a danger to
others, but he had a tendency to put up walls Etvisémnself and others.

He would smile and answer when spoken to, but hddvoever take the initiative to speak to
others.

As he gave off an aura of solitude, people founy \itle reason to want to approach him at
all.

With the exception of reading a book during claésey looked like quite the model student,
and combined with his languid atmosphere and goo#s, he was quite popular with the
girls.
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The one other person sitting at his table seemée twne such girl, as she constantly glanced
over at Huey, who was still absorbed in his book.

And the self-isolated boy concentrated as littipassible on the lesson, just enough to know

that he had already possessed the knowledge tlsabeuag taught.

"In other words, Guericke's discovery of repuldioeces led to the discovery that the exciting
secret energy created by amber contains both iepund gravitation. Isn't it exciting?

Harnessing this energy to use it freely could bmgmngat changes to the world~. Aren't you
curious to see which will take over the world fir§this, or the steam-utilizing Savery engine?

'‘Weren't we supposed to be talking about amalgamatday?'

Despite realizing that the lesson was going fartraitk today, Huey did nothing to point this
out.

'Doesn't matter. | already know all this.'

It seemed that all the other students were too bs®ning to Renee's lecture to notice the
tangent, but Huey ignored this and focused on tpkirthe information contained in the book
he was reading. No one would notice, but it wasrdt he was reading out of interest, but
rather out of forced necessity.

He thought that the school day would pass by likeather, but--

Right after the lecture, Renee screamed in reaizat

"Oh my! It completely slipped my mind!"

The sudden noise instantly focused the studeri&sitain. Even Huey took his eyes off the
book for a moment and turned to the flustered texach

"A friend! That's right! A new friend will be joimig us tomorrow!"

The students stirred, surprised at Renee's canefregs.
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With the way this school was run, it was very rimenew students to join the classes. The
fact that the total number of students in this stheas only about thirty meant that this new
person would become a new connection through lesgoice alone.

Whether they liked it or not.

"Yes, that's right! We're getting a new friend iass starting tomorrow, so be nice, okay~?"

'Oh. So that's what this is all about?'

Huey quickly lost interest and turned back to lusl

As Huey had always built walls between himself attiers, the presence of a new classmate
meant nothing to him.

If the new student talked to him, he would put ufale smile as usual and give a generic
answer. Huey would just never approach him pergpnal

So Huey had decided to ignore this train of thought--

“I'm counting on you, Huey~."

Huey stopped turning the pages when he realizeédRbaee's voice and gaze were directed at
him.

"...Why me?" He asked, keeping up as calm an appeaw@he could.

Renee, oblivious to Huey's feelings, answered nalacitly.

"Well, it's because you two are quite similar, Huéw sure you'll get along!"

Listening to Renee's childlike laughter, Huey motasly fell into thought.

'‘We're similar? How? In appearance? Personality?’
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As Huey remained lost in thought, the blonde ginowhad been looking at Huey also seemed
to have thought of something. Her eyes widenedster@d at Huey silently.

As if taking Huey's silence as a positive respoasé, not even noticing the girl, Renee rolled
up the piece of parchment in her hands.

"Well, | hope you're looking forward to tomorrow!"

She left the room, looking like the happiest pensotine room.

"Oh..."

Huey was about to ask her something, but Renealhealdy disappeared from sight.

He wondered if he should go after her and ask &aits, but he decided to go back to his
book and ignore what he had just heard.

‘That's right. The fact that we're similar doesn&an | have to care.
Besides, even if this person is like m&here's nothing | can do about it.

<=>

Evening, town marketplace.

Once classes had concluded, Huey left school, ingldnder his arm several books he had not
yet managed to finish reading.

A cool breeze blew through the streets, and thdeesly clear blue sky peeked out from
between the white stone buildings.

Huey lived in a storehouse owned by a merchaniiaéd with the library. However, he was
not related to the merchant by blood, nor was hedopted child. Because the merchant
sailed around the world and came home for onlyethicefour days every year, Huey barely
even remembered his face.

He was given living expenses in exchange for 'loglafter the storehouse’, but he knew that
this agreement existed thanks to the library alébismand not because he wanted it. Besides,
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there was nothing to take care of in the storehtweséde his own belongings. Huey initially
didn't like the agreement because he felt like las Wweing pitied, but eventually it didn't
matter to him. Huey eventually came to the conolughat it would be foolish to get angry
over an official agreement.

So he accepted everything without a fuss.

"The world is insignificant.'

That was Huey's conclusion.

It was a line of thought that a good number of &gems probably considered, but Huey took
this one step further and drew his own twisted tmions.

"The world is insignificant, and there's no plaoe ihe anywhere within it.'

The boy despised the world.

He despised everything within the world--even hilinse

‘It's not just me, either. There's no place for @amg.'

This hatred wasn't emotional--the boy hated theldvand his own self, coldly and
calculatingly.

If the world was a dream he was dreaming, and ifvBee certain that his own death would
end this dream, he would probably commit suicidéaut hesitation.

‘The world is kind to no one.'

This one warped conclusion led to another, andiéntially became a dark belief that ate
away at the boy's heart.

'It's so insignificant, but... why... do | hate it soain?'

The more he thought about it, the less pleasantdhelusion became.
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He had once considered death to be the solutidrntheuhought that the world would go on
even after his death erased the idea from his mind.

Huey hadn't despaired at the world; he merely hiated

However, Huey didn't believe that he could do amgho the world with just his own power.

‘I'm powerless.

However, he always added a single phrase to the@fethds conclusion.

--for now.

For now, | still need more.

More knowledge, wisdom, experience, power, mongkipsty...
| still need so much more.

And once | have everything...

I'll destroy everythingeverythingeverythingequadlyen myself.
I'll make them all know pain and despair-'

"Here's your change."

"Oh... thank you."

The old woman spoke to him while he was lost irutiid, but Huey answered promptly with
a smile.

As his mind went through these childish but danggrboughts, he had been accomplishing
another one of his goals as if he had a separate for the task--shopping for groceries.

Because his face didn't show an inkling of what gaisig through his mind, the old woman
merely thought him a very polite young man and ddgigetly an extra fruit to his bag.

Huey pretended not to notice and left the storevotildn't be good for him to thank the old
woman and make himself recognizable to her.
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He returned to his dangerous daydream and walkdtetmext store, pushing through the
crowds.

Because he was living in a storehouse without énafing to pay, Huey, who had no family,
had to take care of the place himself.

Of course, he had to cook for himself as well. $hiog for groceries after school was part of
his everyday routine.

Lotto Valentino was a small city, but as a tradiogn, the marketplace was the most lively
part of the city, filled with curiosities from alinds of places.

One could tell just by looking at skin tones andr lealours, but there were people of a
multitude of races passing through the market pleicavever, there were no clearly visible
minorities such as Asians or Africans.

Because Italy was an area frequented by many eiffepeoples, such as Romans, Celts,
Greeks, Arabs, Germans, and Phoenicians, thera\age mix of different races. However,
they were not at all socially equal, and a stectdal system had been put in place by Spain in
the past two centuries.

However, the energy in the marketplace was enowoidgt ppeople forget these barriers, if only
for a short time.

The streets were filled with horses and cows drgwiwagons of goods, and a veritable
mountain of trade goods came and went.

Looking at these people, Huey again fell into raskahoughts.

‘That's right. all humans are equal.

It doesn't matter whether they're white or blacke¥'re all still human.

At their core, they're all equal. Even those Spamisstocrats who strut around like they own
this place.

Any differences are just superficial, like a thirel over their faces.

That's why it's insignificant.

Myself, the people in the streets, people in fagaa@untries, and even that person following
me--

They're all the same. They're like garbage thas géawn away by the wind.

If only I had the power... I'd blow away this worldht now!
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Huey clicked his tongue, in some ways thinking extely normal thoughts for a fourteen-
year old.

He walked up the back alley incline, made sureethveais no one around, and turned around
slowly. He then spoke.

"...What do you want, Monica?"

Standing behind Huey was a girl whose long bloralefluttered in the wind.

"O-oh! How did you know | was here?"

"Your hair's harchotto notice when | keep seeing it out of the corrfeny eye."

Instead of wearing a face of indifference, like whee spoke to Renee, Huey had a gentle
smile on his face.

Monica Campanella.

She was the girl who had been stealing glancesuay kth the classroom, and one of the few
people whom Huey had allowed to get closer to thamtmost.

The reason for that was--

"About before... could you give me more time to thabdout it?"

"Huh? Oh, yes! Um... uh... |-l can wait as long asakds, so don't worry about it! Really! |
don't really mind, s-s-s-s-so I'm a-a-a-all right--

The girl began trembling, face flushed. Huey resj@ohwith an unchanging expression.

"Sorry. It's just that I've never been confesseletiore.”

39



Hearing this unexpected answer, the girl let osbfascream.

"P-p-p-please! Wh-what if someone hears us?"

The girl had already gone past rosy-faced. Herlcheere beet red. Huey answered calmly.

"It's all right. There's no one else here."

"Y-yes, but..."

Monica was momentarily at a loss, but she pulleddietogether and looked around.

"Oh, that's right! Anyway, it's dangerous to behe back alleys! You know, with the 'Mask
Maker' and the 'Rotten Eggs' running around...!"

"Oh... right."

Huey nodded and headed back to the marketplace.

The "Mask Maker" was the name of the serial kilMro had been the talk of the town in
recent days.

Of course, Huey had no way of knowing if the mashk&h was truly behind the incidents.
He had considered most of the witness accounts todvague to be conclusive.

According to the newsletters, the incidents usuatlgk place in locked rooms. If the
murderer could get away without leaving behind ather evidence, he had no reason to be
hiding behind a mask. Something like a black pieiceloth might be better suited to hiding
his identity.

Huey mused that perhaps the murderer might bengestbme sort of sick pleasure out of the
murders themselves, and sighed.

The "Rotten Eggs" was a term that described a gofugelinquent youths that appeared in
less policed areas.
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No matter the time and place, there would alwayarm@mployed young men. However, such
men these days had found work in the military, le® @nly ones left were delinquents who
were closer to youths then adults. They had beenifg groups now for several years, and
one particular group, the "Rotten Eggs", happemetta the worst of the lot. There were
rumours that, in addition to thievery and extortitimey even committed acts of piracy on
merchant ships at night.

They did not have much favour from the people, lbetause they never caused too much
damage, the police only ended up arresting indalglinvolved with individual events.

‘In any case, "Rotten Eggs" is a pretty self-deptiag name,'Huey thought, and set these
thoughts aside. None of this had anything to d& Wwim.

In any case, the back alley was not a very plegsane to be for normal people.

Huey went back to the marketplace as Monica sugdest

Monica lived at a patisserie, where she helpednatit odd jobs. She would come to school
every day after purchasing ingredients for the nmgyn

It must have been quite a difficult job for a faenh-year old girl, but she had once baked
sfogliatelle (a shell-shaped pastry; Naples' spggi@and brought them to share with the

whole class. The other classmates worried that téomight have had to steal these from the
shop, but they were all relived the next day totbee she was uninjured. Of course, with the
exception of Huey.

It had only been five days since she suddenly aseidto Huey out of the blue.

"U-um... A-a-a-a-are you dating anyousee, I-I-I-Hikou, so is it okay?"

Huey didn't really understand what Monica was sgaylrecause she was so nervous, but he
could tell from her expression that she was comfgst him. After hearing this dubious
confession of love, Huey momentarily put on a fateurprise, and tersely answered, "Let
me think about it".
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For the next few seconds, he wonder@¢hat about me does she like so mucb®t decided
that it didn't really matter and returned to hiskas usual.

Having labelled her as "eccentric”, Huey's peragptf Monica went up to levels similar to

Professor Renee and Headmaster Dalton.

Of course, they were all equal to him in that thveye part of this world he despised.

Even now, as they walked side-by-side, Huey djretre her a thought as he wondered if the

Mask Maker had some sort of hitherto-unknown tetbmoat his disposal.

The boy named Huey undeniably despised the world.

However, people like that were everywhere, no matie time and place.

And among these people who were dissatisfied viiéhworld, Huey at looked like he was
living a relatively happy life.

If he wanted to, he could fall in love with Moniaad live a normal but satisfying life.

Huey himself knew this.

But he would not take this path.

Knowing all this, Huey chose to deny that path valithis might.

That was how the boy named Huey Laforet lived.

Huey walked the familiar streets, evading Monicasfession with a fake smile.
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Soon things would go back to normal--back to hishamging everyday life.

Until a certain day would come.

‘Things should stay the way they are. They showdwithout knowing too much about me.'
Huey thought as he quietly walked back home, but--

An 'unusual’ sight, reminiscent of Renee's annauece of the new student, greeted him.

His half-aware walk through the crowded streetslieeh interrupted by a loud noise.

The first thing he saw was a girl being loudly ex$&to the middle of the street.

She seemed to be around the same age as Huey amchiMar maybe a bit older.

This brown-haired girl was unable to even lay quled on the ground as she was hoisted up
by her neck.

"Hey, get up."

The young men, who appeared to be delinquentsedottze girl to her feet and tried to drag
her away.

Passerbys frowned at this sight, but no one stejpiedtry and help the girl.

Whether these young men were members of the "R&itgs" or just plain delinquents, the
people turned a blind eye towards them, prefenangt sleeping lions lie.

Huey was no different.

"...Let's go."

"Huh?"
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Monica raised her voice without thinking when sleard Huey mutter emotionlessly.

For a moment, she didn't know if he meant "Let'siglp her", or "Let's get away from here".
Of course, she was pointed in the right directigidiney turning away from the commotion.

Huey was not leaving out of fear of these delingsiebut purely out of disinterest. He
thought it a waste of time and effort to get hirhgalolved in something like this.

He had also calculated that just walking away ftbis incident might disillusion Monica and
make sure she would never speak to him again.

Having finished his self-deprecating plan on thetshe began walking away from the scene.
However--

"Hold it, kid."
Trouble forced its way towards Huey and threw hewkointo reality.

"You're a pretty cold guy, aren't ya? Walking awmayen a girl's getting hurt right in front of
you."

"But that's a pretty cute girl you've got there.”
'‘Oh. I getit.'

Huey's confusion at being singled out was cleapedliien he noticed that the young men had
been stealing glances at Monica.

'It's just as | thought. Nothing good ever comegeifing involved with other people.'

He sighed and contemplated running, leaving Moiiehind, but this might unnecessarily
degrade his reputation at the school. Disinterestvas fine with, but hostility would be
difficult to deal with.

Not only that, if the thugs were to figure out wWilonica really was, and if her situation was
something unfavourable (which was likely the casseing as she was a student at their
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school), the existence of the school itself cowddtlireatened. Huey didn't really care for the
well-being of the other students, but right nowhiagl to avoid the destruction of his source of
knowledge.

He had thought of taking Monica's hand and escafingone of the delinquents was already
approaching them. Putting this idea to action wqud result in capture.

Huey turned to face the delinquents, frowning shgh

‘Damn... just as | thought, this really is an unkinaokld.'

"You pickin' a fight?"

‘It's unkind to me..."

The passerbys continued to go about their busimessllful ignorance, and Monica just
stood there nervously, showing no sign of beingared to run.

'It's unkind to that brown-haired girl...'

The brunette was being grasped by her hair, abieitber resist nor run.

"Don't look at me like that, you little punk!"

Huey sighed as the delinquent taunted him.

'‘And to these guys.’

He made his move.

"Huh?"

The young man was taken aback by Huey's suddennrente
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He then felt a sharp pain in his eyes.

Huey had stoically jabbed his thumb and index fing® the thug's eyes.

"Gaaaaaahhhhh!"

Huey wasn't strong enough to outright gouge outkes, but it was enough to rob the young
man of his sight momentarily. As the thug was legrbackwards, Huey took the opportunity
to kick him between the legs with all his strength.

The delinquent collapsed forward in extreme pand Huey grabbed him by the throat with
an icy expression.

Slowly and precisely, he tightened his grasp taleiis opponent's Adam's apple.

Unable to even make a sound, the delinquent'sihngatvas on the verge of cutting off from
the pain.

All this took place in one smooth series of overlntiegly powerful motions.

Monica could not turn her eyes away as Huey vityegnbk down the delinquent.

However, the world was, as Huey had always thowsghtiery unkind.

Huey only had the element of surprise on that aresion. The other two delinquents ran
over and pulled Huey away from the third member.

"You bastard! Die!"

"Ugh...I"
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As the delinquents belted out shallow insults, Hwag kicked to the ground without dignity.

Huey wasn't a skilled fighter, but merely someonth Wttle mercy or hesitation. He didn't
have the kind of raw strength to turn around aasitu like this.

That was why he decided to apply his mercilessguegy in another direction.

The people passing by were still ignoring them.

Everyone averted their eyes, feeling that it wast be pretend they hadn't seen anything,
despite the sheer number of fellow witnesses.

It was a very eerie sight, but Huey did not cadirthout for it because he knew exactly how
they felt. And instead of asking for their involvent--

He forced them into the situation.

As he fell, the boy had looked around for somethiegcould possibly use, and found a
flowerpot within arm's reach.

He quickly took hold of it, and, getting to his fedespite the pain, threw it as hard as he
could.

"Oh, that was close~!"

"Who'd get hit by something that obvious, you i@lot

The delinquents laughed creepily and approacheq,Hhatieving this action to have been his
last stand.

A powerful cry bellowed out from behind them.

"Huh?"
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"What?"

The delinquents, minus the one still moaning on dhaund in pain, stopped and looked
behind them.

And there--

There was an ox, covered in dirt from the flowerpampaging in their direction with the
fury of a thunderstorm, searching for the culpéahind the attack.

And pulling behind it, of course, a cart full oblgage.

The marketplace then fell into a panicked frenzy.

The mad, rampaging ox had sent people scattering.

Perhaps the ox alone might have been easier towdtdalbut precariously-stacked piles of
goods began swaying. Getting hit on the head byobleose would not end in something so
merciful as a mere head injury.

And as if in loud agreement with the first ox, atloattle and horses joined the fray--the
people could no longer feign ignorance.

Everyone was running through the marketplace,ngtind being pushed and shoved.

The delinquents were also caught in the stampextkinatheir confusion, were thrown to the
ground after being hit by one of the carts.

Huey ignored the pain and got to his feet, coldlyktin the situation, and dodged the crowds
to find Monica.

He then spotted a conspicuous head of blond hairing away from the scene, leading away
the brown-haired girl by the hand. Huey followedrth
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The delinquents did not seem to be in pursuitlyikeving been caught up in the frenzy. It
was probably work enough for them right now to pscthe stampeding horde of people and
cattle.

Huey cautiously left the large roads and jumpea itite alley into which the girls had
disappeared.
"0O...ohh, Huey! Are you all right? You're not hurtonica noticed him and rushed to his

side.

Meanwhile, the brown-haired girl whom they had ehdge rescuing merely looked at the
ground with a darkened expression.

“I'm fine. They kicked me pretty hard, but | dottiink anything's broken. ...What about
you?"

He asked the brunette, but the girl merely shoskkad and averted their eyes.

“I'm... all right. ...Sorry."

"Really? That's a relief... Oh, what in the world edhose people doing?!" Monica spat
angrily.

But the brown-haired girl, eyes still lowered, iedlin a quiet voice.

"Thank you... but you shouldn't get involved with ameymore."

"What do you mean?" Monica asked, bewildered. TiHs geply was stoic and quiet.

"Because... I'm going to be killed soon."

ll?!ll

"If you get involved... you'll end up getting killetho."
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"You mean by those delinquents?”

Huey continued, seemingly engaged by the unseeoniient of the conversation.

“I'll die when the Mask Maker steals my face."

'The Mask Maker?'

Why would she mention the name of a potential Ekiilar?

This didn't seem to have anything to do with thindeents from earlier. Huey and Monica
had no idea what she was trying to say.

The girl ignored their confusion and continued imanotone.

“I'm going to die soon. I'll be killed."

Her breath came to a sudden stop, and the girbiesin

"It's because | ended up seeing that mask..."

"What...?"

Just as Monica was about to ask something, a tist@ram echoed through the alley.

“Niki! So this is where you were!"

When Huey and Monica turned around, they saw dypdwdld man, and behind him, a group
of men wearing distinctive uniforms.

"...The City Police?" Monica mumbled in disbelief.

The City Police was a Town Watch of sorts that afesr within this small city. Unlike the
Military Police, which was backed by the Royal Fgnaif Spain, it was an organization built
by the citizens of Lotto Valentino.
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This was the biggest difference between Lotto aenand most other cities, and a hidden
symbol of the city, but to the common people theas little distinction between City Police,
Military Police, or a Town Watch.

The bald man did not seem to be affiliated with @y Police. He pointed towards Huey and
Monica, and told the officers in a flattering tone-

"It's them! Those two are the ones who tried ton&ja one of my workshop employees!”

"Huh?"

Monica was taken aback by the outrageous claimHa@y remained silent.

As the officers approached them, the girl callekli Kaised her voice.

"Please, wait a moment! These two--"

"Shut up!"

The girl could not finish defending the duo.

The bald man's tightly clenched fist struck heredheith all his might.

The girl was tossed into the air by the force, sinel fell against the alley wall.

"Kyaaaa!" Monica screamed, but the officers did neaict.

"Stay silent."

The officers did not even spare a glance as thapdbthe two.
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All the while, the bald man kicked the fallen Nds hard as he could.

"You little bitch! | was paid for three people tgdaand you couldn't even get that done
without running off?! Do you know what you've datwemy reputation?! You're going to pay
for this!"

The girl called Niki did not even try to defend &elf as the man continued kicking her.

Huey did not resist as he listened to the officers.

"Boy... do you know who it was you've just harmed?"

The officer mercilessly hit the unresisting Hueyhe back of the head.

Huey was never able to hear who those delinqueetg,wout he could make a very good
guess.

They were likely Spanish aristocrats.

He put this together with the words he'd heard fribra bald man who was likely the
brunette's master, and reached a certain conclusion

As he was taken away by the officers, he mumbledtingself quietly so that no one else
could hear.

Intensifying the heat, like a flickering candleligh

"This world's in sickeningly top-notch condition asual.”

<=>
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The northeast area of the city.

Lotto Valentino's elevation rose dramatically &eatain distance from the seaside.

At a location that was high enough to be a mountdien seen from sea-level, was a high-
class residential area for Spanish aristocratss fanor in particular was built at the highest
point as if in a display of grandeur.

When seen from a lower part of the city, it was@toverwhelming in its majesty--someone
who didn't know much about the area could verylgasistake it for a palace.

Southern ltaly, under Spanish rule, was not finghciwell off. As if testing the limits of
feudalism, places like Naples had already gonautfiteseveral incidents of rioting.

However, such an atmosphere was completely absentthis particular area.

And this particular manor, among others, majedtieahbraced the city with a single colour.

This manor, mainly white in colour, had a beaulyfdandscaped garden in what little land
was usable in this hilly area. The garden was emdagiwice overwhelm any visitor who
would set foot in this estate.

A white fortress in a garden full of flowers andgs.

Employees scurried about the manor like hardworlants. Their every movement blended

into the manor's decorative atmosphere and gaveaty pleasant feel.

And on the second floor of this manor--

A shadow cast at the balcony entrance spoke torawh@ carried himself in an extremely
odd fashion.
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"Um... uh... my lord."

When the man in City Police uniform addressed hima,Count on the balcony responded by
mumbling to himself, on his knees and observingtéegd plant.

"My lord?"

The Count, having seemed to notice the secondstalily got to his feet.

"Hm? Oh, you're here. Welcome. Yes. Welcome. Theankfor coming."

The man certainlgid wear clothing becoming of a Count.

He was probably in his mid-twenties, and dressed light habit a la francaise. His top was
decorated with tasteful jewelled ornamentation, andhe back was something that looked
like a large foreign symbol.

Those who could might recognize the symbol as Haeacter &%, but it was merely a shape
to most people.

Unusually for an aristocrat, he wasn't wearing g, wior was he sporting a fake beauty mark
that was popular among European nobility at thestiferhaps as if to make up for this, he
wore an extremely gaudy tricorne, and instead loéauty mark, he decorated his wide, owl-
like eyes, with little stars below them.

His glaring eyes had bags under them, and it wiisudt to tell if this was because of sleep
deprivation or just a fashion statement. An indéstie smile was fixed upon his face, and in
combination with his almost childish features, @munt almost resembled a wooden puppet.

If he'd just remove his makeup, he'd look like mlyfaordinary man, yet why would he do
this?

As the man in the black uniform--the Chief of thgéy@Police--thought these things, the so-
called Count laughed heartily, cracking his neck.

' 1) is the Chinese character for 'fire'.
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"There's no need to be so formal and call me 'Colintould be easier to call me something
like Espe or Boro or whatever you might feel likdter all... you and | once fought over the
same woman."

The anxious Police Chief replied to the beamingr@ou

"My apologies, my lord, but... | believe this would bur first meeting."”

The Count's eyes widened even more as he statied @hief's face.

"Hm? Oh, is that so? Oh, yes. You are not a fanmfifiee... so you've deceived me?"

"W-what are you saying, my lord?! Absolutely note¥'

"l jest, | jest. Jests are great. They relievesstré®©f course, the only thing that separates a
harmless joke from an insult is the presence a#illl Retaliation to insult, and a smile to a
joke. Yes. It's very easy to understand. Is itwohderful? There could be more jesting in the
world. Though | suppose it wouldn't be too badrfa to be the only one living honestly."

The so-called Count mumbled incomprehensibly asdiked about the potted plants.

"Um... my lord, what might you be doing?"

“Ladybugs."”

"L-ladybugs, my lord?"

"Yes. | feel that once a ladybug has landed up@ldaf, the entire plant will have become
beautifully complete. However, | am finding it vedifficult to realize. It seems | still have a
long way to go before | can communicate with insé&ct

The man continued rambling unintelligibly and olsera ladybug.

He gazed wistfully as the ladybug flew away, andntltloaked himself in an atmosphere
completely contrary to what he had just shown.
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"So, what manner of man are you?"

"M-my lord! My apologies for being so late to inthace myself. | am LaRolf Hancletia*, the
new Chief of the City Police. It is my honour toseyou, lord.”

LaRolf bowed politely on bended knee. The Courdred his throat and replied gravely.

"Yes... | see. So your predecessor resigned duestodfruption scandal... | will leave these
matters to you, though it is difficult for me toliese he'd sold himself out for money. Also,
you don't need to be so formal with me. | am Gogein name only. | have no capacity for
ruling, nor do | have any skill as a warrior. Asuyare the ones who have asked to serve me, |
will be glad so long as you men do your duty."

The Chief again bowed deeply to this man with te-rdiculing smile, but he was quite
shaken internally.

'He's behaving with a surprising degree of sanity...'

From appearances, he had suspected that the Coult lae just another eccentric aristocrat.

And yet he spoke with startling clarity.

This was what terrified him most.

Esperanza Boronidl.

An aristocrat from Spain, the kingdom that con&dINaples, upon whom was bestowed the
title of 'Count'.

He was the young nobleman who governed this snitgll @nd the laughingstock who was
known as "The Clown Count" for his unusual mannedrmss. This city was theoretically
under the jurisdiction of the Governor of Naplegt the Count was put in charge of the area
due to some special circumstances. Rumour was theatentire clan had become an
inconvenience back in Spain, and that he was s¥atdimost as if being kicked out.
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At least, that's how LaRolf knew it.

He had underestimated the Count, thinking he wstsgspoiled, attention-seeking noble, but
found himself lost in the thought that in realithe Count was everything that an aristocrat
needed to be, wrapped up in an eccentric shell.

He even began to wonder if this freakishness wigssilan act, a ruse to lower his guard and
figure out his secrets.

All the while, the Count's wide eyes remained catgdy still, and the only change of
expression could be found in the twitching corradrisis mouth.

It wouldn't be surprising if this aristocrat weke draw a blade in the middle of a pleasant
conversation.

"Come to think of it..."

As if noticing the Chief's anxiety, the Count slgwhook his head.

"Have you yet to capture that masked man?"

"N-no, my lord. We have been following all kinds lefids based on eyewitness accounts,
but..."

"Hm... | see. | suppose it can't be helped if yodwang all you can.”

The Chief did not notice because his head was bolwedhe Count's widened eyes narrowed
for a single moment.

"A girl. A young girl was killed."

"Oh. Yes, my lord."

"As this is our first meeting, allow me to makesthklear to you."
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The Count clopped along towards the potted flowetis his buckled shoes, emblazoned with
the image of a sickle.

"You see, | love women."

"Sire... M-my lord?"

"Yes. It might sound strange, coming from an adstty but there is nothing more important
to me in this world than women. Yes, they are m@eable to me than my own life. | love
everything about women."

Clop. The Count took a step and continued.

"Do you know the softness of their limbs that bringnind the gentle horizons?"

Clop.

"The very act of listening to their songbird voicdsanses everything."

Clop.

"l wonder, could you understand the fact that a wornan be forgiven for anything by her
existence alone?"

Clop.

"Hm... yes. It is a bit embarrassing to say, butVel@verything about women. From their
hearts, bodies, voices, pasts, futures, lovesctadfes, to their angelic graces and their impish
smiles, everything!"

Clop.

"Sometimes, | think that | wouldn't care even lédve something to a woman and lose all my
worldly possessions and get killed."
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Clop.

"That is how much | love them."

Clop.

"I love them infinitely!"

Clop...

“"Let me say this again! | love women! A third timdbve them from the depths of my heart!"

The Count shouted as he stood with his feet togetie arms wide apart. Standing in front of
him, the Chief broke out in a cold sweat.

Maybe he is just an ordinary madman.

The Chief was chilled by a different kind of fedrah before by this most confident of
declarations.

"Hey, Chief. You new Police Chief."

I?!I

Before he knew it, the Count had crouched downaasd speaking right into his ear, eyes
still wide.

"That's why I find this unforgivable.”

"I don't care if he's some weirdo or a lunatic.ill wever forgive this bastard who goes around
killing women--little girls--who haven't even hadchane to live out half their years. And if
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this guy keeps going around Kkilling women as heagds, I--1 will extend my hatred to
everything else."

Realizing that 'everything else' included themsglgbould they fail to capture the culprit, the
Chief again was filled with terror, chilled to thene.

The Count continued to compress this atmosphehatoéd, rage, and sadness to pressure the
poor Police Chief.

The Chief never realized this, but the Count'sdasitence was not a threat, but a sincere plea.

"Please."”

"Protect... Everyone."

<=>

The City Police Chief had left the balcony as iingepursued.

As if to fill the gap in presence, a shadow appheaicthe Count from behind.

Eyes fixed on the flowers, the Count spoke in aingutone to this shadow, who was cloaked
in black and in some ways more eccentric than thenChimself.

"Hey. Do you think I'm being too weak? Am | beingedlow-bellied coward of a Governor?

“I'm not so sure. | can't really say, as | havevay of knowing how an aristocrat would feel."

"You say some really unpleasant things sometime=ahY Youare an unpleasant person.
You're also aristocracy by birth, but you think y®u managed to throw that away
completely."

"I'd love to pick up what I'd thrown away, if onlyvas permitted.”
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The hooded figure laughed as if playing dumb. Theur@ continued, laughing self-
deprecatingly.

"You know, | have no idea how to treat women. Thathy | remain chaste in body and soul,
even at my age. Perhaps | just want, at heargdorbe like a hero in a play.”

The Count shook his head in embarrassment. Theegddioglire said nothing.

"Sometimes we must act as heroes. Yes, like ChddeBatz-Castelmofea hero who can
maneuver through any situation--Of course, we ttawercome all obstacles in reality.”

The Count made an example of D'Artagnan, who watkt go on to be immortalized in the
novel The Three Musketeettsy Alexandre Dumas. He quietly continued.

"Ever since | was a child, that's the kind of parsd wanted to become."
"You want to escape reality that much?"

"No. In fact, it's the opposite. | love this worldlove all its purities and impurities. Women
go without saying. That's why... yes. | want to beeoanhero in order to truly enjoy this
beloved world of mine, as it is. At heart, | wisttduld take charge myself, not leave it to
some Police Chief, to run out there and challehgermasked man to a duel.”

He sighed deeply, and shook his head as he agleestion of the hooded figure.

“Is that it? Do you think it improper for a Governeven a figurehead, to think such things?
But | don't think a Governor should just let thingigle when already, a full twenty-seven
citizens have been murdered... what do you think?"

He finally turned around, but there was nothinge¢heut a single ladybug, flying through the
air.

"... SO you ran away. You dared to leave while | vgtii complaining. Damn. This is
unforgivable. But | guess I'll forgive you."

?Charles de Batz-Castelmore is the full name of fagman from the Three Musketeers.

61



The hooded figure quietly slipped out of the maimmpring the complaining Count.

‘Twenty-seven people...'

He walked towards the darkness, producing a ceotgigct and pulling it under the hood.

"To think things have already gotten so big.'

He then put the white mask in his hand to his farel quietly laughed.

All he did was laugh.

'Hehehehehe...'

Evening, in front of the jailhouse.

The stone jailhouse was an annex of the City Paiifee.

After being taken there, Huey was kept under afiessome time, and he was released at the
same time as Monica, who was taken in simultangdugl sequestered in a different area.

The boy and the girl, having run into each othethatbuilding exit, quietly made their way
back in awkward silence.

The streets were still filled with the warm ocean and the night sky was full of stars. The
streets were lined with nothing but walls. Very feauses had windows facing the jailhouse.

Normally, the sight of a young man and woman okdain age group walking together at
night would be quite romantic, but Huey didn't setenparticularly care for the girl at his
side.
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When he glanced at Monica, she was walking withheaxd down, cheeks a bright pink.

"U-u-um...! Uh, what I'm trying to say is...! Th-thangoodness we were released so
quickly...!"

It seemed that she was embarrassed to be walldagbgtside with Huey.

'l don't get her at all.’

Monica's behaviour was nothing but curious, butyHuat on a fake smile as usual in reply.

"Yeah. I'm fine, but you got dragged into it. It stdinave been rough on you."

"N-not at all! A-anyway, why do you suppose thetyds out so quickly?"

It was only normal to wonder about this, but Hueggly was nonchalant about the issue at
hand.

"Professor Renee, Headmaster Dalton, or Professohafigelo probably did something
behind the scenes. They're pretty well-connected.”

"Oh, I-I see... But... | wonder if we'll get in trouble

"If we do, we'll just explain everything properBut if no one says anything, let's just keep
what happened between us. It wasn't exactly a ght@&xperience.”

"Oh, y-yeah!"

Huey frowned as Monica nodded earnestly.

"...You look happy.”

Monica smiled radiantly as she replied.

"Of course! Now | have a shared memory with you!"

63



64



'What a disgustingly optimistic outlook.'

He was astounded, but Huey did not remove his smile

And the girl lowered her voice slightly to ask Hueguestion.

"Hey, Huey."

"What is it?"

"Before, you tried to pretend you hadn't seen girdtright?"

"...Yeah, that's right."

Huey replied to Monica's serious question, as ifitseé been waiting.

"You were disgusted, right?"

But the girl's eyes widened.

"Why would | be?"

"l was sure you'd leave her. And | thought it rigiob. But | didn't have the confidence...

so wishy-washy, huh?"

"Not at all."

The boy replied with a fake smile, and words biefitthis intent.

He responded tho the girl's words mechanically,temiess at heart.
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And whether or not she knew what Huey was thinkaftgr a few seconds of silence, the girl
began desperately grasping for topics of conversati

"Come to think of it, we're getting a new classmaorrow, right? If he's in our class, |
guess he'll be around the same age as us."

Schools of this era did not normally divide clasbgsage, but the alchemy school divided
classes into age groups of about five years inra@enify the topics of education. Huey's

class was still at a very basic level of study, &sitthere were very few people who started
alchemy in adulthood, the school was mostly didtbevards young people.

"You know, we were all talking about it! The othevere really disappointed!"

"About what?"

"They said that if it's someone like you, Huey e wouldn't really talk to us."

"Probably."

Huey's expression did not change, despite the sbatansulting revelation.

Maybe it was because of his lack of reaction thahia looked almost tearful.

"...s-sorry. Are you mad?"

"Why would | be?"

He coincidentally spat out in a retaliatory tonat Huey himself didn't realize it.

It was because he knew very well the image he giege and was keeping it up on purpose.

However, Monica hung her head in disappointment.

"So... you won't even get angry."
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Huey was silent. His fake smile faltered for a mamassaulted by this unexpected question.

And as if taking his silence for an answer, Morgoatinued with a sad look.

"Oh! Um... uh... Don't worry about it. | knew all thighen | said that I liked you."

Huey remained silent.

He then sighed and completely erased his fake smile

"Yeah, you're right."

"Huh?"

"I hate everything, including you. Satisfied now?"

Now it was Monica's turn to be silent.

It was a very direct answer. Monica hung her h&adwing that she had brought this upon
herself.

This conversation didn't even seem cordial, leh@lmmantic.
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The emotional tension did not fluctuate. The relahip between them was the only thing
that quietly began changing.

"You know about my past, too, right?"

Huey said stoically, as if not caring for Monicajsinion of him, without even changing his
walking pace.

"l know what people say about me behind my baclkd Ahave no intention of being friends
with any one of you."

'Looks like things are only going to get worse leswme and the rest of the class.’

Huey coldly calculated classroom matters in hisdhea he put on a somewhat self-
deprecating smile.

Monica seemed to have been slightly scared bylhisshe clenched her fist and continued.

"Then... maybe you'll get along with the new student.

Huey was caught off guard by Monica's sudden swofctopic to, but he decided to listen to
what she had to say.

The girl hesitated for a moment before she stopp@dthce.

She spoke slowly, yet with conviction.

"Because I... | asked the professor after class.nt@&hto know how this person was similar
to you! So... | asked. | asked, okay?!"

Monica raised her voice and looked straight at Huey
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She caught sight of Huey's face illuminated by ghtli and looked away, blushing. She
continued immediately afterwards, sheepishly angrtier eyes.

"He's... just like you..."

"Professor Renee told me that he's a witch's sshjike you..."
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Interlude 1: The First Murder

The serial killings had so far claimed twenty-sevarims.

Its beginnings were very humble--the first incidesats neither reported in the newsletters nor
closely examined by the City Police.

The victim was a boy who worked at the port market.

No one mourned the boy when the incident occudigr all, no one had even realized that
he had died.

He died a lonely death inside a storehouse at dinkeolir, with a mask over his face and a
blade through his heart.

It was not known if it was a sealed room, as n@stigation was conducted.

This was because no one had known that a murdezveadtaken place.

This was why the man who was master to this boyndidreport this incident to the City
Police or the Military Police.

The boy had no family to mourn him, and his magtex,owner of a key store, only grumbled
about the loss of workforce. He had assumed tleabbdly was killed by angry drunkards.

There was a reason that the master reported ttideimt to the police at a later time.

The second murder took place several days later.

This incident, which took place at a nobleman's enashocked both the City Police and the
aristocrats. Strangely enough, while the identitthe victim was once again a question mark,
the mask and the stab through the heart were wnti

The fact that a murder took place in an aristacratinor was enough for it to become the talk
of the town.
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The rumours spread through the streets like wédfand the very word 'Mask' would send a
chill through the bones of anyone who heard it.

And if this incident had anything to do with theybohe master could be accused of hiding
the first murder.

This was the only reason he reported the crime.

In other words, the first victim was worth thatlétto the world.

A boy no one mourned, who would most likely haveem@mies to speak of. This lack of
motive was why the investigation had gotten of&tdifficult start.

And as the people began whispering of the postsilmfia serial killer--

A girl came forward, claiming to have seen a suepg figure near the storehouse on the
night of the first murder.

The girl was the first to speak of the 'Mysteriddiasked Figure', but this testimony had only
been revealed to the City Police.

Initially, none of them believed in the existencesoich a being, but things would soon
change.

This was because, several days later--

The witness girl had become the third victim.

This time, another boy came forward to testify alibe corpse found in the church at the city
outskirts.

He claimed he had seen a masked figure lurkingtahewchurch.

The existence of the Masked Figure had been withfreim the public. There was no way
that a boy on the street could have known about it.
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This was where the City Police was forced to ackedge the credibility of the boy's
testimony.

Unfortunately, this came much too late.

Because that boy, as well--

He had been discovered two weeks later as the gevietim.
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Chapter 2:

1he Miracle Boy
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That same day, around sunset.

It was six hours ago, just around the time whenyHuas put under arrest.

A lone boy was walking through the marketplace.

"Huh... Hmm? | think it's this way..."

The boy directly voiced his honest thoughts as latked through the chaotic marketplace
with a scrap of parchment in hand.

He was perhaps around fifteen years of age.

The boy's blond hair and blue eyes gave him anativdorthern European look. He looked at
the paper and looked around the marketplace.

He had a very normal face, neither particularlydsame or ugly, but suited to childlike
smiling. As his wasn't the kind of appearance taild attract attention, he blended into the
crowd completely.

"Setting that aside, what happened here?"

The marketplace was crowded, but goods were rodlihgver the ground.

A good number of people were fixing and cleaninghgscattered goods and ripped tents --it
looked like a violent storm had just passed through

Huey's quick thinking had caused horses and datttampede through the streets, making it
the way mess it was now, but this boy had no wagnofving that.

He had no way of knowing of the boy named Huey, didrhe have any way of knowing of
the girl who was the cause of all this.

At least, not yet.
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"Was there a twister? | hope no one was hurt." @dyemumbled his thoughts out loud as he
made his way through the marketplace.

And he soon reached a part of the market that was especially disorderly state.

It looked almost like an ox cart had run over tece, with a carriage lying collapsed in the
corner. People were moving to and fro, trying &aad up the mess.

'‘Maybe | should help.'

The boy looked around, wondering if there was angtihe could do.

And his eyes found a certain girl.

In front of a storehouse in the corner of the milieee was a brown-haired girl, sitting on a
crate and looking towards the sea.

Her profile had a weary look to it, and the darkibe on the side of her pretty face showed
that she had either lost a fight or was beaterobyesne.

The boy curiously cocked his head, looked aroumnd, walked towards the girl without a
second thought.

The boy walked into the injured girl's world witkither hesitation nor pity.

He had no way of knowing of the eventual outcomthis encounter.

However, he knew exactly what he wanted the outcante.

'l hope she'll be able to smile.’

And with this odd wish, ambiguous in morality--
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<=>

The girl who was staring at the ocean--Niki, nalitkee person approaching her and looked at
him warily.

But the boy, who looked to be around her age, meeproached her with a peaceful smile,
oblivious to the distrust in her eyes.

"Hey."

",__?"

She frowned as she observed this boy who spokerto h

Could he be another ‘customer’ that her masterdfdBut he looked much too young for
something like that.

As the girl continued to wonder, the boy cockedh@ad and spoke again.

"You look like you're hurt. Are you okay?"

"Oh."

It had been a very long time since anyone had @gpexd her and said something like this.

Setting aside the boy and the girl from earlierowiere forcibly dragged into her affairs,
there was no one in the area who would not knowt Wimal of an existence she was. This
meant that this boy had to be from out of town.

Niki's analysis took place behind a silent, emdées expression, but the boy just continued
talking to her, looking around.

"Well... you just had the look of someone who wasulio die. | don't know if you got into a
fight with someone, or if you've been abused, bctite girl like you should smile. Though, |
can't help you with that bruise since I'm not atdot
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"Who are you?"

Niki asked the boy who thoughtlessly invaded herldyonot even bothering to hide her
venom.

"Oh! Sorry, sorry. I'm Elmer. Elmer C. Albatross.eW | guess my name doesn't really
matter."

For a moment, she wondered if this boy had appexatier with something inappropriate in
mind, but his tone and expression looked very sece

And that was what made her so uneasy.

"... I didn't ask for your pity."

She rejected him outright, with no room for misiptetation.

Most people would, at this point, get upset anddear argue with her. The girl had reacted
the same way several times before when somethimi¢asihad happened, but--

"Huh. That's a tough one."

The boy in front of her was unusual.

"Well... | could make a guess and say that you magk for pity in a month's time or so.
So... why don't we just say that your words came édrom across time?"

'‘What did this guy just say?'

The girl furrowed her brow, confused by the boylsatural line of thought.

"And | think | should add--not many people ever Jayy me’, right? Well, I've only just
arrived here, so maybe that's part of this aredtsre. I'll apologize if I've offended you. I'm
sorry. It's all good, right?"
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"Okay... all right. Leave me alone. | don't know wiyati're thinking, but nothing good will
come of being around me."

The girl tried to ignore him. The boy called Elnoeossed his arms and fell into thought.

"Nothing good will come to... you? Or me?"

"...either way, doesn't look like you'll end up toeliroff."

"That so? That's fine. Of course, I'd be happyetvé you alone if you're going to get into a
lot of trouble because of me." EImer said nonchélaithe girl frowned.

"Anyway, you're so nice, worrying about someone st met."”

Hearing this, Niki wondered if the boy was eitheridiot among idiots or the world's most
cunning swindler.

Either way, nothing good could come of telling ramything.

"Go away."

Niki was contemplating leaving if the boy continuedoester her like this, but--

"l guess you're right. Me talking to you's just aying you. It's not making you any happier.”
Elmer declared.

"Oh..."

"But one last thing. | need to ask you somethirsgs@meone who's ended up intruding into
your life for even a tiny moment--"

Smiling, the boy asked her something completelynary with the same tone of voice he
used when he first spoke to her.
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"I need directions. The house should be around $mreewhere..."

That was about as far as EImer got before he wadsbgd by the collar and shoved aside.

"Huh?!"

Elmer's eyes were greeted by the sight of five gamen closing in on the girl.

"Hey. Niki. What happened to those brats back there

"You're..."

They were the same men who had been hurting Nikiegabut now they had an increased
headcount.

Elmer, seemingly not caring that he was shovedeasihtched the girl and the youths,
completely oblivious to the situation.

"...They got arrested by the City Police.” Niki regai stoically. The young men looked
disappointed.

"Tch. And | was going to give them a beating, tdow | have to wait until they get out.”

The man with the swollen eyes laughed uncouthlygzatibed her by the collar.

"And now it's all you, Niki."

"...Let me go." she protested in a mumble, but thengeent ignored her and strengthened
his hold.

"It's your job to sellit, you bitch! Well?!"

“Ugh..."
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The girl was silenced by he collar squeezing atlmexat.

The delinquent continued to threaten her, anddiggd his grip.

"You know? 'Refusal' is something someone witilue does to protect that value. A
worthless bitch like you doesn't need value--yoo'deven have the right.”

"Ah...gak..."

"Well? Say something, you piece of trash! You gdapand now you're shutting up?! That's
why you're nothing more than garbage."

The delinquent laughed gleefully, knowing that sbald barely speak, let alone breathe. His
four companions also broke into laughter.

And just like before, the lively marketplace contplg ignored the girl and the young
delinquents.

And as for the foreign boy--Elmer C. Albatross--

He merely stepped towards the delinquents.

Step by step. Elmer made his way between the dedimgand the girl step by step, as if in a
living representation of the phrase.

He then tapped the hand of the delinquent holdieggirl's throat, and asked in a laid-back
voice that was completely unsuited to the tensmasdn.

"Hey. Can I talk to you for a bit?"

"What do you want?"
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"Well... I'm wondering. Maybe she can't say anythiregause you're holding her throat and
she can't breathe?"

The delinquent frowned, just as Niki had done atsivbile ago.

He let go without even realizing it. The girl fél her knees immediately.

EImer smiled as Niki coughed and gasped.

"See? There you go! Did you know? When you chogeraon, they can't make a sound. And
when a person can't breathe, they die. It'll befhklto remember that. After all, if you
accidentally end up killing someone, both of youll Wwe unhappy. Knowing this stuff comes
in pretty handy, you know?"

"Oh right! You don't know what she'll have to saye she catches her breath, so could you
not call her ‘trash’ or 'bitch' until then? Oh, bwton't stop you if she says she wants to be
called that."

"Wha...?"

The confused delinquent looked back at his foanfils, wondering if this was something to
even get angry at.

"Your brain infested with maggots or something?"

"I don't know. I've never actually tried to seedref But I'd die as soon as | try, so | don't
really want to. And who knows? Maybe it's a kindnodggot that's good for you." the boy
answered with a smile.

The delinquents, assuming that the boy was pickangght, narrowed their eyes and
surrounded him.
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The boy didn't seem too intimidated, however, ayakéd straight into the face of the first
delinquent.
"...Something on my face, you piece of trash?"

"You okay?"

"What?"

"Your eyes. They're both completely red. You shawdto avoid the sea breeze--you might
lose your eyesight at this rate. Go home and wiaslit with fresh wa--"

Elmer was struck before he could finish his sergenc

He was knocked into the pile of empty crates imffraf the storehouse, making even more of
a mess in a place still recovering from the chaobes.

"Ouch. That wasn't too nice of you."

"Shut up! What the hell? You got something agaus$t Huh?!"

"l guess it'd be a lie to say | don't."

"What, so you're some kind of knight in shining aur? Say something, why don'tcha?!"

The swollen-eyes delinquent looked down at Elmenfident the he could not be surprised
like earlier and in their superior numbers.

The boy, however, smiled quietly and spoke in thace same tone as before, as if he was
neither angry nor scared.

"You should smile more when you hit someone."

"...What?"

"People aren't normally happy to get hit, so astiélae person doing the hitting should laugh,
right? | think that might at least strike a balanceyour case, you like beating people, right?
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My teacher told me... looking down on other peopla generally a source of pleasure, so it's
understandable. | don't really get it myself, thougnyway, | want you to smile when you hit
someone, just so | won't have any trouble knowirag you're having fun.”

The delinquents, sensing something eerie aboutahbling boy, looked at one another and
encircled him, planning to beat him halfway to teat

"... Whaddya say we air out this kid's brain some?"

"Stop!"

Niki began to make her way to try and stop themdglents, but a thick hand suddenly grasped
her arm.

"Ouch..."

When she turned to look, she found the bald man¢kenched.

Niki was instantly reminded of the pain in her dhéem earlier as she looked at the man,
shaking in outrage.

"You little bitch...! You're bothering the customexgair?!"

"Ugh..."

Niki braced herself reflexively, remembering theinpfom the punch she had received
earlier.

The bald man, who seemed to be the girl's masteriexi loudly as she cowered, and raised
his fist.

"Know your place--"

He never managed to finish his sentence.
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The bald man was kicked in the side of the headpsi as though someone had mistaken it
for a ball.

He was sent flying, unable to make a sound.

His head reflected the sun, setting against theitelednean Sea, and created, for a fleeting
instant, a brilliant lightshow.

At the moment of the kick, the bald man was neittaing off nor crouching on the ground.

Someone had broken into a run, stepped off onbeottates, and kicked the bald man with
all his strength.

The bald man landed on and broke a stack of cratgdjke Elmer had earlier.

As he tried to turn his aching neck, confused aodmgng in pain--

He saw a strange pair of people.

The two men, atypical for locals, both had jet-klhair and peculiar features.

One of them had dark skin, and the other was liggkanned but certainly not white. They
seemed to be like the Southeast Asian or East As@mchants who would visit occasionally,
but their manner of dress was completely different.

The dark-skinned one was dressed in a style coelplenfamiliar to the bald man.

He was wearing large baggy pants of indigo, andtbeves were wrapped in what seemed to
be bandages that spiralled all the way down tshaes. Over his chest he wore nothing but a
sleeveless vest with unfamiliar markings.

His hair, tied up in a tight topknot, somewhat rebked a slanted palm tree.
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Someone who knew of Japan would recognize this srapindress as that of a samurai...or
rather, a mere bandit, but it was just an unusiydd $ the people here, who knew nothing of
the country.

The East Asian, meanwhile, wore something thatdddike a Spanish army uniform with all
the decorations removed, but considering his eitynic offered not a single clue as to his
identity.

One thing the two men had in common, however, Wasstrange swords they had at their
sides.

Only the City Police and guards working for aristis ever carried around swords. This was
because, as it was in most cities, the City Pa@iderced weapon possession laws.

They carried their weapons in blatant violatiorrerjulations.

Rather than getting angry at the attack, the badsh fiound himself more alarmed by the
unknown identities of the duo.

Lotto Valentino was an area frequented by all kinfipeople, but he wasn't sure that these
men would even understand a word he said.

Niki and the delinquents had also stopped in ttracks when the mysterious men intruded.
Elmer was still lying on the ground, recoveringnfréhe kickings.

Even the passersby who had been pretending nodticencould not help but pause at the
outlandish appearance of the foreigners.

Tensions still ran high as the dark-skinned maregiriger to his chin and spoke.

"Worry not. It was only anineuchi. You may die in contentment.”

The foreigner's fluent Italian turned heads.

As they had no idea what the wardneuchimeant, all they could think about was his death
threat.

3 Mineuchimeans to hit with the blunt side of a blade stoasvoid death.
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The dark-skinned man continued, undeterred byrtdreefic atmosphere.

"I know not of the situation at hand, yet it isaléo me that on one hand, these infidels here
use numbers to overpower one person. On the otad, here is a man who would bring
harm to a helpless woman... thus, | was compelletidp here before you."

While the facts of the matter were true, the pmgsias a complete admonition to the bald
man.

Looking around in anticipation of the arrival ofetlCity Police, the bald man responded,
tasting blood in his mouth.

"D-don't make me laugh! I'm her master, and itly aght that | teach her some manners!"

The dark-skinned man cracked his neck and retootélae bald man's fear-stained words.

"Well... it seems that in this city, pigs are the stieat herd the men."”

"Wh-what?!"

The East Asian man sighed weatrily, still standiegitte the resolute dark-skinned man.

However, the words he spoke were completely fordigmone in the marketplace knew what

he was saying.

[Master Zank. If you would leave things at that.]

[What, you are willing to just pass this injustizg Denkuro?]

[Would these people not have their own circumstaddemust agree that this was much too
violent for a mere disciplinary measure... but thereo need to start a fight.]

[Soft as always, Denkuro. If only these foreigneaild understand.]
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The delinquents were initially standing in silenae the incomprehensible language the
foreigners spoke. However, thins soon changed.

"Wh-what are these bastards...? They said sometbiog just now, right?"

"Probably just a couple of bilge rats.” "Just getaf them."

Two of the five delinquents approached to scarmtheay, but--

In the blink of an eye, the calm East Asian slippedr to them without so much as raising an
eyebrow, and jumped.

It was only a single step.

Yet the sound of his foot kicking off the air shable air.

Instead of drawing his blade, he leapt off one ,fqguit his weight into his shoulder, and
released it.

It seemed the man was tackling the delinquent'staligh his shoulder. The onlookers were
then greeted by a terrifying sight.

The delinquent was thrown into the air, and todssmtkwards by the force of the East Asian's
attack.

"Wha-?"

The delinquent went down into the stack of crat@sgng one of the others surrounding Elmer
with him.

[Denkuro... was your statement of pacifism a lie?]

[I had no choice, as | sensed aggression from fhem.
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The delinquents could not hide their fear as thesifmers continued speaking in their
indecipherable tongues.
The remaining three then tried to encircle them.

However, at that very moment, the dark-skinned hiaked one of the delinquents off his
feet. The other two were taken down immediatelgrafards while they gaped in shock.

It was almost like watching a group dance.

The onlookers held their breaths. The bald man kedding his bruised head, desperately
waiting for the City Police.

The swollen-eyed delinquent sat up, yelling wittoece full of loathing.

"You... you bastards... you bastards! Who-who do yaoktive are?!"

"You weaklings cannot even fight without introdugiyourselves?”

"Shut up! You're finished! You think you can getauwith--"

"Never mind. We realize that you're from some afiubackground.”

The dark-skinned man nonchalantly ignored therdts. He sighed wearily.

Then, a shadow passed over his eye as he stated thu

"In other words... It seems | may have no choicetbilence you."

Even the observers froze at this shocking statenidra words alone were powerful enough
to make them believe that the man could kill evasy witness who stood here.

The delinquent who received the brunt of this shioeinbled, sharply drew breath, and pulled
out a small knife.

88



"Y-you bastard-- I'll... kill... Kill... ugh!"

Just as he drew the blade from a sheath of gol&ihret, he realized that he had made a fatal
mistake.

"...s0 you've drawn." the dark-skinned man muttetdel.put his fingers over the hilt of the
blade at his side and pushed out the handguardwsttihumb.

The delinquent with the knife, seeing the glinser, looked around in panic. Realizing that
his fellow delinquents, still moaning on the groumauld be of no help, he could do nothing
but quake in fear.

As his teeth rattled, the delinquent broke out ot sweat, keeping an eye on his opponent's
side.

The moment his opponent drew, he would find himkelieged by a weapon countless times
far-reaching than his knife.

The delinquent , having realized from his opposentovement that he could not hope to
dodge an attack from such a blade, found himsetfered.

He was so terrified that he could neither fight flee. That was the kind of pressure exerted

by this opponent's blade.

"Prepare yourself." said the man called Zank, bueality he had yet to decide what to do.

He had no qualms about the act of cutting, butdpisonent of his was a boy much younger
than himself.

He was not particularly predisposed towards sgjlbiood before he had seen the city proper.

"I'll let him off easy. Just the wrist, perhaps.'

Zank, having made his decision, furtively lowerési dentre of gravity.
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He then noticed a man walking in their directioonfr amidst the crowds, and turned his
attention to him.

The man was dressed similarly to the other delintgjdout he seemed to be perhaps five or
six years older than them. He looked to be abais#me age as himself.

The man, a full head taller than all the other okérs, had sharper eyes than the delinquents-
-some of the onlookers quickly averted their eygsnucatching sight of him.

'‘So he's one of them.'

From his bearing and stature, the man seemed td hehigher status than the delinquents.
Judging from his age, he was likely their leader.

Zank warily kept his eyes on the newcomer, buttdtleman calmly walked straight into this
unwelcoming scene, step by step, in a similar getdedly different fashion from Elmer.

The swollen-eyed delinquent, only just having redithe tall man, yelled out his name.

"M-Mister Aile*"

The man called Aile did nothing but survey the aiton with his sharp eyes.

The fallen delinquents noticed his presence andeturto him, eyes filled with relief and
terror both.

"Th-thank god you're here... those guys were touglone' of them spoke, knife still in hand.
His voice was trembling.

Aile looked around at the delinquents and askedyatWere you doing here?"

"Uh, well... that's...you see..."

* Aile is pronounced like the word "Aisle”. Now takj suggestions for a better spelling.
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"Spit it out. Cat got your tongue?" He growled, dodked over at Elmer, who was just
getting up ("Ouch..."), Niki, who was standing insted silence, and the bald man, who was
nursing his head.

"Don't tell me... were you here buying 'that'?"

"N-no... well..."

"Let's set that aside for now. Don't we have somgtto do?"

"Oh... right!"

Aile didn't seem to be in the best of moods, butldwked to be willing to help. The
delinquent yelled at the foreigners, his confiderestored.

"It's over now! Mister Aile is going to finish yooff!"

"Yes. It's over.” said Aile, who was standing bedide delinquent.

He had barely finished his sentence when he gratiteedelinquent's knife-hand and twisted
it upwards.

"Gah... ugh...?"

Aile easily took away the knife from the grimacidglinquent, and stabbed it into the young
man's palm.

"Gaaaaaaaaahhh! Ahhhhh! Aaaaaahhhhh!"

The delinquent fell to the ground in a roll, scréagrand spilling blood everywhere.

Aile slowly raised his foot--and stepped on theragient's neck.

"...ugh... uuuuhhhhh...!"
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It wasn't strong enough to crush his spine, butybeng man experienced pain several
magnitudes higher than what Niki must have expegdrearlier--and lost consciousness.

"What an idiot."

"...You claim no need for foolish subordinates?" thast Asian asked, frowning, in clear
Italian. Aile shook his head, maintaining his exgsien.

"l understand thate was first to draw... but | ask you to consider |@egmt at this."

"Oh...?"

The foreign men looked at one another, taken abatiiks suggestion.

"l understand. We will drop this matter.” the dakinned man let go of the sword he was on
the verge of drawing.

"We may be the ones who are retreating this tinug,l lsuggest you not linger too long on
these streets."

"“Is that a threat?"

"No... it's a piece of advice."

Aile shook his head and narrowed his eyes as heleain

"Outsiders should not interfere with the mattershi$ city. There is nothing for you here but
misfortune."

",__?"

The foreign men were about to inquire further, thet streets once again became chaotic as
the City Police finally made their way over.

<=>
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"Uh... so what just happened?"

Elmer noticed the sudden commotion and managectammg his feet with a great deal of
effort. He looked around, eyes wide, and founddink face telling of the dilemma she was
faced with.

Unusual for someone who was just kicked to the mptElmer spoke to her with the same,
cheerful expression as when he first approached her

"...You'd better get away, or they're going to catob."

The girl was watching the foreigners evade thecef with ease.

There were only four officers right now, all budyasing the foreign men--but they would
have enough manpower left to hunt down Elmer oaodgarcements arrived.

"Huh? That so?"

"Yeah. Those delinquents aren't getting arrestéugre"

"Why not?"

Elmer asked, relaxed as ever. The girl looked damchreplied disdainfully.

"They might look like that, but... they're called tRotten Eggs'..."

Niki trailed off, but unfocused her eyes from herreundings and revealed a certain fact.

"They're all aristocrats."

As soon as the girl had finished, a hostile maleerceached their ears.

"Niki... you little bitch...! You think you're going tget away with this...?!"
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The bald man had gotten to his feet as the offiegt®n their chase for the foreigners.
He was staggering, but he didn't seem to be toainsgb.

"See...? You have to get away now." the girl muttestedcally.

Elmer cracked his neck and replied.

"Before | go... let me just confirm one thing."

"What?"

"Are you happy when that guy hits you?"

"Of course not."

'What is this guy thinkingNiki wondered. She could not read this boy, noterdiow much
she tried.

Suddenly, he grabbed her by the hand.

"Huh?"

"Then let's go."

The boy who introduced himself as Elmer pulleddeay by hand.

Niki quickened her pace, as if being dragged byshiprisingly strong grip.

Elmer ran and ran with her, skillfully navigatingrough the crowds. He talked cheerfully to
the wide-eyed Niki.

"Wait... stop. Just leave me. I'm okay with--"
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"You might be okay with it, but I'm not."

"...Why? You're interested in me?"

"Huh... | guess it's less interest in you, and moreelf-satisfaction?" Elmer laughed
mischievously.

"The buildings here all look the same...

So | need you to guide me somewhere."

<=>

Several minutes later.

The duo managed to lose their pursuers and tookraemt to catch their breath in a quiet
alleyway.

It had already begun to get dark. It seemed tleaetivas less than an hour of sunlight left.

"I don't think that bald guy's going to come chgsiis now."

The girl nervously scanned the area, and sighedlyir

"What's with everyone today...?"
"What do you mean?"

"...Do you know what you just did?"

"I ran off with you?" Elmer answered simply.
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Niki's response was anxious.

"Didn't you think about the fact that when | getka'm going to get beaten even more?"

"Huh. I don't know much about your situation, batyduwantto go back?"

"Of course | don't!" the girl adamantly refused.eS$ighed quietly and locked her emotions
away at the back of her heart.

"But still... he's the only one | have. There's... nevehelse for me to go."

"Sounds pretty complicated.” EImer mumbled, aswas somebody else's business.

Niki didn't even have the strength to get angrye-spoke to him flatly.

"But it's finished now."

"What do you mean?"

"Because... I'm going to die soon."

Niki spoke these unbelievable words with surprisimgnchalance. She looked into the
distance, recalling that she had said the sameg #anlier. She then put on a brave face and
made her position clear.

"So don't get any more involved with this than yateady are. Maybe you just don't know
because you're an outsider, but... this city is demge"

"That sounds scary. Why, though?"
"Soon... I'll be killed by the Mask Maker."

Elmer cocked his head, not understanding what N#d, but she continued despite his
confusion.
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"It's not very well-known, even in these parts,.buanyone who sees the Mask Maker will
soon be killed by him."

"What's the Mask Maker?"

"...You don't know? He's a serial killer who's alred&illed twenty-seven people.” Niki was
surprised. Elmer wracked his brains, but shookhiead, unable to procure information that
didn't exist there to begin with.

"Well, | came here via Naples, but I've never heairénything like this. The people at the
church never said anything about it, either..."

Niki's face fell as she concluded that EImer wilstgthe truth.

"...Yeah. | knew it... they're not spreading this imf@tion outside the city."

II?II

"In any case, if you stick with me, you'll end upesg the Mask Maker when | die. Then
you'll get killed, too--"

Elmer interrupted her, shaking his head.

"I don't really care if | die.”

"...You think I'm joking?"

Niki shook her head dejectedly, thinking Elmer didselieve her. ElImer, however, smiled

and shook his head in turn.

"Well, setting my death aside... wowdu be satisfied this way?"

"What?"

Niki looked up to find a serious-faced Elmer.
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It was a strange feeling. Would someone who'd gudy learned about the Mask Maker
accept these implausible claims so easily?

Elmer continued under the assumption that all oki'liclaims were true, setting her
confusion aside.

"l don't know anything about you or this Mask Mak8o let me just ask... let me ask about
the outcome. Aren't you afraid of death?"

"...No. I'm not really scared of dying. I'd preferadle to living like this."
"Don't you have anyone who'd be sad if you die?"
"If  had someone like that, I'd go them not the bald guy.”

'l bet he'll just say something like having to figout a way to survive.
Come to think of it, he mentioned a church a litlgle ago...'

Perhaps the boy in front of her was a deeply faitchurchgoer who was trying to save
someone like her.

That was her assumption, but Niki held one firmddel
She didn't know if there was a God in this worldt he knew that no God watched over her.
So she planned to counter with sarcasm when thedpied, but--

"Then I'm glad." the boy stated. "Then you'll bdeatn die happy. You can escape from all

your troubles.”
n I)II

"Don't make that face, now! You should smile!"
For a moment, the girl noticed something about o

There was something within this boy--
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Something infinitely more terrifying than the dejirents, the foreign swordsmen, or the bald
man who beat her.

On the other hand, she could also tell that hertwadl intent. That was why she could not
understand him, and that was why she just kepirgawpto his words.

"If you've forgotten how to laugh, I'll teach yothough all | can do is make the face.”

"...No thanks. It's true I'll be able to get awaynfrehis life, but it won't necessarily make me
happier than other people..."

Disappointed, Elmer bowed his head ("l see..."),vsa$ back to his cheerful self within three
seconds. He began walking.

"In that case, you should spend the night at mgntfis house today instead of going back to
the bald guy.”

"What?"

“It's all right. There's a lot of girls there tcamd he wouldn't ever turn down a request from a
girl."

“...But..."

As if trying to cheer up the confused girl, EImeok out a scrap of parchment and unfolded it
to show her.

"That's right! That's what | was having trouble lwit couldn't read this map, so | thought
maybe a local could help me out. | think he's dtpfamous guy around here."

"Pretty famous" was an understatement.

Niki easily recognized the location indicated oa thap.

That was why it was so unbelievable. The addredisated--
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"It's the house that belongs to a Mr. Esperanzaiat..."

Boronial Family Manor, Dining Hall.

The Boronial Manor was more archaic in fashion thame of its more modern neighbours.

The manor interior was like a small-scale palaa#h ehambers lined up side-by-side. Some
of the longer hallways looked like a hall of misdrom the way the rooms were placed.

Among these rooms was a large dining hall, bordetie manor's north hall, the entrance,
and the kitchens.

The main dish atop the gigantic table was a langstr The smell of spices like nutmeg, black
pepper, the flavourings of onion and scallion, #mal scent of the roast itself wafted through
the room in a mouthwatering mixture that whet tppedites of all those who set foot in this
room. The light pink of the cross-section of thagtoperfectly complemented the colours of
the vegetables, making this dish alsasualwork of art.

Esperanza entered the dining hall precisely atedtime, but the first thing he looked at was
not the food, but the women who worked there.

"Ah... this is wonderful."
Esperanza stopped in place euphorically, as Hialfatigue from the day had evaporated.
Unusually for an aristocrat's meal, food for thevaats had also been prepared at the table.

Of course, this might not be too strange when damgig the fact that ninety percent of the
servants were female, and the fact that Count Bakeras famous for his love of women.

He wasn't much of a skirtchaser--the Count loveerygtiing about women, both body and
soul, and was satisfied by their mere presence. vemg sight of women--nay, the very
existence of women in the world was enough to atias man.
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Because of his strange tastes, the Count never tbeaight of singling out one individual
woman for love. Women in general thought of himdiyras an eccentric individual, but none
had considered him for romantic prospects.

This was why he was an oddball among aristocratdyding unmarried at his age and taking
solace in the presence of female servants.

No one knew how he would find himself an heir, theé Count himself didn't seem to care as
long as he had women around him.

At least, that's what the other aristocrats thowgim.

"Curious... yes. How very curious."

Esperanza mumbled to himself as he sat at the table

"What is it, my lord? Are you thinking of a ladyag?" a waitress asked jokingly. Her fellow
waitresses giggled.

This was an unthinkable interaction between norangtocrats and servants, but Esperanza
would always make an exception for women. Even wbidier aristocrats were visiting his
manor, he would ask them to "Consider all of thenga's words as my own while you are
here".

Of course, the servants were all sharp enoughdim deing rude to other aristocrats.
Esperanza, lost in thought, paused mid-dinner.

"It is a curious matter indeed. There are thousamddions, billions, trillions of women in
this world, yet why is there only one of myselféould love them in equal proportions if only

we were evenly matched... Well, this is par for tberse for a dinnertime musing, so let us
set that aside. | find it curious that my guestyetgo arrive."

Esperanza looked to an empty seat for which a heghbeen prepared and cutlery set.

"The letter said that he would arrive today. Of rs@) | wonder what | am doing, worrying
over a man." he mumbled, and one of the few maleasés entered and whispered to him.
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"The guest has arrived, my lord."

"Oh, he's just arrived! Just in time. Perfect.his thot a divine miracle? Then does this mean
that | wasted a miracle on a matter so trivialPHad to, | would have preferred to use up a
miracle for a woman... Well, no matter. | will accolish miracles for women myself. Call
him in."

Esperanza mumbled with zero aristocratic bearihg. Male servant bowed and spoke.

"It seems he has brought a guest along, my lord."

"What? And he said he was coming alone... all we mowe are leftovers."

"The guest is a young lady."

"Then let my portion be hers. | will greet her arslly at the entrance."

As soon as he finished speaking, Esperanza gothisffseat and began walking with
composure. It was almost as if his earlier, langnalements were all trickery.

"l must take care not to offend a woman | meetferfirst time. How is my appearance?"
"...Very good, my lord."

Most aristocrats would claim his appearance probtembut the servants merely bowed after
checking his clothing.

The Count, sent off with adoration, walked ovetite entrance and found a certain girl.

"It is an honour, my lady. My name is EsperanzaoB@l! You may call me Essa, if you so
wish!"

Esperanza's tone had done an 180 from when he peekiag with the Police Chief.
Everything, starting from his voice, seemed likattaf a different person, with the exception
of his outlandish appearance.
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He had no hesitation in treating this girl much iyger than himself as a lady worthy of
respect.

However, a small male voice chuckled from just méis line of sight.

"You haven't changed a bit, Essa.”

"What? That you, Elmer? I'll talk to you later. $hivay please, my lady. Dinner has been
prepared for you. If you would follow me..."

The aristocrat smiled pleasantly.

The wide-eyed commoner girl was frozen in place.

The sight beyond the door was completely diffefesrh her usual quarters.

This space's immaculate majesty almost made it $kera different world altogether.

But that wasn't what surprised Niki. After all, shad seen spaces like these countless times
before.

What shocked Niki was the fact that the man shemasd to be an aristocrat greeted her
courteously at the entrance.

"P-please, wait a moment! I'm... just... a commoner..."

Niki unconsciously stepped back and looked dowpeEanza cocked his head.

"Does that matter, good Miss?"

Elmer laughed loudly at Esperanza's sincere camfusi

Niki had no idea what was going on.
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'l guess an oddball's friend can't be anything &utoddball himself.'

The girl, caught up wondering how to take this afiton, ended up forgetting, if only for a
brief moment.

She ended up forgetting that she was a witness.

And the fact that she was marked for certain death.

<=>

The female servants, watching the scene unfold fimside the doors, whispered to each

other.

"That boy's the Count's guest?"

"But he's a boy!"

"It's pretty unusual for the Count to have a malesy.”

"Apparently he's going to be staying here for alevhi

"He's pretty cute."”
"But he's a friend of the Count, right?"

"l bet he's a weirdo."

"Yeah."

"Definitely."
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As the women chatted among themselves, the lone s&lvant, who appeared to be the
steward, silently recalled a conversation from s#wseeks ago.

<=>

3 Weeks ago

"Should | call it an annoyance, or an honour...? Iolike I'll be taking care of some oddball

again."

"What might be the matter, my lord?"

"They're sending over a houseguest from the mather!

"By 'annoying’, do you mean that the guest is a,manlord?"

"Correct. Well, I've seen him a couple of timesSSpain. We're acquainted.”

"Is that such a bad thing, my lord? ...Or is he samegmu are unfond of?"

"No, he's a good kid. Yes, a good kid. He's alnmsgood of a kid, but it is true. It's just that
his circumstances are a bit unusual and annoyidglangerous. Yes."
"What might you be saying, my lord?"

"Well... do you know of the incident with the heretia few years ago? It was in a certain
country..."

"...Please forgive my lack of learning, my lord."

"No need to apologize. After all, it was a relalyvquiet incident. Perhaps... five years ago?
There was an absolutely enormous heretical groupgchWunts have gone out of fashion in
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the past few decades, but it seemed there was sb trauble with them that the church sent
in a group of inquisitors to take punitive measukéss. They even sent in a military order."

"How terrifying."

"Yes. And the church managed to rescue a boy. &heued the boy whose fate was to have
his lower body boiled, his upper body burned, aischieck twisted, all as a living sacrifice.”

"In other words, this boy is the guest. To putl#iply, he was blessed by the church after he
was rescued. He was called a miracle boy, rescyduelgrace of God."”

"l understand, my lord. Then you mean to say thatannot allow harm to befall this boy?"

"l wish that were the case. | only found this aiel, but this boy...

He is both a miracle bagndthe son of a witch."
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Interlude 2: The Mask Maker

Tales of the masked figure, known as the "Mask Makieegan to circulate among the
citizens by the time of the tenth murder.

At first, the City Police was reluctant to releaséormation about the dubious eyewitness
accounts, claiming that they would ‘cause chaoscantusion'.

However, as the murders continued, the aristocesgecially Esperanza, from the first
female death--ordered for an extensive investigatarrest the criminal. The City Police,
fearing that the Military Police or the aristoctgigvate armies would mobilize first, slowly
began to reveal the relevant information.

The victim's face was covered with a mask. Theréguas called the "Mask Maker" because
he wore the same mask as his victims.

According to the newsletter and the City Police tiictims had nothing in common but the
masks over their faces.

The white masks, reminiscent of the Carnival of idenshone in bright harmony with the
blood spilled over the floor.

This eerie image permeated the minds of the cisizengraving into their memories the name
of the Mask Maker.

To the outside world, as nothing more than a topgossip--an urban legend.

To those on the streets of this city, as a pestinor.

The witnesses were all different, but their ideslti@ccounts led the City Police to pursue the
individual known as the Mask Maker.

It was said that he held a silver stiletto in hahd, blade dripping with blood.

It was said that when he was discovered, he wauklalaugh at the witness and bolt.

108



It was said that his laughter and build both appgao belong to a young man, but his
specific age was unknown.

It was said that he could nimbly take flight oveaalls in the blink of an eye.

It was said that the sight of him disappearing i@ night was akin to that of a ghost or a
demon.

The City Police feared that, once information abitngt Mask Maker was released, through
word-of-mouth and the newsletters, people would sé&porting fake sightings. And initially,
therewerepranks and falsified accounts.

Eventually, however, the true testimonies woulalearly separated from the false.

That was to say, anyone who witnessed the Mask Mabkeld be killed by him in a few
days' time.

The City Police and the information brokers in #ieeets were the only ones who had this

key piece of information--

That of the twenty-seven victims, a full twenty-arfahem had glimpsed the Mask Maker.

And that there were very few credible witnessdkadive to tell the tale.

However, these rumours soon began spilling outtimcstreets, into the ears of the people.

'You must not see the Mask Maker.

And even if you see him, you must forget everytting

Yet still, the number of withesses increased aadr&ehsed' at the same rate.
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Every last witness. There was no exception.

It was almost as if the Mask Maker was searchimdpi® next prey.
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Chapter 3:

Their Chance

Encounter
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Five years ago. A rural village in a certain countr

Huey Laforet was sure that when he last saw hihienpshe was definitely smiling.

Her smile might have been the product of his cikiédlhopes, but Huey believed in this
memory.

And with that all-forgiving smile--

His mother disappeared into the water, never torfase.

The Witch Hunts.

A very famous, very cruel, and very widespread thun

The phrase should rightly have been a holy onertdesented the hunting of evil demons.
Over time, however, its meaning became twistedtimhb of a corrupt practise.

It was said that the practise of Witch Hunting begametime around the twelfth century.

People commonly believe that the Witch Hunts weéaetesd by the church, but in reality, the
practise originated with the common people. It agréhroughout Europe with no actual
connection to any large organized faith. And in $pan of a century, the practise of Witch
Hunting slowly seeped into the politics, culturasd religions of the kingdoms of Europe.

The Witch Hunts were, in the very sense of the gréhe judgements of the people, by the
people, and for the people.

As if foretelling the fact that the greatest eneofithe people were people themselves, they
used the indulgence of "Witch Hunting", and--mosiigainst women--revealed a certain
"something” full of fear and anger.

The church's Inquisition was originally deployedaimgt heretics. In other words, the
Inquisition had no interest in unearthly thingselikmagic" or "witches". However, this
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movement of the people that spread all across Eusygntually made its way into the
church.

Those who had been accused of witchcraft were Iyrutatured during their interrogation,
and many of them died before they could even begiting for the stake.

It is said that approximately thirty thousand whreted as witches, but some would claim
the number closer to nine million--this was howsely the phrase "Witch Hunt" was
connected with the idea of a massacre.

There are many theories as to why the practise digd but the number of witch trials
decreased rapidly from the 1670s on. By 1700, ¥&ny people were being charged for this
crime.

It was 1700, a time when the phrase "Witch Huntf bagun to fade from recent memory and
become a thing of the past in many parts of Europe.

However, despite the fact that the Witch Hunts dntlerty years ago in this village, the
practise retained its roots deep in the villageesirts. It might be right to say that they were
hiding it somewhere, deep inside themselves.

It was a mountainous area, far from any city. Infation from the larger settlements almost
never reached this place, and this little old g#dlavas nowhere near any points of military
importance, either.

Huey Laforet was a very normal boy who was bornrangked in this village.

He lived alone with his mother, having lost hidh&tat a young age.

Daily life wasn't easy by any means, but Huey gopnan energetic child under the stern but
kind care of his mother.

His hometown was a tiny village of three hundredt, ibwas a big enough world for young
Huey. It was also his entire reason for living.

He never wondered about why he was living--he livedause his world existed right there.

His mother, who was always smiling, would often hek son:
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"Do you love this village, Huey?"

The boy, who adored his mother's gentle smile, diguih delightedly and answer.

"Yeah, | love this place!"

It was almost in an instinctive way that the boydd his mother, the village, and the kindness
the village showed their little family.

He didn't know the meaning of the word "love", I heart was still full of love for his
world.

The boy had no idea.

He had no idea how expertly adults could hide tiilice.

Not until his tenth birthday--the day of fate.

It was Huey's tenth birthday.

It was on that very day that his mother was takeayain front of his eyes, as an evil witch
who spread heresy to the village.

When the people called the "Inquisitors" arrivedhat village, Huey didn't really understand

who they were. Despite his ignorance, however, &g ehilled to the bone by their presence.

And that chill, in human form, reached out a hamgards him and took his mother's arm as
he watched.

There were about twenty armed men and ten merbesro
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Huey had never seen anyone like them. The clogesbtld think of were the priests at the
church, who dressed somewhat similarly.

But Huey could not connect this group of men tokimel people at the church, and lunged at
the men to get his mother back.

He was kicked away effortlessly. He didn't rementi®ry many times he got back up, but all

he knew was that at the end of the day, he wag radle to save his mother.

Days passed, and still she did not return.

The boy was only ten, and needed some time to stahet the situation.

About what a "Witch" was, and about what would fapjo a "Witch".

He began to figure it out about five days after misther was taken. He had pieced things
together from the words of the villagers who camhiim out of worry.

The facts were too cruel and difficult to acceptdden-year old boy.

Why must his mother be put on trial for witchcraft?

Who was the one who accused her?

Why won't anyone help his mother?

Why doesn't he have the power to help?

The boy howled and stamped like an animal, askiege questions all the while.

However, the villagers patiently calmed him, cortédrhim, and looked after him.

And faced with the villagers' kindness, the boyaregd his calm.
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"Don't worry, Huey. We believe in your mother."daéne young woman who lived next door.
She was about ten years older than he was, but Etugsidered her like a sister to him and
was deeply comforted by her words.

This was because her smile--and the smiles ofittag@rs who were kind to him--looked just
like the gentle smile he always saw on his mottiacs.

'Mom's going to come back. | know it.
What was | thinking, thinking badly of the otheopke in the village?
Maybe it was my fault mom was taken away.
I'll apologize. Please forgive me.
Please forgive me. Please forgive me. Please fengie. Please forgive me.
Please forgive me please forgive me.
Please forgive me please forgive me please forgee
Please forgive me please forgive me pleaggvieme.
Please forgive me please forgive me pléagive me.
Please forgive me please forgive me.
Please forgive me please fargne
Forgive me forgive me feggme
Forgive me forgive me
Forgive me fargime
Forgive me
Forgive me forgive me forgive me forgive me forgneeforgive me forgive me forgive me...'

He would spend his nights, face buried in a haffedupillow, reciting these words like a
magic spell.

He kept asking for forgiveness, not even knowing\uk was asking.

His mother was wrongfully arrested. She would cdraek safely after the trial.

The boy continued to believe in this and continteechumble for forgiveness.

He believed, not in a god, but his beloved village.believed in his world.

The boy innocently believed.

Naively and unconditionally.
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That is, until he finally saw his mother again aeWdéater.

Huey's mother was dragged out naked in front ovilkage.

The skin between what little scraps of cloth sheentold of the violence inflicted on her.

There were no scars or marks--everything waseastille wound that drowned her in pain.

Blood dripped from her fingertips. Metal spikes weaticking out of each digit. The skin on
her fingers had been peeled off, along with helspand these wounds went all the way up to
her wrists.

That was only the beginning.

However, Huey didn't remember the rest very well.

This was because he had looked away.

The injuries on her body were not kind to the eydsey would not be able to believe that
this woman was his mother until he saw her face.

Her face was relatively lacking in wounds--thergevieruises from having been struck, but it

was still whole enough for Huey recognize his owastimer.

Huey was later told by another one of the alchesni$te accused's teeth would be left intact
because they needed them to pronounce clearhh&r testimony at the trial. There was a
second reason--something that had to do with highens renowned beauty, but it was so
horrific that Huey pretended he had never heard it.

The trial would soon begin.

He didn't know what they would be doing specifigzabbut Huey knew from the moment he
saw the flames licking at the altar.
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‘Mom... is going to die.’

The moment the boy opened his mouth to screamspade his mother caught sight of him.

And despite the overwhelming pain and suffering, ghietly smiled at her son.

Huey had never seen such a smile before.

It was completely different from the gentle, all4iog smile his mother always wore. It didn't,
however, speak of hatred or something maliciousheei Huey would later mumble,

"Strength. That's right... it was a smile of strength That was exactly the kind of smile she
had.

Huey shut his mouth without thinking, and his mothe

She quietly began her testimony.

Before the man who looked to be the leader of tlggikition could even ask, Huey's mother
returned to her usual "gentle smile".

She testified in a clear voice.

"l have one thing... just one thing to confess tolttwiisition."”

The aftermath of her testimony would be engravéal iHuey's memories forever.

<=>
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Lotto Valentino, 1705.

Second floor of the third library.

"This is a matter of our methodology. We have akvégllowed the causes of effects. For
gold to become gold, there must be a cause. Magnetnd gravitation also have causes--and
we strive to solve everything by figuring out witas."

Huey heard a familiar woman's voice as he slowlgenais way back into reality.

When he looked around, he found himself in the meidd a lecture. Renee was gesturing
wildly, flaunting her knowledge at the desk in timé&ddle of the room. In his right hand was
his book, slightly damp where he held it.

Realizing that his hand was covered in sweat, Hioeyght,'So it was a dream..."

But before he concluded thus, he mentally shookééal.

'‘No, it wasn't a dream... maybe from partway throughbut.| was recalling that incident in
the middle of class.’

Huey began his self-analysis as he flipped oveptue.

Renee, oblivious to his thoughts, merrily continhed lecture.

"But Mr. Isaac Newton in England is a bit of an qutson. Well, | think you probably know
this, but, well, Mr. Newton claims that, in the g of Universal Gravitation, um... to put it
really simply, that we can ignore the cause of ig@tion. Of course, this is, in some way, a
religious line of thinking, believing that humanavie no way of understanding the works of
God."

Huey paid attention to perhaps ten percent ofdwtute, lost in his own thoughts.

'l couldn't stop thinking back, since last night.
So it's been exactly five years now.’
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Today was both Huey's birthday and the day his eroffas taken by the Inquisitors.

Now that he thought about it, he had a lot of qoestabout the proceedings. Were they
really Inquisitors from the church? Perhaps theyevgsvindlers or bandits in disguise.

There was, of course, no way to confirm any of #tithis point.

Everything had long since finished, leaving nothing the hatred in his heart.

This reality could not be changed.

Even the girl who had claimed to love him was & pathe world he despised. And knowing
that he himself was the worst of the lot for evemking this way, Huey Laforet hated the
entire world, including himself.

"But this is something amazing. Applying only enngat knowledge is both a revolution and
a hope for both alchemy and science! Of coursenwheomes to medicine, we're already
using anaesthesia without knowing its workings."

As Huey remained lost in thought, Renee cheeriplyke about her hopes for the future.

To Huey, the future was something that should heaky destroyed--he didn't want to hear
this drivel about hope.

And as he watched Renee conduct classes as usigglremembered something.

'What about the new student?"

He had been thinking back to his past partly bexafisvhat Monica had told him yesterday.

That the newbie who would be joining their classwd'witch's son", just like himself--Huey
didn't really care, but it would be a lie to sagtthe was completely uninterested.

"In any case, great changes might be on their Wisly.iNewton's theories become part of the
mainstream! Isn't he amazing? Come to think df litgar he's being knighted this year! Oh?
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Or was he already knighted...? In any case, he'ssg iman, being Master of the Mint and
President of the Royal Society. Of course, soméiieeme has much more time to do as |
please..."

Renee's lecture began straying further and fuftbar the topic of the lesson.

Huey determined that there was nothing left wagtehing to, shut his book, and stood up.

"Oh? What's the matter, Huey?" Renee cocked hel. hea

Huey cast down his eyes and replied coolly.

"I'm not feeling very well today. I'd like to go @ and rest."

His stoic face certainly didn't look very ill, bRenee blinked as she asked him if he needed to
see a doctor.

Huey politely declined.

"Please excuse me."

He left the classroom alone.

He stepped away from the gathering place of knogdeahd into the outside world, a place
for which he had neither expectations or hopes.

And he met a certain boy.

"Hey there.”
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The moment he stepped out into the hall, Huey heamteone.

"What's wrong? You're still in the middle of clasght? Are you feeling sick?"

It was an unfamiliar voice, but the tone soundée fihat of someone speaking to an old
friend.

",__?"

Huey turned to the direction of the voice, but lalways was deserted.

"Over here."

Huey searched again for the source of the voicdaunt--

A boy outside the window, standing upside-down.

The smiling boy was hanging upside-down from tlee tinside the courtyard that grew right
next to the window.

"...Who are you?"

The order of the conversation seemed to be a tiffleout Huey decided to keep up his guard
and see how this boy would react.

The boy who hung from the tree by his legs likei@e pf laundry shook in the wind, and
answered Huey's question.

"Come to think of it, | guess I've never met youadpe! I'll introduce myself. I'm Elmer.
Elmer C. Albatross. You can call me whatever ydae.lilt's nice to meet you. What's your
name?"

"...Huey. Huey Laforet."
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After unknowingly blurting out his full name, Hudgoked at Elmer with suspicion. Of
course, it was strange enough looking into the fzfca boy hanging upside-down in a tree
outside the window, so Huey looked away and walkgtb the window.

"Are you the new student Professor Renee was taldout?"

This question also seemed to be out of order, lmatytlecided to wait for EImer's response.

"l guess so." Elmer smiled, still upside-down. Hues silent for a moment.

He then voiced the obvious question that shoule: ftawvne first.

"What are you doing over there?"

"Haha, thanks for asking! I've been waiting for youask. Well, Professor Renee left me here
out in the hall and told me to come in when shéedainy name. But then she just forgot
about me and started the lesson. So | looked euwihdow, and what do you think | saw?"

"Who knows?"

Clack.

Huey gave a halfhearted response, shut the windogvpolted it.

Outside, ElImer was waving his arms, still upsidesd@nd wondering what was going on.

Huey ignored the newbie and quickly walked awayneahat unnerved by the grin of the
boy he just saw.

<=>

"That wasn't like me.’
Walking down the stairs, Huey began to wonder wégia such a thing.
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Normally he wouldn't have done anything of the .sideg would put on a smile, say something
convenient in response, and leave.

But there was something about that boy that distitbuey.

‘Elmer... was his name.

A son of a witch.'

Perhaps it was a subconscious reaction againstosmma similar circumstance, stemming
from the information he had received earlier.

But EImer seemed to be a completely different tyfpgerson from himself.

In any case, it was impossible to determine whadl laf person he was from the few words
they had just exchanged. Their first meeting hadegas badly as it could have. In some
ways, that was a relief.

'And now he'll never have an excuse to talk to me."

Huey considered the possibility that EImer might gegry, but all he had to do then was
respond appropriately. He'd let himself be pundh#dthat was what it came down to.

And as long as Huey ignored him, Elmer would haveaason to approach.

'‘No, that's not it.
This isn't how | usually work.'

Huey normally remained neutral. He would keep #adise from people, but make sure there
was no malice or enmity between them. And yet ltediesen to brush off Elmer outright.

'What was it about him that made me do somethkagthat?'

Huey continued walking in self-analysis, when songeelse spoke to him.

"You. Boy."

He turned around at the sound of extremely rigitidh, and found two men standing there.
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'Foreigners?"
One of them was a dark-skinned man in outlandisthitlg. The other was dressed quite
normally, but like his friend, he had a sword & $ide.

They were obviously foreign to this land, but ther@s something else about them that gave
off an unusual impression.

The dark-skinned man, eyes glinting, asked witlolggtone of voice that did not match his
manner of dress.

"We're looking to speak to an elder called Dalton..."

The name was all too familiar to Huey.

"Oh... Professor Dalton's probably at the main arehiat the moment."”

"Hm... Apologies, but we are unused to buildings likiss. We would be grateful if you could
show us to him."

"Of course. ...This way."

"Today's an unusual dayHuey thought, as he put on a fake smile and leditto through the
library.

'No... | guess yesterday was when it first got weWthen he also considered the matter with
the strange qirl, it seemed that the past littlelevhad been nothing but a series of unusual
events. In some ways, it felt as if things hads#dirted getting twisted from the moment he
heard Monica's confession yesterday.

‘But... | feel like | could treat these guests thg Wwaormally treat other people.
Then why couldn't | act this way towards that Elgey?’

Huey silently led the foreigners, lost in thought.

To Dalton Strauss.

He was the man who brought Huey into the worldlctiemy--
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The man who brought Huey from that village to ttitg--

And the man who was the Headmaster of this academy.

<=>

The third library, special archives.

For starters, the room was an archive.

Things like fossils, ancient stone tools, rare ioay copies of writings, seeds of plants from
outside Italy, and objects that defied recognitimed the shelves, creating an undefinable
atmosphere.

Strangely enough for an archive, there were lapgees from the corners to the middle of the
room. From the point of view of the chairs at tlemtce, it could almost be mistaken for a
living room designed to show off its owner's posgass to the guests.

And on one side of the guest chairs sat the twmisai"--Zank Rowan and Togo Denkuro.

Zank the Polynesian and Denkuro the Japanese.

They were not everyday sights in Spain-ruled Ithlyt the man sitting opposite them didn't
seem to consider their appearances particularlguaiu

"Welcome, both of you."

The one who spoke with the hoarse voice was a wiaiteed man around sixty years of age.
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He had grown out a long beard and moustache, anel avavide-brimmed hat. His bandaged
right hand appeared to be a wooden replacementaéefhe wooden hand with a hook, and
he would have no trouble passing as a pirate.

He looked less like an alchemy professor and nmkeedn old, wizened merchant--he would
fit right in among the greats of the golden agsaifing.

"And let me add... that was quite the stunt you plfle

The voice, though hoarse in tone, was overwhelmioginmanding.

The man--Dalton Strauss-- leaned back into his s#atchair squeaked loudly.

"Hahaha! You flatter me."

"That was not a compliment, Master Zank."

Zank smiled sheepishly as Denkuro looked at himstonishment.

Though Denkuro appeared to be apologetic, ZanKtddem to care very much.

Dalton quietly observed these differences as hpgaaly raised his voice.

"You get into a fight out of some thirst for justithe moment you set foot on this land? You
were justaskingto be noticed! | wasted two minutes and thirty-seconds calming the City
Police. It was a great loss of time indeed."

"There was none of this so-called 'thirst for josti | merely acted of my own will."

"And you are free to do as you will, but... of aletpeople to pick a fight with, you chose the
aristocrats."

Dalton spoke words of irritation, but he didn't sduangry. As he spoke nonchalantly, Zank
raised his voice.
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"Yes, exactly! The fact that they were aristocratkes it all the more unforgivable! It is the
role of a nobleman to lead the common people witleart of virtue and integrity! The brats |
dealt with were those who had neither the righstemd above others, nor the power to look
down upon their fellows! Perhaps the only one whd these qualities was the man called
Aile, who arrived near the end.”

Dalton frowned as he listened to Zank's impassi@pegch.

"Aile? ... | am not familiar with that name. | though knew most of the aristocratic
bloodlines... So a new group has arrived on thesetstr.. ?"

Denkuro spoke as the old man mumbled to himself.

"Setting that aside, | feel that there is sometlsingnge about this city."

"“Is that so?"

"Compared to other European nations... Even comparedher places under Spanish rule,
those of noble blood are everywhere."

"Yes... well, this is an unusual city, in some way3dlton said. His chair creaked.

"This city is like a vacation spot for many aristats... but the only one who gather here are
those who could not secure important positions bac&pain--those who can lay claim to
little but their own names."

"Hm..."

"Even still, in this city, the aristocrats havelétpower in comparison to the common people."

",__?"

Something about the strange claim Dalton had justlerbothered Denkuro, but he set this
aside and returned to the heart of the matter.

"Let us speak of this matter at a later time. Thagethe reason Master Zank and | set foot
upon these lands..."
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Denkuro took out a package.

From that package he took out a golden hair orngraed a smaller package made of paper.

"Hoh..."

"It seems you are familiar with this matter.”

"I had read about it in the letter, after all..."

Dalton seemed to be more interested in the papekaga than the ornament. He carefully
opened it with his left hand. Inside the package s@ne sort of white powder.

"Our master discovered it at the waterside and geohéo prevent its spread.”

Dalton was silent for a moment, but he looked dawthe powder with eyes seething with
hatred. He sighed and mumbled.

"It is similar to opium, but not even close toritstrength.”

"Counterfeit currency and hallucinogenic drugs. réehare some who claim that these both
originate from this city."

"Nile was angry enough to set this entire city wa.fThat is why we had excluded him from
this trip." Dekuro said with a serious expressidank laughed and shook his head, as if in
continuation.

"If these were to be released into the world, @jutations as alchemists will be destroyed
irreparably. Our master had asked that we work anmmlony in order to prevent such a
disaster. We understand your position, Master Dalbut we ask that you refrain from being
a mere observer.”

"Hm... | understand. After all, we are in quite a difficult situation melves."
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Zank's words sounded somewhat like a threat, blibDavasn't even fazed. He merely stared
at the powder and the ornament weatrily.

Soon, however, Dalton raised his head and laugle#fedsprecatingly, his wooden hand
creaking.

"If we just stand here and do nothing, this wileatually become too much for both me and
Lord Esperanza to handle.”

Denkuro sighed in relief and took out several fstte

"We have written instructions from our master. AanK and myself had only come to this
land in order to observe the workings of the citg aeport back, we plan to leave port within
the day."

"Keen on leaving, | take it?"

Dalton chuckled as he cracked his neck and askpgestion of Zank, who was sitting on his
chair with a bored look on his face.

"... Just for reference, I'd like honest opinions whihis city from you outlanders who have
spent only a day here."

Zank looked up at the ceiling in thought, and ansdeleclaratively.

"l have nothing to say in terms of specifics! Howg\there is one thing | can be sure of!"

"And?"

"This city... is strange. In many ways.

It's almost as if the streets are overrun withimig serpents.”
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<=>

“Drugs...?"

Huey frowned, leaning against the wall beside tivelow.

After he had brought the foreigners here, he hagiasced to his own curiosity and listed in
on their conversation.

However, other than empty banter, they spoke ohly bare minimum of necessary
information. The conversation also enlightenedatie to a strange piece of information.

"What are they talking about...?" Huey muttered uscaously, listening to them through the
wall--

"Maybe it's a secret organization?" Someone rephedclear voice from right beside him.

ll?!ll

When Huey turned around, he saw a familiar smile.

Of course, it was right-side up this time.

"Hey there.”

"You..."

Elmer, who had gotten beside him without notices waw putting his ear against the wall in
a way that made it obvious that he was eavesdrgppin

Huey, forgetting the fact that he had locked himhearlier, blinked and yelled quietly.

"What about class...? What are you doing here?!"
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"Well, it's pretty obvious she's not going to rentemto call me in. And since the window
was locked, | had to get dow the hard way. Theaw sou guiding a couple of familiar
people, so | followed you. Then you started listgnin, so | thought it might be something
interesting."

Ignoring the silent Huey, Elmer stealthily scantieel room through the window and spoke in
a hushed tone.

"This is getting interesting! The powder's probaalgrug, but what do you think about the
ornament?"

"...Who knows?"

"All right then, let's go ask."

"What?"

Elmer immediately reached for the archive door.

"Excuse--"

Huey hurriedly covered Elmer's mouth and pulled tora corner of the hall.

'‘What am | doing?'

Just as Huey hid around the corner of the hall \Hitmer, Dalton poked his head out the
archive door.

"Hm? | thought I'd heard someone..."

Dalton looked around, cocked his head, and werk Iveside.
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Confirming that Dalton was back in the archive, aghed in relief and glared at Elmer.

"...Are you an idiot?!"

"Don't worry, don't worry. | choose my battles--bwdn't have gone in there if getting found
out was something that'd get me murdered. Afteryall can get through a surprisingly large
number of things as long as you're alive."

"Stop making excuses!"

"Then call it a bit of revenge for locking the wowd on me earlier.” EImer said nonchalantly.
He chuckled and continued.

"In any case, that drug and the ornament are bathgou, right?"

"According to my hypothesis, there's probably ayd¢ascale organization behind them. I've
heard that you need a lot of people to create dikgghat. But | don't know if those drugs
would make people happy or unhappy. What do yawkHi

"...Why did you suddenly change the topic to hapsfés

Very few countries had outlawed opium at this time.

As seen from the Opium Wars later in history, drwgse considered just another commaodity.

However, even if regulations existed, they coult passibly apply to drugs that were newly
created.

"But from what they're saying, doesn't it sound badthe drugs to get too popular? | don't
think it'll hurt to get more information on it."

"Then don't get me involved."

Huey calmed himself and wondered about Elmer.
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'‘What is with this guy?'

Everything he said was baffling. It might really best to keep him at a distance but remain
personable.

So Huey put on his usual smile and apologized yicel

"...Anyway, sorry for locking the window on you eali | hope we can get along."

"Yeah. And I'll be happy if you can start smilif@nce you come to trust me first, that is."

",__?"

For a moment, Huey did not understand what Elmes tedking about. Elmer spoke
nonchalantly as if to offset the silence.

"That's a fake smile, isn't it?"

Huey paused mid-handshake and stared at Elmer;eayiekd

'‘'Oh. Oh... | see.

Looking at Elmer, Huey finally realized why he wsasunnerved by him.

‘This guy's smile...

The memories of the nostalgic yet cursed day ofsibeh hunt crossed his mind.

'He's got the same smile as mom and the villagers...'
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Interlude 3: The Girl's Burdens

Boronial Manor, dining room.

"How are you feeling, Miss Niki?"

"P-pardon? Um, I..."

Niki was sitting alone in the dining room when Espea appeared out of nowhere and spoke
to her cheerily.

She was fine with having been invited to the dinftogm for lunch, but as the employees
were still working, Niki was the first to arrive.

The soup that was served as appetizer containddsiiaak boiled in chicken broth with
spices like saffron and nutmeg. The very smelh&f light soup was mouthwatering.

"Oh! Please, make yourself comfortable! You mustvieey hungry. After all, you retired
without dinner last night, saying you had no appetid be happy if you could whet your
appetite with a sip, Miss Niki."

Esperanza's eyes sparkled as he offered Niki tine. so

"Oh... Um, thank you..."

Niki mumbled timidly, and gingerly dipped her spdato the bowl of soup.

She took a single sip. The taste of the spiceklpdcat her tastebuds, but the light, perfectly
warm chicken-flavoured broth rolled over her tongua wave of tenderness.

Niki's eyes widened at this unprecedented tasid,b&fore she knew it, she was already on
her second spoonful.
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She only found words to break her silence after twdhree repetitions--and as soon as she
swallowed the soup, she spoke to Esperanza.

"It-It's delicious!"

"l am glad to hear that!"

Esperanza laughed like a child, practically foriggthis actual age.

Watching him laugh made Niki naturally relax heagili She was not fond of aristocrats, and
this man was perhaps the strangest of them alhéudidn't seen like a bad person.

With these thoughts in mind, Niki took another sip.

"Yes. Elmer ran out the window after seeing that.”

"I see... Elmer did something like that..."

It was after lunchtime.

As they both had nothing to do, Niki spoke with &smza. The conversation was very much
a casual chat.

Suddenly, Niki felt a surge of pain and touchedbreised face.

"l Are you all right, my lady?!"

"Oh-- yes. It's just a bruise from yesterday..."

Esperanza narrowed his eyes, and despite knowatchthwas being impudent, asked about
the injury.
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"That injury... were you struck by someone?"

"Oh..."

"It seems | was correct."

The Count's kind smile from earlier had been wipédhis face. His round, owl-like eyes
were now shaped like half-moons. His tone of vails® sharply dropped.

Niki, surprised by this sudden change in attitugententionally blurted out the truth.

"Um... I made a mistake while | was working, and... master..."

"What is his name?"

"Pardon?"

"I shall challenge him to a duel.”

Esperanza immediately took to his feet. Niki quyokiaved her arms about.

"P-please, don't!"

"I find it unforgivable... no matter the excuse, lliwiot allow anyone to strike a woman. The
only exception is when a parent disciplines thiildc"

"Uh..."

"Miss Niki, your bruise could only have been crelay a fist. And as you have told me, the
fist did not belong to a parent of yours. Thenwédiao reason to let this matter slide!"

Esperanza looked just about ready to run to theketalace with a sabre in hand. Niki
desperately came up with a feeble lie.
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"He-he's like a father to me! | don't have any ptge. so | think very well of my master

Esperanza lost steam like a deflated balloon almdlgaeturned to his seat.

"l apologize for my unsightly rudeness."

"N-no..."

"But | would be thankful if you would be able tordmle your troubles with me." Esperanza
laughed loudly. His wide eyes were still somewltairg, but the smile almost made him look
charming.

'It feels like... everything since yesterday's beshing but a long dream.’

Niki quietly bowed her head and opened her moutptak.

She wanted to talk--about a lot of things, withsthristocrat, with EImer, and with the boy
and the girl who helped her out yesterday.

But this hope of hers was cruelly shattered asestgarrived at the dining room.

"Lord Esperanza! I've been looking for you, sire!"

"What impudence, Chief Hancletia."

Esperanza's mood soured the moment the deep eaickad his ears.

The man who entered the manor without so muchgreeting was LaRolf, the Chief of the
City Police who had introduced himself to Esperayesterday.

Meanwhile, Niki froze on the spot upon seeing ttarm uniform.

140



"You have urgent news? If it isn't a dire mattemain silent and leave."

LaRolf shook his head at the Governor who mumbilea itone completely different from
when he spoke to women.

"We've found another victim of the Mask Maker."

Niki froze yet again at the Police Chief's words.

Oblivious to the state of the girl beside them, Teef and the Governor continued to
discuss the matter.

" ..Another one."

"P-please don't worry, my lord. The victim this @ns a boy...--gak-"

Esperanza grabbed the Chief by the chin beforetlel dinish his sentence.

"Hey. Chief. Are you confounded? You seem to beeunride wrong impression.”

"Ughhh..."

"Have you not considered the possibility that somene out there, a woman is weeping in
despair for the murdered boy? How could | not beried when there may be a woman,
somewhere out of my sight, who is drowning in sef?0And setting my personal feelings
aside, how could a Governor not be worried wheragether victim has been claimed?"

"0-0-0-0-0-0-0f course, my lord! You are absolutetyrect...!"

The Police Chief nodded desperately, still stucksperanza's iron grip.

Noticing Niki's trembling form behind the Police i€h) Esperanza released his hold.
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... How shameful of me to act so disgracefullylie foresence of a lady..."

"Gak... I'm saved-- hm?"

The Police Chief glanced at the girl who saved &id frowned.

"What are you doing in a place like this?"

Esperanza reacted to the Chief's question witlosityi

"Hm? You know each other, Chief?"

"Uh, well. Yes..."

The Chief trailed off. Niki gaped, lips tremblinigut she soon got off her seat and ran out of
the dining room as if in escape.

The Governor, who was watching with his mouth gpgnound his teeth and grabbed the
Chief by the collar.

"You bastard... did you do something to that lady?"

"N-no, my lord! It's a misunderstanding! That dirl-

"What about her?"

"She's just... a withess of the Mask Maker incident..."

Esperanza was at a loss for words.

"And... I'm only saying this because she's gone, but...
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The boy who was murdered... was the previous witndgssaw the Mask Maker."

"..Yeah."

Niki, having returned to the room she had been mgitee use as her quarters last night,
mumbled to herself.

"It's just like I thought. | can't escape..."

And she went over the meaning of the fate that d/beffall her.

The fate that awaited any who witnessed the Maskekla

She wasn't afraid of death.

In fact, Niki would gladly accept it if it meantashvould be able to escape her painful reality.

However, a whole new world unfolded before her egdbe past two days.

After leaving the dining room, why did she retuorthis room that housed her for at most half
a day, instead of running from the manor and dmecfamiliar streets?

The answer was painfully simple. She hated theideitworld--the world in which she had
grown up.

But she had been living in a dreamlike reality sigesterday.

She had opened her eyes to this wonderful world.

"God... why do you have to be so cruel...?"
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Niki knew that this was mere chance, a product @hadence, but she had realized a
possibility. She realized that even someone ti&ecould perhaps have a happy life, even if it
was only a faint sliver of hope.

"Why... why did you make me want to go on living... jwghen | decided... | could finally
die...?"

A mask slowly but surely crept over the heart @f ¢thying girl.

An expressionless mask that seemed to eclipseréamd her smile, and her future.
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Chapter 4.

Circumstances

of the People
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Sunset, Lotto Valentino marketplace.

'How annoying.

This entire world is annoying.'

Huey, having left the library as if fleeing fromrir, lazed around in his storehouse for some
time.

Then he realized that he hadn't gone shopping rfocegies and reluctantly headed to the
marketplace.

The streets were as lively as usual, yesterdaggscbompletely forgotten.

Huey considered that someone might recognize bis taut he'd think about the matter only
if it ever came up. He was quite unlike himselfap@s he walked through the market.

‘Elmer C. Albatross... huh.
What an annoying guy.'

This was Huey's conclusion about the boy he hadyes.

Elmer forced his views upon others with a strangatypty smile. He was a meddlesome
person who was all talk.

This was Huey's first impression of Elmer.

What annoyed Huey the most, however, was how mackas bothered by him.

Huey could put on a face of agreeability when faseith people of a less pleasant
disposition, but he found himself unable to do s \&EImer.

And as he walked the marketplace, lost in thought--

He happened to run across someone who remembaeré&thiall too well.
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"Aaahhh..."

‘Aaahhh'?

Huey slowly turned around in search of the soufdbetrailing voice.

Huey had completely turned around just as Monichpd at his chest with her hands.

"...What are you doing?"

"Huh?! Oh, um, well, I just saw you walking by, kthought | might give you a scare! But y-
you turned around so suddenly, a-and ended umgaaginstead! Th-that was mean!"

Monica talked like she was angry at him, but hamteeyes and tomato-red face made it
difficult to tell how she actually felt about theatter.

'‘Speak of the devil. | forgot about this annoyance,’

Huey sighed quietly as the girl violated his senfsgersonal space.

Monica treated him the same way she always haditdethe fact that he had made his
opinion clear.

‘Well, | guess it doesn't really matter.’

Huey had little trouble going about his businessalbge he could just ignore her with a
'doesn't really matter'.

Having come to this conclusion, he quietly walkbtbtigh the marketplace with Monica in
tow.

Monica followed in silence for some time.

147



But when they reached the square at the centteeahtirketplace, she decided to take action.

Though anxious, Monica decided to start a conviers@nd picked a topic to discuss.

"Um... um... Huey? Was there something on your minéyad

"What?"

"During class... you stopped turning the pages irr ymok for a bit."

'She was watching that closely? She's kind of abhabr

Huey's conclusion was cold, but not malicious.

Of course, he didn't particularly feel kindly towarher, either.

So Huey responded with his usual smile.

"No. | was just wondering why the new student watildhow up."

"Oh! Elmer? You met him outside the classroom,tf2gh

"He came in for afternoon classes. Elmer's a rdaliyy guy, right? He made friends with
everyone so quickly. The class after that, he wastigally competing with Professor Renee
with jokes! It was really fun.”

Monica laughed as if enjoying her recollection.s[Hiowever, did not interest Huey.

"Shouldn't you have been studying instead of jokiraund like that?"
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"N-no, it's fine. Elmer always did it to get Prades Renee back on topic. You know how she
always goes off on tangents. They're pretty futisten to, but | always did think someone
should get her back on track."

"So you're taking hiside?"

"Huh?"

Monica was surprised by Huey's unusually angry.tone

"Wh-what is it, Huey? Did you fight with Elmer?"

"...No. I didn't."

‘What in the world am | saying?'

Huey quickly shook his head. Suddenly, a voiceectiut from behind him.

"Oh, | get it~! You're jealous, aren't you?"

L2

"E-Elmer?!"

When Huey and Monica turned around, they saw Ebndrhis ever-present smile.

"So let me get this straight. You secretly like Moani, but Monimoni herself is busy talking
all about me... and that's what's bothering you sohtiu

"How long have you been standing there?! And widnimoni' supposed to be?"

Monica's eyes widened as Huey lashed out unchaisidally.

Elmer, meanwhile, smiled off the anger directed hah and answered nonchalantly.
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"For quite a bit now. And 'Monimoni' is short fdonica’.

"That doesn't even make sense. The letter cowmfs f@gher.”

"Wow, I've never had anyone pick me apart so mietigly before!"

Elmer, appearing to have been completely moved theey's hands.

“I'm so glad | came to this city! | think you anavill make a great team!"

"I refuse!"

Huey narrowed his eyes, pulling his hands away fidmer.

Behind him was Monica, beet red and mumbling, '@&sl.. jealous... Huey's jealous over
me...". Surprised by Huey's sudden outburst, howesteg, blanched and started gesturing
wildly.

Elmer, meanwhile, ended up dropping the book he hdding at his side because of the
impact.

The title on the cover read, "De l'Infinito Univergt Mondi". Huey's eyes widened as he
remembered the name of the author.

"That's by Giordano Bruno... where'd you get thatd®jo

"Professor Renee had a bunch of them."

"Do you even know what that book is?"

"Yeah. It's a great book that says that there nmbghdther lifeforms living in space.”

Hurriedly looking around, Huey snatched the boakrfrEImer, who was smiling obliviously.

"...This book was banned by the clergy. If anyonenfitbhe church sees you reading this..."
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"Don't worry. | can just say that | picked up a bed text and was on my way to burn it. If
you think about it, you can't really excuse your#feyou're reading it indoors. But you can
just use that loophole and carry it around thestdre

"That's not the problem here!" Huey spat anxiouslyt, EImer quietly shook his head.

"There's no need to worry."

"What do you mean--"

"There's almost no churches here."

Huey was at a loss for words at Elmer's unpredietedmark.

And this remark was completely accurate.

There was a single church in Lotto Valentino. Isveabuilding on the city outskirts that had
been there for a very long time. No churches hazhb®uilt in this city in recent memory,
almost surprisingly so when considering the retasize of Lotto Valentino.

Elmer ignored Huey, who was lost in thought, arakéxl around the square.

"l researched this much because | thought | shigalch more about this place as quickly as |
could... there's something strange about this styt there?"

"What are you getting at?"

"There's the fact that the church has very litibever here, and... for example, aristocrats
have much more power in other cities, and commoterd to be impoverished more often
than not... Well, I've only seen a few other citiesdomparison, though."
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"l don't think you could call this city's peopl@tfamoners'... but in any case, the citizens are
all full of energy, and they don't look like they'going hungry at all. There's a succession
crisis back in Spain, but this place acts likeaesh't know anything. How do | put this... it's
like this place is a little garden in a box, isethfrom the outside world."

Elmer's words seemed groundless at first, but Hoegd himself in agreement with many of
his points. He also had a very small inking of aea about the reasons behind the
phenomenons Elmer listed.

Huey could, in theory, agree with Elmer and corgitile conversation in that direction, but
he chose to reply coldly.

"What does a newcomer like you know, anyway?"

"Hu-Huey?"

Huey did not even bother to hide his hatred. Evemigh unconsciously took a step back.

Elmer, meanwhile, answered with nonchalance deshits/'s obvious display of anger.

"It's pretty obvious that a newcomer like me wotldohk this stuff, because these are my first
impressions as a newcomer."

Elmer then looked into the sky with a somewhat lpseanile.

"Sure, these streets are lively... but there arelot af smiles. It feels like everyone's trying
too hard.”

Was Elmer talking to himself, or to Huey?

"l just want to know why."

His voice scattered through the air and filterdd iHuey and Monica's hearts.

152



<=>

Once Elmer had disappeared after slipping in Iiad, tHuey took a seat on a wooden crate at

the edge of the square.

"Sorry. I'm just a bit tired."

"Y-yeah..."

Monica lowered her eyes beneath her curtained bamgjsilently took a seat beside Huey.

"Um... are you all right?"

"What do you mean?"

"Um! Uh, well, you just seem a bit different today.

"Oh. Sorry. | just... got annoyed by that guy.”

The usual smile had appeared on Huey's face aganan as Elmer had left. Of course, this
wasn't much for Monica to be happy about, as steady knew that Huey was wearing a fake
smile.

"What do you think about what Elmer said?"

As Monica asked meaningless questions, Huey loakey and mumbled.

"Doesn't matter. He's just some worthless hypatrite

"l guess you don't like Elmer at all, huh?"

"Well... he's annoying."”
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Huey answered honestly.

Hearing this, Monica straightened her back anddédolkp at the sky as she spoke her honest
feelings as well.

"I think I'm a bit jealous of Elmer."

.. .Why?"

"Because you're treating him honestly."

Huey quietly looked at the ground.

‘| don't understand this girl, either.
Doesn't she know that it's best not to know whapleeare really thinking?'

There was a moment of silence.

Feeling uncomfortable about the quiet she brougbhuMonica decided to change the topic
back to Elmer.

"W-well, it is true that there's something strange about thys lbie been thinking, too, that
this city... is a bit different from the stories other cities that Headmaster Dalton talks
about... And... the streets are full of people, buytthen't seem really happy..."

Huey looked around the marketplace as Monica spoke.

The streetsverecrowded. There was no sign that a war was on tlwarsteps, and he could
see almost no soldiers or clergymen.

The delinquents of the streets, the Rotten Eggee westocrats as opposed to commoners. It
was quite clear that the true rulers of this cigrevnot aristocrats, soldiers, or the clergy, but
the people themselves.
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And as Huey went over these facts in his headetaled Elmer's words.

'Sure, these streets are lively... but there ardott@f smiles.’

"Then... | know what to do."

"What is it...?"

Huey heard Monica's voice, but he continued to marahd revealed to her an honest truth.

"This world... doesn't need any smiles."

<=>

Evening, the Boronial Manor dining room.

As the night grew late, two men spoke in the cdigliefilled dining room.

Of course, there were about a dozen female servatte room. Esperanza was talking with
Elmer as he was a guest who had only just arrived.

"Hey, Essa."

"Call me Esperanza. Only women and close friendsahowed to call me by a pet name."

Of course, Esperanza would much prefer to speak Miki or another lady, but he resisted
the urge and listened to Elmer's rambling.

"Then I'll just take the middle and call you 'Sper&peran, you won't ever hit a girl? Ever?"

"Of course not. Not only girls, but noblewomen, gguadies, hags, the pregnant, toddlers,
beauties, or even ugly women."
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Esperanza's reply was calm and cool. The servaatsa@ him whispered, "So he's all right
with being called 'Speran'..."

Elmer delved even deeper with a look of curiosity.

"Really?"

"Should | ever lose myself to rage and strike a woml will be perfectly prepared to
immediately hand her a loaded pistol."

Though Elmer was a guest of his, Esperanza ansviesegliestion coldly, unhappy to waste
time talking to a man.

However, he was dead serious because women weit@pibeof conversation.

Niki had holed up in her room, claiming lack of afipe. Around her room were stationed
more guards than even Elmer's room. All as if tatgut this commoner, not to keep her under
watch.

Instead of asking why, Elmer decided to take tbisversation in a more casual direction.

"So let's talk 'what if's."

"Yes?"

"For example, what if there was a woman, but she avavitch? Or someone who was really
really bad? How would you stop her without hittingr? Of course, it would be best if you
could talk her out of it. But what if she's alreamgving around a knife? You might not care
about getting hurt yourself, Speran, but anothdr rgight get killed. What would you do
then?"

This could be heard as an insult to Esperanza's teowever hit a woman, but Elmer's
guestion seemed to have come out of pure curiogitigput a drop of malice.

So Esperanza responded seriously in turn.

"...I'would avoid her blade and stop her with a geetinbrace."
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"What if she tries to bite you?"

"Then | shall cover her lips with mine."

The servants looked around at each other and despyeheld back their laughter at this
completely serious statement.

Elmer, meanwhile, looked at him with a look of hehadmiration. He thought for a moment
and cocked his head.

“If you think about it... isn't that, in some sens@rse than hitting her?"

"Yes. Perhaps so.

That is why it would be best that the man she Idethe one to stop her.”

"What if the man she loves doesn't like her back?"

It was a very obvious line of questioning.

"Why dol have to concern myself with a man's preferences?"

"Thanks for answering so clearly. Also, | have stiimg | wanted to ask you about this
city..."

Elmer grinned and changed the subject.

"What?"

"What do you think about the alchemists' gold oraata?"
"...What do you mean?"

Esperanza narrowed his eyes at the unexpecteddbpanversation.

Smiling, EImer got to the specifics.
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He told the Countverythinghe had heard at the archive, but omitted Hueyslwement
completely.

"...S0 you were eavesdropping. What impudence.” Eaijgeranza after EImer had finished

talking.

"Agreed."

"Hm... Dalton has already reported to me about thssie. As you guessed, the powder is a
type of drug.”

Just like Elmer, Esperanza spoke this confidemtfakrmation without hesitation.

Realizing that this was not a conversation forrtears, the servants left the dining room. Of
course, Esperanza would have continued blabbingsolong as he was in the presence of
women.

"And what about the ornaments?"

Esperanza looked at the floor, eyes seething ie.rag

"The ornaments... are at once this city's foundadod disgrace. No matter how many
regulations we create, the other aristocrats leadltack market trades."

"What do you mean?"
"That... is not gold. This material being traded tigb our streets is an alloy--very similar to

gold, but nothing more than an imitation.

And some of the people here... threw all they had mitying this 'city’ from the aristocrats
with these."
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<=>

The next day.

The library archive was completely cut off from therld, no matter what went on outside its

doors.

After class had ended, Monica absentmindedly stairége desk in front of her.

Normally Huey would be languidly reading a booktlaat desk, but he was absent today.
When she noticed that he was away, Professor Rengeaid, "Maybe he's caught a cold~".
Monica couldn't find out anything.

'Oh... how could | have said something like thateresty...?'

She recounted what she had spoken the day before.

'Getting jealous of Elmer... getting jealous of a.gugm I losing it?"'

Monica had been told by another girl in the cld¥su're pretty weird.". And despite the fact
that her confession had not been given a conceetg, her heart was still filled with thoughts
of Huey.

Huey telling her that he hated the world, includimgyself, seemed like something so long
ago.

This was probably enough for Monica to assume higaitconfession was rejected. Huey's
words were a clear expression of refusal.

Monica, however, could not give up.
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From the moment she tried to forget Huey, an ermaptrcrept into her heart and she began to
feel like a piece of her world had disappeared.

And it was as if to stir up her emotions even ntbe¢ EImer spoke to her.

"Hey, Moni~! You don't look so well."

Monica glared at EImer, who was calling her byféedent nickname from yesterday.

"What is it?"

"l want you to say my name properly."”

"Okay, Monica."

Elmer's response was completely carefree despitedd’s upset tone.

"...Don't act so friendly with me." Monica told hirmpmewhat hypocritically, as she looked
away. However, guilt was welling up inside of her.

'I'm the worst...
I'm just taking my anger out on him. Elmer hasohe anything wrong.'

Elmer, meanwhile, grinned obliviously and raiseslindex finger.

"Oh... I get it! | bet you're jealous because yomkhim going to steal Huey away, right?"

R VeV irdh

"| see... that's kind of understandable, since alldmiles are fake. He almost never shows his
real emotions like he did yesterday, does he? Anttg envious of that..."

Elmer's conclusion was both entirely accurate aninledy tactless.
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"W-what are you... don't be stupid... no...!"

Monica, cheeks flushed and eyes welling up, begtimdn Elmer's back furiously with her
fists.

Elmer just laughed as he was being beaten upon.

"Don't worry. Huey hates me anyways, and | only enilends with other guys, not lovers."

Elmer's unexpected answer silenced Monica. He moati without pause.

"I think you and Huey make a really great couplean declare it with confidence."

"What...?"

Monica looked up, heart pounding.

The classroom was empty except for herself and Elmed his voice echoed through
Monica's heart in powerful waves.

The boy's cheerful words sounded like almost likéessing.

"By the way, | don't say this kind of stuff to juemtyone. I've learned in the past five years that
just pushing two people together doesn't make anpappy. So | took that into consideration
and thought... You and Huey would make a wonderful pa

So I'll be cheering you on."

But the words that permeated the girl's heart \at3e a curse.
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<=>

Thirty minutes later, the marketplace.

It was the area of the marketplace where Huey, Elarel Monica met the day before.

Elmer and Monica quietly walked through the crowds.

"While we're at it, why don't we go visit Huey?"

Elmer, having unquestioningly accepted Renee's thgses of Huey having a cold, had
decided to take Monica and visit Huey. Monica wasitant at first, but Elmer's unrelenting
persuasion and her affections for Huey managednwioce her to go.

'‘What if he ends up hating me even more...?'

Monica would be anxious enough going by herself,thare was no telling how badly Huey
would think of her if she showed up with Elmer, winbe despised.

But Monica was defeated by one sentiment--her edsirsee Huey--and convinced to go by
Elmer.

However, she realized a big problem when they leathred the marketplace square, and
hurriedly pulled at Elmer's sleeve.

"E-Elmer... W-well, | ... I don't actually know Hueyésldress..."

"Don't worry. | know where he lives. It's a storeke at the harbour."

"...H-how do you know?"

"l asked Headmaster Dalton."
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Elmer replied nonchalantly. Monica's eyes widened.

‘Isn't that a bit weird? How did he look into Huggddress?

E-Elmer can't be actually interested in Huey...?'

Monica blushed as her mind raced through someiwgrgssible scenarios. Elmer's next line,
however, turned her blush into pallor.

"Your house is that patisserie over at that strggtf?"

",__?!"

"It's not just you and Huey. | know where everyameur class lives."

"H-how?"

Monica was unnerved by this statement.

Elmer continued, oblivious to Monica's suspicion.

"How? | just asked Headmaster Dalton and ProfeRsoee... and | got up early to check out
the places | was having trouble finding."

"And... why are you looking into this?"

"Just because. | thought it might be helpful. linsbhing urgent comes up, it'd be best if |
know where everyone lives."

Monica's questions were tinged with anxiety. Andifashaking off that unease, Elmer
continued with a grin.

Monica, however, tensed.

"? What's wrong?"
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"...How much... did Headmaster Dalton tell you aboufe

Monica's suspicion had turned into fear.

And Elmer changed his smile into an impish one.

"How much do you think Headmaster Dalton said?"

"Don't worry. Well, | don't think he told me anytig that you should be scared about... but in
any case, | won't tell a soul.”

"Yeah... that's fine, but... but... a lot of the kidsonr class don't like to talk about their
pasts. You shouldn't pry too much.”

Monica strengthened her left hand's grip on hdrtragm. And as if guilty, she looked away
and spoke.

"You... don't like it when people pry, either, right?

"About what?"

"That... you're a witch's son."

"Yeah. | guess,"

Elmer's answer was indifferent.

Monica, who was prepared to upset Elmer with thastjon, felt slightly defeated.

"Setting me aside, | know that other people waok¢ it if | start talking about their pasts. So |
promise. Even if | figure out something about ybluey, or people in the class, | won't go
around blabbing about it."
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",__?"

"'Setting me aside"?'

Something bothered Monica about Elmer's phrasiagbbefore she could gather her thoughts,

a song reached her ears.

"The demon is coming, lantern in hand,

The demon is coming, wearing a mask.

It's coming to mask your face.

It's coming to mask everyone's faces."

It was the voice of children who were hanging abthre square.

The little children, not even ten years old, raouad the square singing this song at the top of
their lungs. Perhaps they were playing a gamegof ta

Elmer watched this heartwarming sight and spokddaica.

"Looks like that song's pretty popular around Here.

"Do you know about the ‘Mask Maker'?"

"I've heard a few things here and there." Elmepaoaded cooly, watching the children
running around. He did not say anything about Nikit calmly spoke of the 'rumours' he had
heard.

"Apparently, if you see him, you'll die.”
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They moved on from the square into the marketptaoper, chatting amicably while looking
around at the shops.

On either side of the wide alley were shops in etbnildings and tent-style stalls. People
were moving to and fro energetically.

All the stores were in large buildings, and plalies bakeries and opticians were connected
with corresponding workshops.

In the little gaps between the buildings were srag&n weaving baskets or blowing glass, and
larger spaces were occupied by carpenters putigngghier carriage wheels.

In the distance, stonemasons were busy carving gatepost commissioned by an aristocrat.
The sounds of stone being chiseled rhythmicallpdéel into the movements of the people on
the streets.

The marketplace on its own looked like one thati¢dae found in Naples, or a large city in
France or Portugal. EImer watched this marketplawech too lively for a city this small,
with keen interest.

"What do you think?"

"Huh?" Monica froze at the sudden question.

Perhaps it was because of Elmer's earlier statetihhanhe'd looked into everyone's locations-
-Monica decided to be cautious around him.

"Wh-what about?"

"About the Mask Maker. Like | said... over half thietims were witnesses, and the rest were
adults who weren't witnesses. Apparently most efwiitnesses were kids our age."

"You looked into that, too?"

"l guess you could say that. Wouldn't you be scé@dredmething like this was happening in
the city you're going to be living in?"
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‘That's true, but..."

Just as Monica was about to reply, however, a Bhgdow stepped in front of them.

"Found you, you little brat!"

"Oh!"

"Ohhh!"

Elmer and Monica simultaneously raised their voiopen seeing the bald man standing
before them.

Upon seeing this man--Niki's master--whom bothh&imt remembered, Monica stepped back
with a gasp, and Elmer greeted him nonchalantly.

"Hello there. How's your injury healing up?"

"Shut up, you rotten miscreant! Where's Niki?! Whave you done with my tool?!"

"Huh? Huh?"

In contrast with Monica, who was looking aroundconfusion, Elmer laughed without a
single hint of anxiety. He held up his hands aretltto calm the bald man.

"Now, now. Calm down."

"Calm down'? 'Calm down'?! You cheeky little badtd don't know what you are, but that
conceited, grinning little face of yours is getting my nerves! You think you can just get
away with turning me into an enemy? Do you?!"

"Your logic's weird, Mister."

"What?!"
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"You were lording it over Niki before, but you wettesmiling at all." Elmer talked back with
a grin.

Elmer himself, of course, did not mean it this whgwever, it sounded like the very epitome
of insults to anyone else who'd heard it. Moniaaktanother step back as the bald man's face
reddened with rage.

"Shut up!"

"Oh, so you don't care if | don't tell you wherekiNg?"

The bald man clenched his fist and raised it ihtodir, intending to strike.

However, his eyes suddenly widened. His fist flehwotugh thin air, and using this
momentum, the bald man ran as fast as his feetl @auty him.

Elmer watched in confusion, but realized why th&llmaan had run when he turned around,
noticing someone walking up to him from behind.

Standing there was a tall man with sharp eyes. bl ttve man who had appeared before the
fallen Elmer two days ago.

Elmer had never actually spoken to him, and hedmdylseen him for a fleeting moment--but
the man's height and eyes made a big impressi&inoer.

"Hey."

"Hello."

"H-hello. Uh... w-who are you...?"
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As Elmer spoke as nonchalantly as ever, Monicadmaty greeted the man, unnerved by his
sharp eyes.

However--

"So, you're Aile, right? The leader of the Rottegg&?"

Monica froze instantly upon hearing Elmer's affaiplestion.

Aile, meanwhile, widened his eyes, surprised thatdf knew his name.

"Did the girl you ran off with tell you that?"

"Yeah. Oh! Thanks for earlier. | almost got hit sxga

"...I didn't do anything. He just ran off on his owri...

Aile looked away, seemingly unused to being thanked

"Don't wander around too much, or you'll get irutste again.”

In contrast with his eyes, Aile's advice was s@ipgly kind.

"Huh... so... what brought you here? Don't tell me yost happened to be passing by."
Elmer asked naively.

"Well... yes. | was."

Aile, unable to figure out what kind of a persorsthoy was, decided to give him a warning.

"l hear... you've been looking into the Mask Maked &me drugs."

"Yeah. And?" Elmer's response was calm. This tivhanica spoke up.
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"Drugs'? W-what are you talking about...?"

Aile glanced at the girl, not answering her questide then spoke to Elmer.

"What, so the girl doesn't have anything to do whils?"

"No. We were just on our way to visit a sick friehd

"I see... Then this is all | have to say."

Aile sighed, and narrowing his eyes, he adviseththe

"...Don't pry too much if you want to live a normdel”

His eyes were terrifyingly sharp. Just making egetact felt like one's soul would be ripped
out.

Monica refused to look at him altogether, and asipgscart horse whinnied as if screaming
and threw off its rider.

Despite a feeling almost like being stabbed inagsly ice-cold blades, Elmer just smiled.

"Don't pry...? Into what?"

"This city."

It was a vague answer.

Elmer cocked his head in thought, then nodded detstanding. He responded jokingly.

"In that case, I'll decide whether or not I'll delnto thingsafter I've learned about what this
city actually is."

"... If the City Police will give you the time to thk, that is.”
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Elmer cocked his head at the sudden mention ofCibe Police. Monica asked a hesitant
question as if in his place.

"Um... Does that mean... the City Police is on thetacsats' side...?"

"The aristocrats? Ha! Miss, that's all just a facad

Aile smiled bitterly and corrected Monica.

"The City Police here side with the common peoflermally they bow to the aristocrats--but
behind the scenes, they're the trusted dogs afdimenoners."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

"...Yes. You're right. It is a good thing. It coultibe more troublesome for us aristocrats,
though..."

The man looked down, feeling that he'd spoken tachnmHe turned away from them and
added threateningly.

"...Let me warn you again. If you want to live, gon® and study. Don't concern yourself
with the matters of this city."

His voice was cold enough to freeze air. Monica stdstrembling, but Elmer had righted his
cocked head like a puppet and smiled.

"You're a nice person."

"What?"

"You're giving us advice because you're worriedudlus, right? If you were planning to hurt
us, you would have done so already."

Aile frowned for a moment, but—
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"You're a strange kid."

He disappeared into the crowds with these words.

"Remember, | warned you."

Aile's parting words still exuded danger, as ifdes duty-bound to threaten them.

<=>

Storehouse district

"Huh. It should be around here somewhere. Whictebtwuse was it again...?"

Elmer and Monica had left the marketplace and edriat the storehouse district at the
harbour.

The lines of identical brick storehouses had a sdma& desolate look to them.

The harbour was currently devoid of vessels. Thigelsships moored at the pier on the
opposite end almost looked like they were in anotbentry altogether.

"Wonder if that big ship over there is a galleo®? maybe a galeas? Wonder how long it's
been there." EImer asked, eyes glinting like aisbur

Monica, meanwhile, glared at Elmer and looked adoun

And once she had made sure no one was around--

She suddenly raised her voice.
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"E-Elmer!"

"Wh-what is it?"

Elmer was shocked by Monica's sudden outburst.

"That man just now! He said that you were diggipginformation about the Mask Maker...
what were you thinking?"

"W-well, I did go around asking around randomlyted marketplace this morning..."

Monica gaped in stunned silence.

"Are you okay?"

She came to her senses at Elmer's words. Monicagtadbed him by the collar and shook
him mercilessly.

"You... you idiot! Are you stupid?! Why would you dbat?!"

"Ack! Wait, I'm getting motion sickness! I'll admitwas being stupid, so just le-le-let me
gooooo!"

Unusually enough for him, EImer could not hide d&uiety. Monica pulled Elmer's face right
up close to hers.

"Why... why do you have to butt into a nuisance likat?"

"I don't know if it's a nuisance or not yet, rigt88 | just... wanted to find out."

"And if you found out... what then?"
"That's when I'd decide."
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It was a stupid answer, but Monica was dead serious

"...What kind of an answer is that? Why do you wanknow so much, anyway?"

Elmer seemed to hesitate before giving his answegitime.

However, his reply sounded like a complete joke.

"Because | just want to see people smile.”

"What?"

"For example... if you're dying of hunger and youcbaa poisonous fish, you won't die of
hungeror poisoning if you know what part of the fish is panous, right?"

"...Yeah, | guess..."

"Of course, there's plenty of tragedies in thisld/idhat can't be solved by knowledge alone.
Finding bad things that can be averted by knowledgght be as hard as finding a needle in a
haystack."

Elmer was smiling.

He was smiling, but his words were perfectly sesiou

"Ignorance isn't a crime. But | don't want to makgone sad because of my own ignorance."

"But when you got nervous when | said | looked ieteeryone's addresses, | realized you
were probably right. So I'll be careful from now. &orry."

"What?"
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"I've always been pretty dense when it comes togthlike this. Speran won't shut up about it,
either."

"“Speran'?"

"Oh, sorry. I'm talking about a friend of mine."

Monica lowered her guard as Elmer apologized seiger

However, this did not mean that she had accepted/nng about him.

For a moment, Monica was silent before this boy wpoke of people's happiness like a
swindler or a saint. She then lowered her voiceaskgd him something.

"Sometimes... ignorance is bliss... you know?"

Monica's eyes were completely serious, as if sluefinst-hand experience in the matter. Her
voice had a hint of loneliness to it.

"You never know if the truth you learn to save feev might end up making even more
people unhappy.”

"That so? Let's set aside secrets I'm not supptssé&dow in the first place. At least with
tragedies that happen because | have knowledge, tage on the guilt by myself."

"Well, if there was some kind of curse that wouldk® you explode the moment you heard it,
my keeping mum won't be much help, right? Huh... ésguit really might be best not to
know in that case... Thanks, Monica. You just might/én helped me prevent a possible
future tragedy!"

Elmer gave his thanks, still held by the collar. @ realized that there was nothing she
could do about this boy and sighed.

And out of the blue, someone spoke to them.
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"What are you doing?"

"Oh."

"Hey there."

Monica and Elmer turned to find a boy who seemechawe come out of one of the
storehouses.

"Hu-Huey!"

Monica had come to visit him, but her sudden entaunith the boy she liked swept her into
a panic. Before she knew it, she was pulling Elméront of her face.

"N-no! No! This isn't right!"

Red as a tomato, Monica pushed Elmer forward withea might.

"Oh!"

"Whoa!"

The boys raised their voices in unison. Monica &xbkp.

"Huh?"

Upon being pushed, Elmer lost his balance, staggerea bit, and rolled off the harbour's
edge.

A loud splash echoed through the storehouse area.

<=>
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Inside the storehouse.

"Uaatchoo!"

Elmer sneezed with an unusual sound, shiveringidBelsim was Monica, who had been
apologizing to him profusely all this time.

Elmer had said, "It's okay", but Monica didn't seenieel one apology was enough. She was
on her sixtieth "Sorry" in ten minutes.

'‘Doesn't that EImer guy ever get annoyed?’

Elmer accepted the repeated apologies with a shley just could not bring himself to feel
any sort of kindness towards him.

Huey had wanted to kick them out and lock his dobw he feared that Elmer would resort
to climbing up to the windows if he did so. So Hucided to let them in and find out what
was going on.

The storehouse was much emptier than Elmer or Matoeld have imagined. It seemed that
the second floor loft was Huey's living space.

The first floor was empty. There were some oldegaind knickknacks in the corner, an
empty wine cask, and some old chairs that weréylikged by seamen in the past.

Huey only let his guests into the first floor ardadging from the way he sat there with his
eyes fixed on a book, he was telling them to leave.

"...I've been feeling under the weather all mornifigbe going to class tomorrow, so stop
worrying." Huey said stoically to his two classnstand handed a piece of cloth to Elmer,
who had just climbed out of the water.

That was the extent of their conversation. It wdbWed up by Monica's endless apologies.

"Uaatchoo!"
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After hearing Elmer sneeze again, Huey decidedake & stand and take the first step in
driving these two out of his storehouse.

"Why don't you at least wring out your shirt?"

"Oh, right."

Elmer immediately stepped away from Monica and hesjapping off his shirt.

Huey returned to his book with a look of contempt--

And only realized that something was wrong with Marwhen he heard the sound of water
being squeezed out of fabric.

Strangely enough, Monica's attention was turnedptetaly away from himself.

That in itself was no problem for Huey, but shenseé to be staring at Elmer, who was
drying out his shirt.

'What? Don't tell me he's taking off his pants, oo

But Monica's expression spoke of something else.

So Huey turned towards Elmer without a serious ghou

And his time came to a brief standstill.

Elmer's back was exposed as he wrung out his shirt.

And upon that back were scars.

There were countless scars, not just upon his baak stretching out all over his body,
normally hidden by his clothing.
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Normally, it would be considered incredibly rudediare at such a sight, but Huey did not
look away.

Hueycouldnotlook away.

He remembered his last memory of his mother.

In some ways, this was a contrary sight to his m&thwound-covered body.

Elmer's injuries had healed into scars, but Huayiccmot imagine how much blood must
have been shed back when these scars were sl freunds.

That was how much Elmer's body was covered in marks

It just might have been worse than Huey's memohjimother.

They weren't just knife wounds, either--there werarks of skin having been picked open.
There was a gigantic burn over his upper backltdwkted like it covered over countless more
injuries.

"Elmer... you..."

"Huh? What is it?"

Elmer, who had been squeezing out his shirt whileming, heard Huey's voice. Realizing
the implications, he stopped in place.

"Oh, sorry. Sorry. I'll put on my shirt now. Soggu had to see something like that."

Elmer turned away and quickly covered himself.

"It's worse in the front, so just wait until | fgh putting on my shirt."

Elmer spoke these words with complete nonchalaw#jnuing to hum.
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He would probably answer with a smile if asked alios past.

But Huey and Monica could not bring themselvesdsad.

Huey had no way of knowing just what the humming bad burdened himself with.

At least, he now knew that the "happiness" thatdflspoke of had its origins in something
beyond mere pacifism.

Of course, this realization didn't bring any chatmeéluey's world.

At least, not yet.

<=>

Evening, Boronial Manor.

By the time Elmer returned, sneezing, everyoneair@ady in the middle of dinner.

"Oh. You guys are eating already?"

"l have no obligation to wait for a man."

Esperanza replied to Elmer's calm complaint asrbedht food to his own mouth. As it was
dinnertime, he wasn't wearing his pirate-like it his owl-like eyes still didn't make him
look very aristocratic.

"...Welcome back."
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Niki greeted him from a seat slightly further aw®he was as unreadably expressionless as
usual. Niki and Elmer hadn't spoken much since firay met, but it seemed she had been
talking with Esperanza quite a bit.

She had spent last night cooped up by herselftHautkfully Niki had decided to come out
today.

Elmer didn't ask her what had happened. He hacediand made small talk, and returned to
his guest room as if nothing had happened.

Watching Elmer walk away, Niki put down her cutlenyd bowed her head.

"Thank you for the meal. ...It was delicious."

"That is great to hear! Oh, please remember to lqelkagain when you retire for the night.
While | would like to declare that hoodlums cantaite a single step into this manor, we
must be prepared for all possibilities.”

The girl, who had witnessed the Mask Maker, waseexely likely to become the next target.

Esperanza had fortified security at his estatenbugecurity could be enough, considering the
Mask Maker's track record.

"l promise you, we will apprehend the criminal vegon. So please... please don't worry."

Esperanza declared, despite not even being a pafficer.

He was the kind of man, after all, who would pesedlyngive chase with a gun if faced with
the criminal.

And though Niki had known him for very few daysedtnew what kind of a man he was--so
she bowed and thanked him.

"Thank you... for everything."

'For everything?'
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Something about Niki's words bothered Esperanzapbftore he could ask, she got off her
seat and returned to her room.

Niki had a strangely resolute look on her face, dnede was a faint shadow of a smile gracing
her lips.

If EImer was there to see, he would have realinsthntly--

That Niki's smile was a fake.

City square

The sun had already set, and mothers were busygalltheir children from play.

Although on the surface, the shadow of the Mask éMadeemed to have been forgotten,
parents were still wary of the killer.

And oblivious to their parents' fears, the childused the serial killer as both a symbol of fear
and play.

That was why the children sang as the returned home

To fan the flames of fear--

And to shake off the shadow of terror.
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"The demon is coming, lantern in hand,

The demon is coming, wearing a mask.

It's coming to mask your face.

It's coming to mask everyone's faces."

And as if drawn by the children's song--

The Mask Maker stirred this night.

To bring fear and despair to this city.

<=>

Boronial Manor.

Elmer, having returned to his room, sat on his gbed and slowly stretched.

'‘Well... what should | start on tomorrow?'

Elmer had been given a room in the estate's guesthavhile Niki was allowed to stay in a
luxurious chamber in the main manor.

Elmer's room was likely usually given to servantgoests, but it was still very upscale in
comparison to the home of a commoner.
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'So now | have to look into those drugs...
| can make gretty good guess as to where
| guess I'll talk to Speran about it tomorrow.'

And as Elmer dozed off, lost in thought--

Creeeeeeak creak creeeak

Something in the room began creaking.

It wasn't EImer's bed, nor was it sound from anotbem coming in through the ceiling.

As Elmer opened his heavy eyelids and began toupek

A pice of paper fell over his face.

"Whoa."

Elmer took it off his face and looked around, buirfd nothing unusual.

He then realized that there was something writtered on the paper, and held it against the
dim lantern to give it a read.

On the paper was written:

[Do not delve any further into the matters of ttity.]

Elmer suddenly recalled Aile's words to him fromtthfternoon.

However, the next line brought on nothing but cerdo.
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[This pain is a warning.]

"Pain?"

Elmer lay back, wondering what this could mean--

Then he heard another creak, and moved the pafreninof his face.

And from behind the piece of paper came--

A beautiful, strange white mask, reminiscent ofem®tian carnival.

"Huh...?

Just as Elmer began to wonder what was going @nptasked man silently leapt up and
landed on the bed, pinning Elmer down.

"Oh..."

Elmer was confused for a moment, but realized wied happening when he saw what the
masked man was holding.

A stiletto, glinting silver in the lamplight.

It was a knife, twenty centimetres in length, tais usually used for assassination in Europe
at the time.

Unlike normal knives, stilettos were specially dgegid to harm humans. Possession of a
stiletto was forbidden to civilians in many parf€airope.

The cross-section of the long, thin blade was ¢ugar, with one side longer than the others.
This was a blade designed for the sole purposeoipg.

Its power was great enough for a skilled wieldestab through leather shields with ease.
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This weapon, possessed of killing potential faatgethan its small, unassuming appearance-
-this weapon that could silently pierce throughi@im's skull--could perhaps be said to be
the greatest of all assassination weapons thicaoitid offer.

And as if to fulfill its purpose of creation--

The stiletto carried its goal in its silver gliaglvancing forward without hesitation.

"Huh? wait--"

It pierced through Elmer's calm protests, and nisdeay deep into his flesh.

It at first created a piercing cold sensation,dwotd by a sharp, burning pain that spread
through Elmer's body.

It sunk deep, deeper, and deeper.

The silver blade was stained red.

The Mask Maker's blade glinted under the lanteght$.

Brightly and brilliantly--

<=>

Several hours later, inside the patisserie worksttdpe eastern part of the marketplace.

“I'm finished preparing tomorrow's ingredients.” Mica said, tidying the utensils in front of
her in this sweet-smelling workshop.
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The plump woman who ran the patisserie put onck #pron and responded.

"Thanks for working so late, Monica. You can stoprking on stuff for tomorrow... Il
finish up cleaning the shelves, so go home and@ee rest."

"It's fine. It's my fault | came to work late, angw"

"What can you do? Your friend was sick. You'rel tilung. You shouldn't let working get in
the way of studying."

"...Okay! Thank you, ma'am!"

As the patisserie owner let her go, Monica respdndieocently and took off her work apron.

The owner smiled mischievously.

"So this friend of yours... is it a boy?"

"Oh! I-it's a secret! I'm not telling!"

Monica blushed and left for her residence besidegttisserie. She quickly ran up the stairs.

Monica lived alone at the patisserie with the owrsgalying on the second floor. Perhaps it
was because of Headmaster Dalton, but Monica reddreatment unheard of for other boys
and girls her age.

Her room was filled with all kinds of books, ingtnents, and maps. Several of them were
unavailable to most people--and in this sense, b&sicircumstances were practically as
good as--if not better than--an aristocrat's.

It was in this sense that the lives of the studehthe private academy were removed from
those of both aristocrats and commoners.

Monica thought of tomorrow as she fell into her awroughs.

‘I wonder if Huey's coming to school tomorrow.
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What do | do? What should | talk to him about?
What if... what if we end up getting closer?'

As Monica opened the windows, lost even deepeeirfdntasies than most girls her age--

She heard a creak.

The sound snapped her out of her daydream.

Monica immediately looked towards the source ofrtbise.

It had come from behind the desk at the windowchvas covered by a mountain of books.

And blocking out the moonlight that should haveoled the room was the source of the

sound.

And Monica became a witness.

She saw a masked man, looking at her from outssdevimdow.
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Interlude 4: The People's Police

The next day, Boronial Manor.

The manor was situated on high ground, a locatibiclwwas engulfed in the bright red light
of the setting sun.

Esperanza was busy as usual, tending flowers uhdeight of dusk.

On the surface, the Count didn't seem to ever gonamk--but he actually took care of all of
his duties overnight, spending his free time duthmyday watching the maids from afar.

This was the kind of behaviour that would get hingéred as a pervert, but he never actually
watched women in compromising situations, nor dddelier even lay a hand on them. This
was why no one could reprimand him for his unusadby.

Of course, a man of his position could easily geayawith more than laying a hand on a

servant, but the servants knew that Esperanza ivwgtysnot that kind of man. This was why

some called him 'a coward who can't even touch mawy, but none of that mattered to the
Count as long as women were involved.

There was nothing normal about this man.

One thing, however, was definite--he truly wishedthe happiness of women.

Once, he had visited a church in the Spanish mainland was asked by a boy there: "What
can we do to make everyone in the world happy?& Tobunt replied, "It is an impossible
task. As long as there is no absolute standardsticg in the world, one person's happiness
will lead to the misfortune of another".

He then followed up his own words by wondering, "Hnperhaps, then, if we channel all the
misfortune to men, all the women could gain hapgsfe. He then discussed the matter with
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the boy until the break of dawn. This boy was El@erAlbatross, and this chance meeting
led to their continued friendship.

Esperanza quietly shook his head, remembering ¢tbewversations that day.

'‘Dammit. Of all the places, why did he have to ctere?

Just becausétold him about the alchemists here... why did theseho saddle me with him
just because we know each other?

Come to think of it... why did he suddenly ask tonledchemy and lose his favour with the
church?'

The church, obviously, did not look kindly upon leeny. When techniques developed by
alchemists began joining the mainstream, the chdedignated those like Dalton 'scientists’,
and gave them free rein. However, this did not ntbahalchemists had their blessings.

'Don't tell me that idiot thinks he can create gtidend poverty in the world...
| bet that's probably it.
Come to think of it, | haven't seen him since taght...'

Esperanza was rescued from his melancholy by tite si a female servant working in the
gardens. He smiled in relief.

'Oh well. He's a man. I'm sure he'll take care iofidelf.'

Ignoring matters of faith, Esperanza smiled atskg thanking some Greek Goddess for his
personal heaven, filled with women.

'l look forward to seeing Miss Niki's smile oncéweecaptured the Mask Maker.'

Niki quietly watched from between the windows apétanza looked up into the sky.

It had been three days now since she was draggedié&lmer.

She had made her decison last night.

‘I'm destined to be killed.'
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That itself was a vow she'd made much earlierabt, fNiki would have been quite glad to
face her own death.

However, her entire world had been turned upsiderdo the past three days.

There existed a 'world' she had never known before.

And she ended up realizing the possibility thatstwdd become a part of that world.

'‘But... | can't turn back now.
I've... already witnessed the Mask Maker.'

This was why she had again resolved to die, but--

‘But I... | can't die here.'

Niki knew all too well.

She knew that many of the victims had been fourttiénmanors of aristocrats.

Niki knew all too well.

She knew exactly why these victims were killed vehitrey were.

'If I die here... I'll end up causing trouble for EBmand the Count...
That's why | have to die somewhere else.'

Niki had no way of knowing.

She didn't know that the Mask Maker had alreadyc#tin the manor last night.

Niki had no way of knowing.

She didn't know that Elmer had already been atthbyethe Mask Maker. She had no way of
knowing how he would be now, having been stabbetth&ynasked man.
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And it was because she didn't know, that Niki dierteyes and put away her three days in the
manor at the back of her heart.

Niki locked it away as a happy memory, and a dreaeawould never return to again.

She held her breath. She stilled her heart.

And she slowly opened her eyes.

The girl who had just awakened from the happiestuir of her life returned to her stoic
expression from before arriving at this manor.

She then made her way out of the estate as iightfl

After evading the servants and leaving throughtihek door, Niki just kept running and
running and running.

If she wanted to, Niki would have no trouble goinghe edge of town.

She could go in the opposite direction of the $éde aboard a transport cart of some sort,
and make her way to Naples within days.

But Niki chose not to do so.

If she could have started a new life so easily, Miuld have run straight back to the manor
and asked the Count to let her work there for ag ks she lived.

Esperanza would likely allow her to do so.
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In fact, he would welcome her with open arms. Hellddake her in even at his own expense.
This wasn't self-admiration--Esperanza would de thr any woman.

Niki had realized something after three days. WBi#peranza was perfectly willing to take in
any woman, the servants limited his contact wittm&a other than family members--whether
it was out of worry for him or themselves. Of cayrghe Boronial Family would have been
swarmed by gold-diggers and have gone bankrupsyego had it not been for the servants'
actions.

However, Niki was inside their boundaries.

Elmer's presence was one large factor, but Niki d@ak to the point where she could even
chat ordinarily with the maids.

This was why Niki knew that she would be given arde to live in that manor, or be given
funds to support herself elsewhere, if she justlswad her pride.

Niki knew all of this.

But this was exactly why she could not go back.

She had a very good reason, but she just ran andnchran, unable to tell anyone, not even
knowing where to go.

As she ran straight along the road from the aniatstmanors to the harbour--

She tripped over her feet and rolled onto the gdoun

The path was downhill, but Niki managed to keepfrsliding all the way down. She got to
her feet, checking for injuries, and stopped ircpla

'‘Where do | go from here?'

She was now just looking up at the sky absentmilygdadt knowing what to do.

She didn't feel like smiling, the way she had désperanza smile earlier.
The skies were darkening, and stars were emergititgieast.
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If she couldn't decide on a place to stay, Niki lddwuave to end up sleeping on the streets.

She had just resigned herself to a night undestiédrs, but suddenly--

Someone grabbed her by the arm.

"Where are you going, Miss?"

n oM

Niki found herself looking into a somewhat familface.

"...City Police..."

"LaRolf Hancletia. How many times have we met nowne testimony, and at the Governor's
manor... and now this would be the third time? In eage, what impeccable timing."

The man in the City Police uniform spoke flatly,intaining a tight hold on Niki's arm.

The street was practically deserted, and a lomeéagarwaited by the road.

"We were on our way to pick you up by carriage whenhappened to spot you running our
way."

"...To pick me up...?"

"We even had an excuse prepared--we would havetih@dCount that we needed you to
testify again... but it seems we have no need fdr tiaw."

Niki was gripped by anxiety the moment she heaedGhief's words.
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By 'excuse’, the Chief likely meant that the matteas something that they could not reveal to
Esperanza.

Niki didn't know what it could be about, but shdmit even get a chance to ask.

"...mph..."

She was dragged into the carriage by a pair of@fi before she could even try to resist.

<=>

"My word... do you know how shocked | was when | sgwu at the Boronial manor? | was
quite bothered, you see. So | looked into thingd fmund out something that some of the
victims had in common."

Chief LaRolf mumbled inside the carriage, crackimgneck.

Niki was seated in front of him, between a paiofficers. Her arms were bound and she had
been gagged. She didn't resist, as if she haddglgraen up.

The Chief quietly spoke his mind.

"Were you trying to make your existences knowrheworld? Or did you approach Boronial
with some other motive in mind?"

The Chief referred to Esperanza uncouthly as héraged speaking.

"You thought... that someone like you, who isn't saggd to exist, could get a new life by
getting into an aristocrat's good graces? You thoygu could start over? Not a chance. It's
over for you now."
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"...Were you trying to petition for help from noby2 You thought that Esperanza might be
different? You thought he'd be strong enough teguee us?"

The Chief continued growling, making assumptionsudlNiki's motivations. And as if to
match the rhythm of the moving carriage, he beg&mnsifying his tone.

"We exist for the common people! How are we to @cbtthe peace and well-being of the
commoners if we fear the power of the aristocrats?!

"But you... no,all of youare not even commoners. Asking the aristocrathiédp won't get
you very far in this city.”

"...Of course, that Esperanza bastard would betimgaeven if he wasn't an aristocrat."

The Chief sighed, and moved over to whisper tayiHe

"And the common people whom we protect desire yimath. Before you can blab everything
to Esperanza. ...I thought we might be too late, jodging from the fact that you were
running through the street in tears probably melaasyou either didn't talk, or were rejected-
-either way, it doesn't matter."

Tears welled up in Niki's eyes, but no one coulldibat this meant.

The officers on either side of her did nothing btdically observe her movements. It was
hard to tell if they were even listening to the @m#ed conversation.

"You poor wretch. But | suppose it can't be helped.

The chief shook his head dramatically, and glatedght into the girl's eyes--
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and muttered in a heavy, threatening tone.

For the sole purpose of throwing her into the dejpthdespair.

“I'll be handing you over to where you belong. ...Ahdre, you'll tell us... the identity of the
Mask Maker."

"We won't have to worry about leaving marks witintuee. Of course, whether or not your
corpse is discovered depends on the will of thelgedut..."

The man on the 'side of the people' laughed sglfedatingly, and spoke in accordance with
his allegiance to the people.

Viciously and without hesitation.

All for the sake of the common people of the city.

"After all, the crimes of the people... will all baken on by the Mask Maker."
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Chapter 5:

The End
of the World
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Dusk, the Third Library Archives.

It was a little before Niki's departure.

Huey came to class that morning as he did normafigl, was off reading on his own as usual.
Monica would occasionally glance at him, just as gid every day.

The absence of Elmer, the new student, only comgiedithe normalcy of the situation.

"That's it for class today, everyone! We're finrghia bit late today, but it shouldn't be a
problem, since we have tomorrow off. ...Oh? Comehiakt of it, EImer's not here today.
Maybe he has a cold?"

Renee only seemed to have realized Elmer's absdribe very end of her lecture, but she
was as carefree as usual about it.

'She'd probably talk like this even if someone .died

Huey knew his female teacher's inhuman side, batddd to return to his book, deeming

Renee's personality irrelevant.

Ten minutes later, the only sound left in the alass was the sound of Huey turning the

pages of his book.

However, he noticed someone walking up behind him.

Huey did not even take his eyes off the page, kngvull well who it was.

"What is it?"

"Elmer's not here today."

Just as he expected, Huey heard Monica's someuwtlt/Ivoice.
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Realizing she had been noticed, it seemed Monica waler the impression that Huey
considered her someone special.

Normally, she would end up blushing beet red, lmutioice was the lowest it had been in the
past few days. Huey noticed this and slowly turtzethce her.

"... Yeah. Maybe he has a cold. After all, he fetbithe water yesterday. Or maybe he ended
up catching the cold from me."

"l... I guess..."

There was definitely something strange about theManica trailed off.

Noticing an unusual sense of anxiety from Monicae¥idecided to speak to her briefly.

"What is it? You want me to go visit him with you®ld you before, | hate that guy. I'm not
interested."

"...You think... it's really just a cold?"

"Huh?"

Monica was behaving very strangely today.

"What are you getting at?"

‘Dammit. What's wrong with me today? Why am | coning myself with other people?'

Huey was getting frustrated at himself for makiogtact with the rest of the world, but he set
that aside and looked at Monica head-on.

As Huey got to his feet and closed his book, Mosiced resolutely--

And she slowly spoke, eyes welling up with tears.
“l...  ended up seeing him..."
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"Who?"

"l think... it was the Mask Maker."

<=>

One hour later, at the marketplace.

The western skies were slightly tinged with red] atars were shining down upon the streets.

Huey and Monica cautiously walked through the nedeserted marketplace streets. Most of
the stores had already closed.

"So you reallydid see him."

"Yeah... So, I... I've heard the rumours, and... 'madar I'm so scared...!"

Monica trembled, arms folded in front of hersel§ she remembered the events of the
previous evening.

Huey recalled the 'rumour’ she spoke of.

He hadn't known about it when he met the girl nagd, but he was bothered by her claim
that she would be killed. So he looked into thewumand pieced together the facts.

That anyone who witnessed the Mask Maker would bedared by the serial killer not long
afterwards.
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And it seemed this rumour was actually true.

'How absurd... but absurdity isn't even relevanha point.'

The story alone was an unbelievable urban legend.

In the distant future, these incidents might bentsk nothing more than myth, but the truth of
the matter was that people were being murderéudisnvery city at this very point in time.

"Anyway, I'll walk you home today."

Normally Huey wouldn't care if Monica were to dlajt he seemed to be interested in her
claim that she had seen the Mask Maker. For tetfime, he went with her to the patisserie
she worked at.

Other than Monica's troubles, it was a normal day.

If anything were to happen, it would likely takepé another day.

Despite the ungrounded nature of this assumptiaeyHvas slightly more relaxed today as
he walked through the streets.

However, he did not notice something.

The fact that something had already happened sccityi.

The City Police's increased presence on the streets

The absence of the aristocrat delinquents.

And the fact that they could not see any of thlhemy school classmates anywhere on the

streets.

"Uh... This is the patisserie | work at!"
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"Oh..."

After a short walk through the marketplace, thewed at a somewhat large stone building.

The sweet smell of pastries wafted out to the wreattracting the attention of hungry
passersby.

"Th-thanks for walking me home! Let me see if | oget you some pastries in return!”
Monica said innocently. From her voice, it seemuael\was back to her cheerful self.

Was the whole thing about seeing the Mask Makergnexcuse to bring him here?

And just as Huey began to grow suspicious of her--

He encountered the first disturbance.

"I'm back!" Monica greeted brightly as she operezldoor.

And a middle-aged woman screamed as if trying éalobff Monica' words.

"No! Don't come in!"

Monica froze on the spot. Her gaze was fixatedhenpatisserie owner, who was yelling in
fear.

"Monica, you have to get away!"

"Ma'am...?!"

II?II
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In the confusion, Huey and Monica spotted men ackluniforms, who were holding back
the patisserie owner.

And another shadow approached them from behind--

"Police."

The man said, in a clear voice.

"Monica Campanella... and a fellow student? Will yoame with us? We'd like your
testimony."

"... What are the charges?"

Unlike Monica, who was still in a daze, Huey mainéa his cool and carefully questioned
the officer, being careful not to provoke him.

‘It must have been because of the incident sedasas ago.Huey thought.

He remembered being taken to the holding cell ias¢ and had decided to cooperate this
time. However--

The City Police officer, who was closer to a towat@hman, made the wrong choice of words
to the suspect.

The officer's words would drag Huey and Monica iatoellish night.

"We've received reports that the students at yoluoad were all members of the Mask Maker.
Come quietly if you don't want to get hurt.”

<=>

The Third Library, inner courtyard.
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"You would be Mr. Dalton, correct? I'm afraid youilviaave to come with us."”

It was in front of the large tree in the inner dgard of the library.

As the old man looked up at the leafy branchegetimen in City Police uniforms spoke to
him.

"...Orders from LaRolf?" Dalton mumbled, still lookjrup at the tree. The men behind him
approached him wordlessly.

"Hm... Is it the Mask Maker, the drugs, or the couieits? | don't know which one it might
be, but does he mean to put the blame on us aedatalty power from the Boronial Family,
which supports us? Was this the new Chief's ideas @here someone else masterminding
this plan?"

The officers said nothing as Dalton clearly enutedlahis information without even a hint of
worry.

"Oh, there's no need to answer me. What | reallyt\i@ know is... whether or not | should
trim some of these branches. Look there. Is onierh not broken? ...Did someone climb
this tree? What do you men think?"

"If you cannot answer, | have no business with What are your thoughts, Miss Renee?"

"Who knows~?"

ll?!ll

A languid voice suddenly spoke from behind theceifs. The men looker behind them to find
a woman with a stunning figure, which was clearigible despite the fact that she was
wearing loose clothing.

"It's such a bother to try and figure it out. Whgnit we just uproot the tree altogether?"
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"It was foolish of me to even think of asking you."

Dalton turned around with a sigh. He then sharjdyegl at the officers.

"You're still here?"

"... A-are you making light of us?!"

Despite the fear creeping up in their hearts, tlieess moved to try and restrain Dalton,
hands trembling.

Suddenly, a flash of silver flew through the air.

There was a sound like something being piercedmAllsblade made its way into Renee's
neck.

As the dagger popped out of the wound, blood escap@ crimson spray that covered the
officers.

"What?!"

"Wh-what did this woman do?!"

"Aaaaahhhh?!"

The officers fell into confusion. However, they sdooze on the spot.

They realized that the warm red blood that hadttgrked over them were moving in a
completely different direction than the laws of\gta dictated.

"Huh?"

The droplets of blood crawled around like ants, tadeled up the length of Renee's body as
if possessed of conscious thought. They disappeéat@the wound on her neck.
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It was a wondrous yet terrifying sight. The womasaahed out to touch her throat and
complained, revealing perfectly a healed neck.

"Ouch... Th-that was terrible of you, Headmaster! ity you have to do that?"

"A... A-a monster...?!"

The officers stepped back, fearfully looking baaid dorth at their blood-free selves and
Renee.

Just as they backed into Dalton, a deep voice ocahfrom behind them.

"You men never came here. Do you understand?”

Dalton spoke quietly to the officers, who had bdembstruck by this display of what they
could only imagine was an act of magic. His voi@swhat of like a deep, majestic preacher.

"Would you condemn this woman as a witch? WitchalBriare a thing of the past now. Not
only that, the church has almost no power in titis ©f course, it was the common people
who desired them in the first place. ...Now, | wébeat myself once more. This will be your
last warning."

His voice also sounded almost like an all-seeingale

"You men never came here. ...Do you understand?"

<=>

Harbour area, back alley.
Huey ran and ran and ran.
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Perhaps the act of running through the city streeescape, holding the hand of a girl, was a
time-tested story structure.

However, Huey had never wanted to be in such atsiiu.

He fled.

Never before had Huey so seriously gone over thening of this word.

To him, the world was an object of hatred. This waly the second time it had become an
object of fear, the first time being the incidenbhem his mother was taken away by the
Inquisitors.

‘Damn it... what's going on here?"

Huey had realized that something was off from themant they were surrounded by police
officers in front of the patisserie. He had caugirid of something even more sinister and
disturbing than when they saved the girl callediNik

As Monica stood there in a daze, Huey shoved theeo$ in front of him, took her hand, and
fled.

‘Damn it... this isn't like me.

Normally | would have left her behind. Why did keaher hand?
| guess | can use her as bait if | have to.'
Huey rationalized his actions as her ran breathlyid¢issough the dark night.

Ignoring the voices of the officers in pursuit, jost kept running between houses, from one
alley to another.

He ran and ran and ran.

Before, the officers pointed out Monica and spokiéetiow students'.

'So they're assuming that the Mask Maker is a gafygeople.’
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It was a logical line of thought. From the informoat collected so far, the method of killing
and the small number of eyewitness accounts suggbtne idea of multiple killers.

'‘But why did they single out students from our stPio

The fact that the entire school was under suspimade Huey's previous encounter with the
police seem like a harmless rendezvous. This tiraenight be taken care of outright instead
of being released. The officers just now exudetlthet kind of an atmosphere.

"...Is it the "drugs"?'

"Hu-Huey! Where are we going?!"

"How am | supposed to know?!"

Huey answered coldly as Monica ran beside him amsteThe cold sweat running down his
entire body both physically and mentally rushedahisady racing heartbeat.

'‘Damn it... How many months--no, years has it bearedi sprinted at full speed?’

Not even the moonlight shone in the narrow alleysyagnd the cloak of shadow only
intensified the feeling of being chased.

However, Huey was not running without a goal in dain

He had considered the library or the storehouskeaharbour, but the current situation made

them less than safe hiding places. He also thoafyhiinning through the streets, but there

were too many officers outside to do such a thidigce the other students were captured, the
officers would all swarm to find Huey and Monicéi€ly had to disappear completely before

that could happen.

But the problem was Monica, who was running sligbghind him.

'Would it be all right to take this githere?'

Huey glanced at Monica's face and pondered.
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'She's keeping up better than | expected. She mengint be fitter than | am.’

As Monica kept up with his sprint, Huey wonderetiaéf was just out of exercise or if she was
just in better shape.

'‘Does working at a patisserie involve a lot of pbgklabour? No, let's set that aside for now.
This girl... for some reason, this girl seems to ik And blindly, at that.

Then will she be able to ke#yat placea secret?

Can | manipulate this girl until the end?

As he ran in thought, Huey realized that they hadentheir way out of the alleys and into the
town square.

'‘Good. | don't see any officers around.

Huey calmly scanned the area, relaxing his guard faooment. He then froze.

Monica, still beside him, gasped in terror as stokéd at the square.

"Wh-what's... going on...?"

'So it wasn't just the City Police going off onithavn.'

What they saw was--

Not officers or aristocrats, but commoners--eyéstiglg, brazenly holding objects that could
be used as weapons--like clubs, tools, hoes, spadéxnives.

About one in five held up a torch, lighting up timdnight square much more than it would
normally be necessary.

They were all people Huey and Monica knew.

The considerate baker was there.

The elderly lantern craftsman was there.
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The lady who owned the mill was there.

The old astrologist, raising a torch--

The young general store owner, holding up a lantern

The sculptor, wielding a gigantic saw--

The bald man from before, dragging a hammer--

The butcher, light glinting off his meat cleaver--

Shipmen carrying sticks--

The old woman who had given Huey a little extrdtegl her grip on her pot--

'Still, none of them are holding guns or swords.
If they did that, the aristocrats would think it sva rebellion and flee to Naples.'

At this point in history, the oppression and poyéhtat ran rampant throughout Italy caused
many rebellions against the Spanish rulers. Howawest of them were put down--and this
city, with its small population, would be easy tefeat with the army of the Governor of
Naples alone.

The problem was, however, that there was no powertis city. In other words, there was
no need for a rebellion.

‘These bastards... are they looking for alchemisedple connected to us?'

"Oh no... what is this...? What... is all this...?"

Monica stood beside him, trembling.

"...Calm down, Monica."

213



214



Huey was desperately trying to figure out thisaitn.

"Hey! What are you two doing over there? Don't ek you're with the Third Library'
people?"

A man with a torch noticed them and walked over.

IIAh_II

Huey stopped Monica before she could scream, ambneled quickly.

"What are you talking about? | was just wonderifgatwou commoners were up to so late at
night. You brightening up the place just completalied the mood, you know? After all the
trouble | took to buy this girl?"

"...So you're from the Rotten Eggs, young master?défet have time for you right now...
This is for you aristocrats too, so why don't yamsider helping us out?" the man asked, and
went off in a different direction.

Huey, having escaped by pretending to be a noblemardlessly took Monica's hand again
and ran back into an alleyway.

"Hu-Huey, what's going on here...? What is all this?"

As Monica whispered these question, Huey took kendurther into the depths of the alley
and hid behind a pile of supplies beside somedamrkshop.

'So the entire city is against us.
What about the aristocrats...? No, | guess they'rdifferent.’

Huey calmly analyzed the situation despite the @bwidisturbance.

Monica looked at him doubtfully, just as he lookedards her and asked in a deadly serious
tone.

"Monica, | need to ask you something..."
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"Wh-what is it?"

"What if... speaking hypothetically..."

Huey slowly drew breath as he carefully chose losdw.

"What would you do... if | were the Mask Maker?"

Somewhere in the city.

Hand still bound, Niki was dragged into a stranizee.

It was a narrow yet spacious area.

She was surrounded on all sides by wooden walld,the floor and ceiling also had the
texture of wood.

A sweet scent faintly wafted through the room, ander the light were desks and lighting
equipment.

And around her were multiple adults.

They were all familiar faces, including Police GHiaRolf.

The bald master wasn't there, but she had seeyoeeethere before at the marketplace.
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Niki would greet them as she passed by every mgridf course, the greeting was one-
sided. They would never speak to her or nod in askedgement.

They looked at her like a pebble on the streetatmer, they didn't even spare her a glance.
She was less than a tool--an object to be tossag atvone's whims.

Of course, Niki didn't even know the names of amrytirere.

And she did her best to forget the name of the beld.

The only names she decided to remember were pékpl&Imer, Esperanza, and Aile--all
people who had treated her as a human being.

Any other name was a part of the world that regkdter, and they were the very world that
she wanted to reject.

And these nameless adults looked down upon her eatttempt, speaking in tones full of
rage and anxiety.

"How much did you tell that sick aristocrat? Well?"

The girl yelled nothing, despite the fact that sl no longer gagged.

After all, Niki knew that none of these people wibghre that she shouted for help--she also
knew that there was no one outside who would canteet rescue even if her voice reached
that far.

"...Ididn't... tell him anything."

"That so? Of course, behaving suspiciously is mgsrcrime in and out of itself."

A man with a moustache, who looked to be the leagtabbed Niki by her collar.

"Don't act so high-and-mighty, you little bitch. Dyou even think for one second that the
aristocrat would take you in? You think everythingoing to turn out fairytale-perfect just
because he decided to treat you like a human being?
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With his free hand, the man held up a small legbloeich and spat as if talking to livestock.

"Don't ever forget--you're just tools we use td gak."

<=>

The back alley.

"You... the Mask maker...? What are you saying...?"

"It's a hypothetical question. So... what would ya?'t

Monica was at a loss for words at this sudden gurest

"Wh-what's going on, Huey? Th-then, whakf the Mask Maker? What would you do?"

"I don't really care. What you are doesn't realbtter to me."

"Oh, | see..."

"Hey, don't get the wrong idea. | said | hated wdubut | know right now isn't the time to
emphasize that. | didn't mean to hurt your feeligysry."

Monica could tell from Huey's calm, serious eyes the was being honest.

"Huey."
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"It was just a hypothetical question. | didn't meganrhurt you, whatever you were going to
answer. | was just curious... What would you thinkwas the Mask Maker...?"

Whether or not she understood Huey was still inbtiobut Monica looked around and fell
quiet.

An indescribable silence enveloped the duo. Itlfleet an eternity would pass, until Monica
looked up and squeezed out these words:

"But ...I'd... I'd stil..."

Huey fell into thought, hearing Monica's surpridingesolute voice.

He then looked at Monica, and mumbled.

He mumbled a small truth that he knew for certain.

“It's true that I'm practically wearing a mask."

Huey's words were not a lie, but his words heldeament to manipulate Monica.

"But... I'm not the Mask Maker. I'm not a serial &ill

| think... the Mask Maker's another individual alttgs."

Niki squinted at the pouch that the moustached wasnhholding.
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'Oh... it's the drug.

All because of this drug, we...

They said that this drug... would make people fegpha.
So why...? Why were we killed, even by this drug?’

Niki's distant, empty gaze caught sight of theHeapouch.

Noticing the sickening air of bloodlust gettingdker in the room, Niki swallowed her sigh
and thought back to her past.

Her life had neither found nor was given any megnin

Niki knew that she had been given her name by it parents.

That was all she knew about them.

She didn't know where they were and how they wiereg, or if they were even alive. She
had sometimes wanted to know, but there was nceloaigy way of finding out.

This was because she had been sold into theséssdgean 'object’.

In a broader sense, she was a slave. In medievab&uSlavs were captured and sold as
slaves, creating massive profits for many citidsis Tpractise continued until now, the 18th
century, when people from Africa were capturedlages and sold to the Americas.

However, this city needed a different kind of slateneeded people that should not exist.

The area was not a very agriculturally developedllaand there was no one around who
appeared to be a slave of any sort. However, Nddentino had boys and girls like Niki.

To these children, the common people of the chg-people who raised them--were just
those who provided food and shelter.

At first, Niki was satisfied with this.
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After all, she had been living in worse conditidre$ore she had been sold into these streets.

It was heavy labour for children, but life wher@doand shelter were provided was something

she was content with.

Their work took place under brilliant, glimmeriright.

They would smelt and refine different kinds of nteia a specialized workshop.

Several years ago, after being sold here, thisthew/ork these children had to learn.

It was part of a normal day for someone to suffecter inhaling some kind of chemical
fumes, and there were those who died of terribledfuHowever, they quietly continued to
work.

The metals they were refining appeared very muehdold, but it was no use to them.

After all, even if they ran off with it, they woulthve no place to go.

So they did their best, working to at least obtajlace for them to be.

They held fast to the belief that a ray of hope Mane day enter their uncertain futures.

However, the 'streets’ of Lotto Valentino decidedbting about a new change, in order to

blind these 'products'.

One day, Niki and the other children were takeartother workshop, different from the place
where they worked with the gold-like metals.

The place created beneath the market grounds Ve&dity to create a strange sort of 'drug'.

And the items created there slowly began eatingyaatahe children like Niki, even more
simply than the burns had. Slowly, but surely.
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Remembering her past, Niki quietly began to speak.

"...Everyone... slowly went crazy."

The adults looked at one another, surprised bysNsidden words.

"What? What are you talking about?"

"We... we just wanted to live. But we were killed vehour hearts still continued to beat.”

Eyes empty, Niki began speaking little by littldneSslowly turned her despair into rage.

"The black-haired friend kept breathing in the fenfiom the drug workshop and went crazy!
He said, "You're it!" and jumped into the sea aeden came back up! No one knew what he
was talking about! The curly-haired one slowly gtegh smiling or getting angry, and all he

did was mumble his own name! And then! His headdsmly gave out and he died! The

others eventually lost their minds, too! And thegddoff! You destroyed those perfectly fine

kids!"

What they were creating was undoubtedly some kfrtaucinogenic drug. It was an overly
powerful and terrible drug for the era.

The commoners sold these highly addictive drugssdseral aristocrats and powerful
merchants, and manipulated them to their whimss&ldrugs were not only addictive, but
several times more powerful than other drugs onntlaeket--they were perfect for tying up
those with power.

They would pick out aristocrats, merchants, anaewogeople of power. On the surface, they
were selling the children. The system worked byirtngthe child enter the manors of the
target and handing over the product.

The children were sold to aristocrats and merchastyoung prostitutes. Whatever might
happen to them at the homes of the targets didnatter to the people. The only thing of
importance was the exchange that occurred in ttretsehambers of the manors.

And if, by chance, the system was discovered byepful people who would seek to defeat
the city, all the responsibility would be thrustepon the 'children who are not supposed to
exist' and the problem uprooted. It was a foolpsystem as long as they all worked as one.
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Niki had lived this kind of life, watching her fnies fall apart--watching other children like
herself.

"l bet I've lost my mind, too! | must have beenemky that drug! That's right, I'm not afraid
of dying anymore! I'm sick of living! | hate thisond even more than when | was being
carted around by the slave trader! That's why Itrbescrazy. We're all crazy, just like those
kids who died!"

For a moment, the adults lost their nerve at tlvesels that accused them. However, their
faces soon reddened with rage, and the moustachedhrew Niki into the wall, still holding
her by the collar.

Niki's head and back hit the wall with a thud. Sheeamed.

And as if to erase Niki's cry, the moustached neamere commoner--

"So that's why?

It was because you went insane that you lot crahtederial killer called the Mask Maker?"

<=>

The Third Library.

"Hm... So are the 'drugs', 'counterfeits’, and theshidaker's serial killing somehow
connected?"

Renee asked Headmaster Dalton nonchalantly, swagoause of the stack of books she was
carrying.
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After the officers had fled, Dalton had decideddmporarily take refuge in a hidden room in
the archive basement, saying, "Why don't we chalagations before they call in
reinforcements?".

Along the way, he turned back, brought over seveoahing pigeons, and sent them into the
skies.

Renee had just spoken to him as he began moving.aga

"Hm..."

As if in thought, Dalton scratched his chin witls Wwooden arm and sighed.

"Of the Mask Maker's victims... it seems half weremsthing like ringleaders of the
operation. And the other half were the witnessesedlity, of course, the latter were children
who were sold into these streets."

"? What does that mean?"

"...The Mask Maker is... the mask itself, which hadrbeeased by the 'children who are not
supposed to exist'. It is the suicide and murdeho$e who should not exist, and at the same
time--

It is an accusation."

"So you lot... you began working together behind backs? Of course, we had no idea at
first that all of the witnesses would be one of yoafter all, talk of the Mask Maker was
taboo among us."

The moustached man threw Niki against the wallragai

LaRolf continued the line of thought in place oé timan trembling in rage and anxiety.
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"l looked into things after finding you at Esperalszmanor... looks like you had a scuffle
with some of our men earlier, too. | heard that'goweceived help from students at the
‘Library'... so that's when you made a connectiom \iE$peranza? We went through a lot of
trouble thanks to you."

Niki didn't understand what he was talking abodie §ad met Esperanza through Elmer, not
the students.

However, she didn't even get a chance to go ower th

The pressure against her throat slowly suffocatsd Kiki tried to kick and struggle out of
the man's grasp, but all she ended up doing wieftle floor with her hands bound.

LaRolf lightly stepped upon the fallen Niki's legdaquietly continued.

"In any case, you lot are finished now."

"Ugh..."

"You lot... some of you killed us, and others becamitaesses...! You planned to reveal the
secrets of the drugs?! The secrets of the countitfeyou planned to reveal your condition
to those who don't know about the city's operafiéhs

Enraged, the Chief put more weight into his foakigrimaced in pain as his heel dug into
her leg.

"Preposterous. Trying to make yourselves knownitayg yourselves the temporary value of

'‘witnesses' and the masks of 'victims'.

In contrast with his weight shifting onto his fotite Chief regained his calm and interrogated
her.

"Talk. Who else other than you is working as a Mi&ker? You don't have to talk if you
don't want to... All we have to do then is get rid af of you slaves. Of course, it's
unfortunate that we won't be able to make any daug®unterfeits until the next slave traders
arrive."
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"And we'll make all of the culprits into Mask Makersn't it an honour? As you wished, the
name of the Mask Maker will be the talk of the tofen some time. Of course, it'll only be
limited to this city."

The Chief stepped off Niki and spoke.

"And as long as I'm Chief, even the newsletters bel quiet. Now that | think about it, my
predecessor realized what you were doing... and yaggtrto crack down on the drugs, he
forced the common people to falsify a corruptioarstal. And thanks to that, | was given this
position."”

‘Ugh...’

"Do you know why I'm telling you all of this? It& farewell gift. ... I'll be killing you now.
As a symbol of what | am willing to to in ordergerve the people."

The Chief's words were largely a show put on fergbwerful members of the public.

However, something he said resonated within Niki.

'So someone noticed us...
I don't know who the previous Chief was, but I'adg|
Someone knew...'

"What are you smiling for? This thing's bothering.mn

The Chief stepped towards Niki as she smiled hgpipult--

The girl didn't even heed the Chief as she slowler glaring at the citizens gathered there.
Quietly, she just laughed and laughed and laughed.

“I'll tell you... I'll tell you the truth.”

Until now, Niki had been afraid.
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They had taken countless actions, knowing of thegees of the actions but feeling nothing
for them and doing nothing to stop them.

She was afraid to acknowledge that the actionshihatresulted in the deaths of many of their
friends would be unremembered and unknown--sheafrasd to admit that their lives had
been meaningless.

"...We did create fake testimonies. Our friends kill@ur nameless allies and took their own
lives."

This was why she had thought herself prepared @orth but was denying it in a part of
herself.

Until just now, that is.

“I... didn't stop my friend from committing suicidethought it was right.”

At this moment, the girl cast away her fear and enfael confession .

And this time, she quietly laughed, got angry, agdeezed out a voice that contained every
emotion imaginable. Directly at the 'things' inrft@f her that couldn't even be called human,

"But... you're wrong. The Mask Maker exists."

"Wh-what...?"

"You think we made it all up? How could we work together towaadsngular goal when we
aren't even allowed to meet or talk to each otNen? would know better than anyone... after
all, you were the ones who oppressed us out oftfedwe'd rebel against you. It's impossible
for us to have caused the Mask Maker incidentsowitinelp.”

The cowardly citizens had one small hope--to ptateeir own 'sense of security’. And these
citizens, who acted on that fear, were standirgheer terror.

In front of them stood a 'disturbance'.
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A terrifying and resolute woman--no longer a tolit not someone they could consider
human.

Niki revealed her pure yet indignant feelings todgathe stunned adults.

With the exception of the scream, this was het @Gtgcry.

"You can all die, too! Witness the Mask Maker, aatin Hell! Be afraid! Be sorry for what
you've done!"

Though she was still a child, the bloodlust emangatrom Niki sent the adults breaking out
into cold sweat.

And as if in an attempt to erase that bloodlusRaldshook his head and spoke, putting on a
forced smile.

"...A Mask, you say? | don't know if what you claisitrue or not, but we also know of a man
in a mask. Of course, he's not the Mask Maker...hiet"

",__?"

"The man who first gave us the alloy--and ordereddroduction of the counterfeits.”

<=>

"So they claim that the Mask Maker is from our swho"

Dalton cheerily stroked his beard as he walkedutjnahe archives.

"Well, we do have someone similar."

"Oh? Who might that be?"
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"Huey Laforet. Your student.”

"Oh! Hueyis a smart boy, after all. Even if | teach him sonm@hincorrectly, he remembers
it right when | ask later! He's a genius~."

"Then teach him correctly to begin with!'

Dalton held back his complaint, knowing that thigim lead to a long-winded lecture. He
continued, ignoring Renee's remark.

"Yes. He's most certainly a genius rivalling LeloreaNo, | hesitate to use the term 'genius’.
It's too cheap of a term. But... He's still a greenhd suppose a cheap term would be
suitable. Then | shall use it without hesitatioheTchild called Huey is an incurable fool who
claims he wants to destroy the world, but--

He is undoubtedly a genius.”

<=>

Five years ago, a rural village in a certain countr

The boy was listening to his mother's words.

Listening was all he was permitted to do, so thas @il the powerless boy did.

"I have... just one thing. Just one confession."

His mother's gentle smile made Huey anxious.
Something told him that he should not listen to diee had to say.
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However, he could not bring himself to do this. @tpof him could already tell.

That these would be his mother's final words.

His gentle mother's words. But a foreboding feelohgved at his heart, telling him to stop
listening.

The ominous premonition was only half correct.

"l... witnessed a frightening gathering of those wiarship the devil."

This was because, while his mother's words broaghiftusion and despair upon the boy--

"It was terrifying. | did not see the faces of taagho took part in this unholy Sabbath, but it
seemed that they thought | had witnessed them. i$haly | will make my accusation. | will
accuse them right here and now."

It wouldn't have mattered anyway, even if Huey hatllistened.

"Should my innocence be proven, it will attestte veracity of my testimony."

"l will testify, as long as my voice remains in ghivorld, that everyone who testified and

accused me of witchcraft was taking part in thafudiSabbath."

Huey recalled that the atmosphere had changedsueldenly.

At first, he did not understand what his mother wagng.

However, he froze the moment he saw the faceseofitlagers.
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The villagers had always worn the same gentle sasl@is mother, but this time, their eyes
were filled with an emotion Huey had never known.

Then, the Inquisitors in charge of the trial smiled

"We understand. We swear in the name of the Laatlghould your innocence be proven, all
those who accused you of witchcraft will be questih and tried as heretics, just as you
were."

Huey noticed something the moment this was declared

He saw the fear-laden faces of the villagers bpaigted over by despair.

And at the end of the day, there were very fewagirs--including Huey--who were able to

return home alive.

After a vicious, old-fashioned trial, his mothedhaeen chained and tossed into the lake.

"If she floats, she is a witch. If she sinks, shaahocent."

Death was all that awaited at the end. It wasad tinat did not even give the accused a proper
execution.

However, Huey's mother accepted this and stepgeatiesteep cliff with her own feet.

Huey Laforet was sure that when he last saw hihienpshe was definitely smiling.

Her smile might have been the product of his cikédlhopes, but Huey believed in this
memory.

And with that all-forgiving smile--

His mother disappeared into the water, never torfas
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<=>

Five years later, Lotto Valentino. The basemerdgrofbandoned house.

"The village probably doesn't exist anymore. Affezens of them were taken away, they just
kept accusing one another in a big chain... | dombvk what happened afterwards.
Headmaster Dalton happened to be at the villageeaime, and he brought me with him..."

The boy spoke very slowly.

"I don't know why the lady next door, who treated hke her own brother, accused my mom.
I never got the chance to ask her, since she gmtdcreaming as she burned to death.”

Monica quietly drew breath as Huey calmly recouritecpast.

"Every time | remember their screams, | think absamething. That they were an orchestra
of irony. And that everyone in the world is a pafrthat orchestra, including myself."

"Huey..."

"...And the outcome was... my current self, and... tbzmn."

Huey completed his long story and raised his hé&auking at the large room with empty
eyes.

In a stark contrast to his melancholy story, trewavas filled with brilliant lights.

Around them were countless gold pieces, jewels,saatlies--objects of obvious value--piled
up and lying across the floor.

It looked almost like a miser's grave.
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Monica, having been led into this basement roora oheserted house, was practically dizzy
from the lights that reflected off the lantern, whduey had begun telling her about his past.

And once he had finished, the boy who was mast#drieichamber of riches sighed and began
explaining.

"Do you know about the 1677 incident in Paris? Areeoperation was discovered and put
down."

"Oh... I think... Professor Renee might have said sbingtlike that before..."

"While trying to create gold from bronze, the orgation succeeded in creating an a metal
very similar to silver. It was an alloy, but it wasre than enough to fool most people.”

At Huey's explanation, Monica's eyes were towanésnhiountain of gold pieces on the desk.

"Oh, the gold over there's real. Buily the gold on the desk.

The boy laughed self-deprecatingly as he took d goln from his pocket and tossed it onto
the desk.

"And what | just threw... was a fake."

"What...?"

Monica squinted as she looked at the pile of gbid,she could no longer tell which one it
was that Huey had thrown.

"That organization might have been caught becausg tushed into things. That's why... |
took my time spreading this poison into the stréets

Huey then opened the desk drawer and took out gubeasant-looking mask--one very
different form the rumours of the Mask Maker, hoeexthat was crafted out of wood.

“Little by little, | gave money to the people herd.earned their trust... and slowly increased
my territory."
His words were a confession of a sort.
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He would create and sell counterfeit currency, asel the funds to turn the people of the city
into his puppets.

Huey was confessing to Monica the fact that he thascriminal and mastermind behind the
counterfeits.

"...But that's as far as my plan got. People here dmb power began creating some kind of
drug... they began creating it somewhere | don't kabaut. At this rate, I'll end up just like
the organization in Paris and lose everything."

Monica clenched her fist over her chest. Huey Idamto her face and quietly asked a
guestion of her.

"l haven't changed my mind since | talked to yotok® I'm planning to use this money as
funding to destroy this world. And that includesiy®Vould you still be willing to help me?"

This was a gamble. Should Monica refuse, Huey walde to get rid of her in the worst-
case scenario. However, if she was still blindlylone with him, Monica would be his

greatest asset. He had purposefully urged her teemadecision in order to figure out his
options. Though Huey knew that this was an extrgnmemature and foolish course of action,
he was too confused and anxious to think of anatlast

But Monica's answer betrayed all his expectations.

"You're... so kind."

"...What?"

"A really evil person would have said somethingliXou're special’ or 'l love you'. But you
never lied to me."

Standing before Huey was not a blushing, stammetiild, but a smiling young woman.
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Huey momentarily recalled his mother's final snaitel reflexively looked away.

"But you're devious. You really are. You know | vitobe able to refuse if you put it that
way... But that's fine. | don't dislike that partyafu.”

"Stop talking like that. Damn it... stop talking ligmer..."

"Maybe he rubbed off on me yesterday."

Monica joked, despite their situation. Huey opehesdmouth to speak, but--

Another disturbance.

A deep, sharp explosion rang out, followed by thensls of people screaming and shouting.
The noise was dulled here, two storeys undergrobmdit must have taken place very close
to this building.

"Sounds like... there's a big fuss going on up tHere.

Monica's face as she looked up at the ceiling sdesamewhat lonely and melancholy--

And for some reason, her face seemed to be fsil@rft outrage.

<=>

The Third Library, inside the main archives.

"But why would our students be framed?"
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The carefree question-and-answer session conting&tk the archives.

"Likely because they are taking action against Empea. That Count stubbornly refuses the
counterfeits, after all... it seems they believe thawill end up threatening the well-being of
this city."

"Oh, it's because you're in frequent contact with B&peranza, right, Headmaster?"

"...That wouldn't nearly be enough to keep Esperaormected to this place. After all, | am
a man. Of course, things might be different if yslked, Miss Renee."

"? But | thought you said that they were workingiagt him?"

"What I'm saying is that | am not the target. Mypdnoess. Setting wrongful accusations aside,
this is a very irritating matter."

Renee cocked her head in confusion, almost fargmder her glasses to slip off her face.
Suddenly, Dalton lowered his tone and mumbled naskif, as if answering his own question.

"Well, | guess the existence of those like Huey ldomean the accusations aren't quite
incorrect.”

<=>

Niki had met the Mask Maker only a month ago.

She wasn't particularly thinking of killing hersebtiut she had sometimes thought that she had
wanted to die.

However, suicide wasn't something she could havepded for herself.

And as her heart wavered between these choiceb]dbk Maker appeared before her.
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Niki was on her way back from an 'exchange' withaaistocrat--going through the back
alleys, as her bald master had instructed. Andfal sudden, the Mask Maker was there as if
he had risen out of the darkness itself.

Niki knew of the rumours.

All witnesses will be killed. She knew this simptdear rule, but she was not afraid. In fact,
she felt a sense of relief at this encounter.

After all, even if she had not met the Mask Malstre would eventually die of insanity like
the other children or be killed in some other wagr her, life was nothing but pain. Even if
she died, no one would care and no one would khatvshe had even existed.

Then it might be a better death for her to be #&ilbyy a man whose very existence was an
unverifiable urban legend.

Niki was not afraid of death--at least at this mame

And surprisingly, the mysterious man spoke to hex very fluent tone.

"Did you know? Nothing is impossible for one whgigpared to die."

"If you have no need for your life, then... why noake a choice for yourself, one last time?
Do you wish to save your friends? Suicide is anooptlf you agree to wear this mask, | will
gladly assist you."

And the Mask Maker began to speak. He spoke tgithevords full of traps to ensnare her.

It was beyond Niki's strength to even take in eweoyd the man spoke.

Her friends, her existence, her happiness, herearge--none of these things even existed in
her heart until this moment. Before, none of thbgeys even mattered to her.

But one thing moved her.
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It was the fact that she was given a '‘consciougeho

For Niki, having grown up as a tool who could natka her own decisions, the Mask Maker's
words were sweet whispers to her ears.

And she accepted his words without hesitation.

Not even knowing what awaited behind his claimskildccepted him, glad that the person in

front of her acknowledged her existence as a human.

And now--she tried her best to have pride in th@icghshe had made for herself.

As Niki stood resolutely, the adults in front ofrlepoke of their own pride.

"...Itis true that the man in the wooden mask braughriches with his counterfeits."

LaRolf dramatically raised his arms and quietly edidveight to his words, as if trying to
shake off the fact that he had been taken by sérfoy Niki.

"But what we wanted wasn't material wealth. It veasense of security. That was why we
needed a safety device against the aristocratsttenanerchants... And that was why we
needed the drugs. You have no idea, do you? Whébwilg commoners want isn't money or
power. We don't need gilded thrones and crownsisT@ 'sense of security' is everything."

"...And you bought us from the slave traders for thahse of security'?"

"Of course. If we were to undertake this operatmnselves, we would be finished the
moment someone slipped up. After all, some of tli@saned aristocrats just can't be tempted
with money."

If they were caught in the act of the exchangegtivould be no escape--however, the actions
of people who should not exist could be brushedefy easily.
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Of course, they couldn't pull this act in fronttbé military police. However, in this city, the
City Police were not on the side of aristocratspoliticians--they were on the side of
‘commoners with financial means'.

"We'd be killing two birds with one stone by linkinEsperanza with those irritating
alchemists. Oh, also..."

LaRolf took hold of the truncheon at his side apdrsit in his hand.

"You are no longer our 'sense of security'--yoltgeome a 'source of uneasiness'."
And just as he pulled the truncheon into the asn@sh Niki's face--

"Th-this is bad!"

Niki's bald owner flung open the door as he rushsile.

"...The drug workshop is on fire! It's burning, daitih

Boronial manor.

"It's terrible, my lord!"

Esperanza widened his eyes as the steward enterezbm.

"What is it?! Have you found Miss Niki?!"

He had sent servants to search for Niki, who hadpfieared around sunset, but the steward's
news was not what he was expected.
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“N-no, my lord... The men sent to the city to find have just rushed back, and..."

The steward trailed off, and pressed Esperanzaotodutside the window.

"At the harbour..."

Esperanza looked outside the window before theastbaould even finish, and saw it--

He saw the ship that had been moored at the hafbomonths, engulfed by flames.

<=>

With the confusion outside, Niki was temporarilft l@lone in the room with a watchman.

All the other adults had gone to put out the firet it seemed they still had enough sense in
them to keep someone standing guard.

And as a result, she found herself stuck here alstiethe bald man.

Niki was cornered against a wall--

"Niki... you little bitch! How dare you make a foolbof me?!"

The bald man stepped towards Niki, hammer in hantdeven bothering to hide his shallow
anger.

The hammer was a tool used to fashion scraps odlnretthe process of crafting metallic
ornaments. If it were to strike a human head, ituldikely end up creating a disturbing
ornament of red flesh.

The bald man raised the hammer, not deterred byotitcome--
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But just as he had done himself earlier--

His attack was stopped by a sudden intruder.

The door slammed open, and the bald man and Ntki looked towards it reflexively.

It was him.

A man wearing a black cloak with a hood, with astye mask straight out of a carnival over
his face.

"Wh-what are you supposed to be?! What is the nmgaoii this?!"

The bald man was the most frightened. After allhad been told that the Mask Maker was a
figment of the imaginations of children like Niki.

And yet here he was, staring him down in silence.

Anyone who witnesses the Mask Maker would die.

Though the bald man knew this, the rumour strudksaheart for a single moment.

"I don't know who you are, but... how dare you...?!"

The bald man turned his attention from Niki in ortte defeat his new source of unease, and
charged at the doorway.

However, his vigour suddenly evaporated as thesengehis heart turned to terror.

In the hand of the masked man was not the rumaiietto--

But a strangely-shaped pistol, glinting silvertie tight.
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Niki and the bald men held their breaths, at thecgnef the powerful weapon.

A ghastly sense of dread froze the room in stilnes

Of course--

"Uaaatchoo!"

The strange sneeze that came from behind the mask completely contrary to this
atmosphere.

<=>

Having concluded that there was a disturbance enstreets, Esperanza opened his bureau
drawer in search of his favourite pistol.

But the firearm was nowhere to be found. Lying e tdrawer its stead was a messily
scribbled note.

[To Speran: I'm borrowing your gun for a bit. Fréimer.]

"That. Little. Bastard."

Just as Esperanza prepared to let out a volleysoits at his guest, he noticed the postscript
at the bottom of the letter.

[I'm using it to save a girl.]
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"Then you are forgiven."

He calmed himself with great ease, and turned areampty-handed.

He left to find out what was happening to this <itye city that was both his enemy and

protectorate.

<=>

Although the specifics are unknown, the 3-shot imatk gun was said to have been given to

the Boronial Family by a member of the Medici Famil

The curved white handle was decorated with bedutiesigns, and the hammer was so
artistically made that it almost looked like an@amrent. This itself was not unusual for a gun,
but the biggest curiosity was the three barrelsiibd been bundled together in a triangle.

'Hey, what's that gun supposed to be? D-don'tnbelyou can shoot three rounds in a row?
Or does it shoot three rounds at the same time?'

Actually, the barrel had to be rotated and the hammaised again every time the user wanted
to fire, but this was practically automatic firer ihe era, considering the lack of the need to
reload every time.

This pistol was created over a quarter of a cenagy, but its unique design would send
aflutter the heart of its wielder, and throw itgopition into a whirlwind of anxiety.

The masked boy held up the gun, a weapon that imadéeel stronger by virtue of being its
wielder, and quietly aimed at the bald man.

"S-stop! A-all right. I'll put the hammer down. I'putting it down, all right?"

The bald man disarmed himself and looked at thesk\Mdaker' in deference.

"Hey, hey. I'm on your side. So please forgive mié,you?"
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The masked man cocked his head at this ridiculaysilgk change of attitude.

He then nodded and finally spoke.

"I don't really care either way, but--"

"...Huh?"

The bald man was stunned by the surprisingly yougice he heard.

"I don't think the girl behind you is willing to fgive you."

Behind the bald man was Niki, who had cut hergel¢ ffrom the ropes with the edge of the
desk.

She slammed a wooden chair down on the bald maats \with all her might.

Huey and Monica climbed up to the second floor teg bandoned house and carefully
observed the situation.

People were running furiously about the streetsth&tharbour a little distance away was a
ship, burning in a bright red inferno.

"It's on fire..."

Huey ignored Monica's statement of the obvioustaurdedly went over the possibilities.
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'‘What is this? What's going on?!

That ship... | looked into it yesterday... the drug ufiacturing workshop?
Why is it on fire...?!

Is this good news or bad...?'

"Hey."

'Who attacked them? Who could it have been?! Thstoarats?! Or did Dalton do
something?!'

"Hey."

‘Damn it, what now...?"

"Hey, look over here."

"Shut up, Elmer! Now's not the time--"

Another question popped into Huey's mind as hesthiaround mid-shout.

"So you finally turned around.”

Standing there was Elmer, wearing a black cloak.

In his right hand was a pistol, and in his left thavas a white mask.

And the moment Huey laid eyes upon the brown-hagiddstanding behind Elmer, he came
to a disturbing conclusion.

That he had never been in so much confusion sirec®itch Hunt five years ago.

And as if emphasizing this thought, Elmer stoode¢heith a smile very reminiscent of the
smiles of his mother and the villagers.
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As his confusion began snowballing, Huey did notrevinish going over the possibilities
before he grabbed Elmer by the collar and begaméorogate him.

"How did you find this place? Don't even think abteiling me it was a coincidence."

"It's not. This is your hideout, right? | thoughmnlght find you here if | came.”

"...I'...How? How did you know about this place?"

"It was written on an acacia leaf | got from a pagvampire.”

"If you're going to lie, at least try and makeatusad convincing!"

"...How... How did you know | was lying?"

Elmer looked honestly curious. With this, Huey figdbaned against the wall.

"Are you okay?"

Huey slapped away Elmer's outstretched hand anthced to question him.

"Who in the world are you?! How much do you knowByMdid you come to this city?!"

Elmer fell into thought at Huey's uncharacterisfi@stions, and laughed sheepishly.

"Well, let's see now. As you can see, I'm the Mdslker. Here to dye the streets in the blood
of my victims... oh. And after you finish scolding m# build an evil empire and get shot by
the Three Musketeers to make everything a happyerid

Huey sighed as Elmer obviously made things up asdn.

And the long sigh managed to return Huey to a sthéalm.
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Huey slowly got to his feet, quickly reached outBbner's right hand, and snatched the
strange pistol.

"Oh!"

Elmer lost his grip without realizing it. By therte he noticed, however, it was too late. The
unusual gun was pointed directly at his face.

"... Tell me the truth. Who are you? What is yourgmge?"

Huey had returned to his cold, calculating selfirga

And this was enough for Monica to realize what wiolidppen: the cold-hearted Hueguld
pull the trigger.

"Wait! S-stop, Huey! Y-you can't!"

"Elmer!"

The two girls screamed at once. However, if anywnald die in this situation, it would be

Elmer himself.

The brunette--Niki--was dragged into this abandoremise without so much as an

explanation.

The building seemed to be private property, asa wsually locked. Niki had no idea why
she was brought here, why the boy and girl shedest before were here, why Elmer was
wearing the same mask as the Mask Maker, and wWigatsuld do now that she had been
miraculously rescued.

‘I'm supposed to dieNiki thought, and she moved reflexively as the Ipaynted the gun
towards Elmer.
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Niki stepped forward to try and shield him, butpgied when she saw the other girl acting
first.

Huey's eyes widened slightly when he saw the gitingg between Elmer and the gun.

"...Get out of the way, Monica."

"I refuse... No, this is wrong, Huey."

Niki suddenly realized that the air around the galled Monica had changed completely.

"...What do you mean, 'wrong'?" Huey asked warily.ni¢a quietly shook her head.

“I'm... the one who told Elmer about this place."

"...What?"

Elmer fixed his mask and butted into the conveosatignoring Huey's confusion.

"No, Monica! That's supposed to be a secret..."

However--

"Shut your mouth!”

Monica yelled sharply. The others found themsestetdenly flinching.

"From this point on... this is my business. Whatewagopens is up to me."

Monica's tone had done a 180 from her usual giv@hbe--she spoke coldly and roughly.

"Huh...?"

Niki came to a sudden realization.
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She had figured it out.

"This voice... and tone...!"

The dots connected in Niki's head, but she couldawcept the conclusion she reached.
However, her memories connected the girl called igboto a certain person.

“l... I didn't realize before, but..."

As Niki pointed this out, Monica looked down fomaoment, reached her right hand behind
herself, and took the white mask from Elmer.

"Hey! My mask!"

Monica ignored Elmer's complaints--

She then silently placed the mask in front of lagefand smiled.

"...It's been a while, Niki."

<=>

24 hours ago, Patisserie workshop, second floor.

When Monica returned to her room, she saw outsidevindow--

A man wearing a strange, flimsy mask made of paestirpaper. At first, she wondered if she
should widen her eyes and scream, but she decgidsa it the moment she saw the red
cloth wrapped around the intruder's left arm.
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When Monica wordlessly opened the window, the nmathé paper mask entered sheepishly
and quietly sneezed.

"Uaaatchoo!"

"...What were you doing outside my window, Elmer...?"

Monica asked coldly, not letting her guard downiasfathe masked Elmer.

"Oh? How'd you know it was me?"

Elmer took off his mask in awe and revealed hishanging smile. Monica put on her usual
face and asked him a question.

"...What happened to your arm?"

"Huh? What are you talking about...?"

As Monica asked this cautious question, Elmer wadihis eyes and replied.

"You're the one who stabbed me, Monica."

Elmer wasn't trying to provoke her--he had a lobgenuine confusion.

Dumbfounded by the situation, Monica clenched Iy sighed wearily, and went to close
her door.

Once she had locked her room and stood with hd¢ toathe door—
"How did you know it was me?"
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She deepened her voice and pushed back 'Moniga'wdé@n herself. The voice of her true
self, appearing as if in replacement, had no ginkss to speak of--it was tone of bewitching
maturity.

Elmer, however, was completely unfazed.

"Huh? Well, before, you held me down by the neckewlyou stabbed me, right? It felt
exactly the same as when you grabbed me by thar dtlier.”

"...You've got to be kidding. How could anyone figainat out when they've been stabbed--"

"No, no. I'm completely used to that."

Elmer spoke nonchalantly. Monica went quiet, rememnnlgy the scars she had seen that
evening.

"...Was that really all?"

"To be honest, | could find some other hints. Lykeir older brother, for one.”

Monica narrowed her eyes at Elmer's carefree words.

"...So0 when you said you heard nothing about my $relefrom Dalton... you were lying?"

"Huh? | never asked the Headmastéwur brother told me himself. Oh, don't worry. | don't
think your brother knows that you're the Mask Maker

"l didn't even ask him, and he told me on the faay--'She plays innocent, but try to get

along'.

Elmer chatted with a hearty laugh, but Monica'stbacame colder and colder.
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"...Why did you come to me and not the police? Reeelog what | did earlier? Or are you
planning to threaten me? Either way, don't think'ggogoing to leave this place so easily."

The warmth faded form her voice as her eyes glimeficiously. She was holding a stiletto
in her hand and pointing it directly at Elmer's theBlmer, however, clapped his hands and
spoke with a smile.

"That's right! | didn't plan on leaving just likki$. You know, it's about that mask of yours--
can | have one?"

"...Still joking around?"

Monica immediately slipped behind Elmer's back pathted the tip of the stiletto at the base
of his chin. If she stabbed with all her might, thiaede would skewer his brain. Despite
knowing this, EImer continued speaking.

"If you give me the mask, I'll take the name of lask Maker off your hands."

"What... are you saying?"

Monica mumbled like a ghost, but ElImer respondeti wigenuine smile.

"Thatweight on your shoulders is getting in the way of yourdatuey, right?"

"What made me realize for sure that you were theskvidaker was when | saw you with
Huey. Figuring out fake smiles is my specialty, ymow... | can't explain it very well, but |
just know. Normally, you force all your laughtemytbyou always smiled for real when you
were with Huey."

For a single moment, Monica was visibly terrifietioe boy in front of her. She could tell
that he wasn't just a common hypocrite. But the mrnshe recognized the strangeness about
this boy, Monica felt as if her heart was beinglga@mbraced.
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"You actually don't care what happens to Niki as ttity. ...You just wanted to get rid of the
drugs to help further Huey's plans, right? Fordaoignterfeits, | mean."
Elmer was smiling. He was just smiling.

He smiled as he disclosed all this. He disclosesyhing.

"This guy... is he some sort of seer?'

Monica's heart began racing in fear as Elmer pdioté the precise details of her true self.

"...And... Huey's counterfeits... who told you about ther?'

"I heard about that from your brother. And Headm@aBtalton told me about the fact that he's
the ringleader. The Headmaster's quite a bold &eyting the drugs aside, he didn't tell
anyone anything about Huey being the mastermind."

Monica still had the upper hand. The stiletto wiasfsxed under Elmer's head, ready to take
his life at her will. But Monica still felt like&clmerwas the one holding the knife.

"l can say this because | know about your pastihrre's a homicidal side to you. You think
nothing about human lives and burn them like piefgsaper, and you hate this world."”

Elmer was speaking from the bottom of his heart the fact that he could still talk so calmly
with a grin was threatening in and out of itself.

"But | can also say this. Your embarrassed smileant of Huey is, without a doubt, the real
thing. It almost makes you look like a differentgmn altogether. | thinigou can make Huey
smile--and | also think that Huey's the only oneovdan draw out 'shy smiles' from you--he's
the only one that could make you truly happy. A& thoment, anyway."

Monica slowly came to realize Elmer's intentiorsd guestioned him incredulously.

"...So the reason you're here is--"

However, the answer was a series of words completatoved from the atmosphere.
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“Like | said before, you and Huey make a great églupm here to help make it happen! After
all, it's best to get a head start on things Iiks.tOh yeah! | was trying to give you a scare in
exchange for stabbing me before, but that didnfkwait at all. Too bad.”

"You think 'too bad' is going to get you off thedke-"

"Let's see... If you want to attract Huey's attentibow about you pretend you've seen the
Mask Maker and act scared? Hm? That's right! Iideehat, you won't be suspected of being
the Mask Maker, either! All right! From tomorrow ohl threaten you as the Mask Maker,
and you can take the opportunity to cling to himgi@ab his hand..."

Elmer continued chatting, oblivious to the plotstloé City Police and the events that would
occur in a day's time.

As these coincidences began overlapping, time moad to pass--

Present time, abandoned house.

Huey staggered as he quietly questioned Monica.

"Wait a second. Let me get this straight. ...Whatydo mean, you told him about this
place...? | brought you here today..."

"This is the first time you brought me here, but.-well... you see, I... I've been watching
you the whole time."

Huey and Niki frowned as Monica returned to hernmalrtone of voice. Monica glanced at
them periodically as she awkwardly squeezed outvoeds.
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"You see... I've... I've been watching... for a long timew. Y-you know, Huey? You'd
come here once in a while... wearing that wooden mask

"Sorry. You can stop now. ...l think | get what yeurying to say."

‘How could this be...? When was | found out?
Then what was all my fussing earlier about?'

"So... what they're saying... about you being the Mdsker..."

"Um, well... you said before that you didn't caréwas the Mask Maker..."

'Who'd have expected that you waotuallythe Mask Maker?"

Huey found himself out of the strength to say amghElmer quietly snatched the gun back,
checked the hammer, and spoke.

"Monica? | know things didn't go according to plaecause of all the unexpected things that
happened, but you didn't have to confess everythwigll, | guess it's a good thing |
happened to save Niki while | was tailing the Polighief. But still..."

At a loss, Elmer cocked his head and questionediddom a complaining tone. Monica,
however, smiled and shook her head.

"I realized... | can't hand over the Mask Maker tol wdter all."

"But--"

"But setting the two of us aside, it won't make yayppy."

"Well, I've said this a lot before, but you can et aside and--"

EImer was about to reply just as he had always .ddoeever--

"...I don't need your pity."
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A powerful voice signalled the return of Monica'sis8k Maker personality.

"You think... that | would stoop so low?! | don't eaabout sacrificing others for my love.
But | don't intend to receive someone's sacrific po | can... love... Huey... oh... um...
uh....um...."

Monica's yelling turned into stuttering as sheireal that Huey was right in front of her eyes,

'So this isn't just an act?"

As Huey looked on in confusion, Elmer laughed agtexd.

"Oh, Monica."

"Um... uh, Elmer...?2 I..."

Niki, who should rightly be the most confused pergothe room, tried to collect herself and
speak to Elmer. Elmer, however, just looked outtideugh the window.

"Oh? Looks like everyone's gathered in just thatrmpsition."”

As the commoners gathered around the burning shigrp objects in hand, Elmer cheerily
clenched the gun in his hand.

"Well then... let's bring this carnival to a close."

<=>

"Damn... what in the world...? Who could have done.th"

LaRolf shielded himself from the heat as he stoefbie the burning ship. His subordinate
officers and his masters--the leaders of the conarsergathered at the scene of the fire. They
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were all holding weapons of tools, kitchen knivasd pots, having been in the midst of an
alchemist hunt.

'‘Wait a second."

LaRolf was struck by an ominous feeling and pregae order his men to disperse the
citizens, but--

"Hey, what's that?"

"That's... that's not the City Police! Damn it! Thaf'

It was already too late. An armed force led by @wabg was making its way towards them
from the other end of the street.

"I don't know if they're a private army or the rtaly police, but... they're soldiers!"

As they spotted the eye-catching Esperanza ledadengharge, the commoners fell into panic.

"The nerve of that garish bastard...!

Wait. Calm down. This kind of situation is exaotfy the citizens aren't holding any
"weapons".

They can just excuse themselves by saying theyalesmeing up their tools when they saw
the fire...'

As LaRolf and the commoners stood in anxiety,latiking over the same scenario--

A clear gunshot rang out over the harbour.

"It...it can't bell"

It was a single shot. The cavalry's horses whinrdsdthe soldiers tensed. The citizens,
shocked by the gunshot that should not have exikiedled at each other, frozen to the spot.
This allowed the soldiers to approach even claa®ig second shot rang out somewhere over
the harbour. Less than ten seconds passed betiord ahot was heard.
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The cavalry changed formations to defend Esperamziathe Count himself frowned as he
thought over the three gunshots.

That sound... it's my gun.
Elmer, you little bastard. What was all that absaving a girl?'

Esperanza sighed, dumbfounded, and smiled viciously

‘What do you get from helping someone like me?’

"l have confirmation that the citizens are riotingl order you, as the representative of the

Governor of Naples! Quash this rebellion at oncel display to the people the authority of
the State!"

Although they didn't understand the reasoning, shkdiers followed the orders of their
commander, the Count, and dispersed. They receheedurrender of the citizens, who did
not show much in the way of resistance. It was oalyiral, as the gunshots made them out to
be a rebellion. If they resisted any further, th@ght end up fighting the Spanish army in the
worst-case scenario.

And because they knew all this, the people escapéuke 'safety’ before them--they chose to
surrender to the soldiers. As if they had no otteice to begin with.

<=>

'It's exactly the same.’

Huey watched the scene unfold from the second tbtine abandoned house.

The moment Elmer fired into the sky from the rdefar spread through the crowds. By the
second shot, the fear had turned to despair.
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Huey was overwhelmed by indescribable emotionseaeballed the faces of the villagers as
they were accused by his mother.

The soldiers did their best to prevent any bloodskédter all, they wouldn't want to stain
their reputation by committing mass murder. The faat the citizens were also surrendering
peacefully almost made everything look like a piemped event. Huey looked to see if any
soldiers were approaching this building.

He tensed as he watched one of the men on horsebackn who stood out quite strangely--
coming towards the building. The man stopped imtfraf the house, dismounted his horse,
and exchanged words with Niki, who was at the egaHis wide, owl-like eyes gave away
his identity.

‘That's... Count Boronial?'

Elmer, who had climbed down from the roof some timbetween, poked his head out beside
him, opened the window wide, and looked down atattietocrat.

"Hey, Speran! Are you ditching work to chat witlgid again?"

"Shut up, Elmer. This matter is top priority. ...Inyacase, my heart is at ease to see you safe,
Miss Niki. | hope that the other ladies of thisy@te uninjured as well."

As though bored by the fact that he was ignoredheElshrugged and asked a question of
Esperanza.

"Oh, right. Thanks for letting me borrow the gunail it back?"

Elmer's thoughtless words sent Esperanza scramialifapk around for any onlookers. After
confirming that there were no citizens within eatshhe spoke in a whisper that barely
carried up to the second floor.

"...You can keep the gun. | can't really take it baokv, after that stunt you pulled.”

"Really? Thanks, Speran. You're a great guy."

"...Hmph."
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Esperanza did not look up at the window anymoremsegly having nothing more to say.

Elmer closed the window with a slightly disappodhteok as he spoke to Huey, who had
hidden himself behind the wall.

"Why are you hiding?"

"What good is it for me to be seen by the Governam@d you... who in the world are you?
You know him? How can you talk so casually withttGaunt?"

"We don't just know each other. We're friends."

Elmer lightly brushed off Huey's questions and édrnhis focus to Monica, who was
crouching in the opposite corner of the room.

"You're not gonna say hi?"

"I don't need to. That bastard's nice to girls, lbatan exception."

Huey was confused by this information. But the @mgwexchange of words cleared up his
questions immediately.

"Well, how many guys do you know that treat theimcsisters that way?"

'Sister... his sister?'

"You're... his sister?"

As Huey mumbled, Monica looked at the ground withiush. EImer responded in her place.

"Yeah. She is. Huh? Didn't you know?"
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"You see, it looks like the police were after Mamiiirst and foremost because she's Speran's
sister. Maybe they thought they could influencer8pef they framed Monica for the Mask
Maker's crimes? Of course, Moniathe actual Mask Maker. Isn't it funny? All righet's
laugh. Why don't you join me, Huey? There's anwides' tale that says laughing will help
you live longer."

Huey stopped listening to Elmer halfway through pota hand to his temple.

‘Then... don't tell me... We managed to get out ofhtiiding cells in less than a day
because...’

As if in realization, EImer smiled at Huey's stagged spoke.

"Collecting information is really important, in atlof ways. ...It prepares you for situations
like this."

<=>

Niki was hesitating.

Esperanza was sincerely relieved at her safetyhartdld her to come over to his manor any
time she wished.

‘But... | shouldn't be allowed to.'

In the end, she was never able to tell the truttuathe Mask Maker to Esperanza.

It seemed that LaRolf had been arrested as a leddbe rebellion, and there was a chance
that he would confess to the truth.

‘... | have to follow the others... | have to die.’
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And when she told all this to Elmer, who knew abeuérything, he held back his smile a
little and replied.

"If that's what you consider the best--and if yaun die with a smile like that--1 won't try to
stop you. After all, however you end up dying, yettee."

"...Free?"

"Yeah. Right now, you have the freedom of choice/au know, | think that a person can be
truly happy when they have ‘freedom of choicehihkt someone who has more to choose
from, or someone who's realized all the choices tiniay can have, would be really happy.
Even if death is the only possible path--I wanth&p them at least figure out the choice
between dying happy or dying in pain."

Niki fell into thought at EImer's perfectly calmaaration.

She had the choice of being taken in by Esperamzzding her life immediately.

At a loss, she looked over to Elmer, but the bag gmiled an empty smile and looked up at
the night sky. He didn't try to convince her ong/waanother.

While Niki thought him a bit cold, she was alsotgfal.

And as she savoured the multiple choices she was gNiki made her decision.

She didn't know if it was right or wrong, but Nikianted to believe that this choice would
result in a path that would give her even moredoee of choice.

After countless choices, she might be able to fir@ning in their lives. Or at least, she chose
to believe so. For now, Niki decided to mimic Elnagd put on a smile.

<=>

Several hours later, the basement of the abandumesk
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“This is annoying.
It's just as | thought. The world's full of annogas.’

"So what now?"

"Who knows...? And why are you here?"

Elmer looked at Huey with a cheery grin, as Huelygruan obvious sulk in this room full of
riches.

"Why am | here? | wonder why? All right, let'systhat our first priority now is to think
about what we're doing here. Are you okay with,tiainica?"

"Hu-huh?"

Monica gesticulated wildly and just shook her haadhe conversation turned to her. Niki sat
in the corner, her breathing just audible.

Huey had decided to hole up in his basement hidewtiit morning, as he was not interested
in mistakenly being rounded up with the other comers as the soldiers went around
outside.

Once he arrived, however, Elmer, Monica, and evinwere already there.

With all the secrets he had not been privy to tine, Huey was already feeling like he had
been played like a fool by the world he hated semilmer's next comment only served to
irritate him even more.

"Anyway, it all ended up with a lot of people beiagested. | wonder if the people on the
streets are going to be all right?"

"The people on the streets...?"

Huey was overwhelmed with rage. Elmer's remark whes last straw. It would be
understandable if Elmer had been worried for irdinals like family members or loved ones,
but ElImer's words encompassed everyone--includiegcommoners who had masterminded
the incident--the commoners who had tried to kikiN
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Huey decided to vent his frustrations at Elmer keefee would expel him from the room.

"This is absurd. You're telling me you'd want thpséty idiots to 'be happy’, too?!"

"That's right."

Elmer's response was as nonchalant as ever. Som@thuey's heart snapped.

"How much of a hypocrite are you?! Or do you thyaki're some sort of omnipotent god who
can save all humanity?!"

"I think that'd be impossible, even for me, butm free to dream, right?"

"Shut up! Talk is cheap--what good are ideals when're trying to achieve 'peace' and
'happiness'?! What can someone like you accomiblegin with?!"

There was no end to the words Huey had to say.

What was he seeing from the boy standing in frémimm?

The villagers from five years ago? The Inquisita@s“his mother?

'Or myself, back when 1 still thought the world vials of despair...?'

"It was just a coincidence this time that the peomh the streets, me, and Monica were all
villains. But what if none of us had any ill will?&vhat if someone has acting out of a
perceived sense of justice? You think you're powerhough to uphold both standards and
stop a tragedy? If you don't, everything you sajust going to needlessly drag people into
despair!"

Huey's ranting was a conclusion of sorts.

To Huey, the person of Elmer was just an irresgmegpacifist who talked about ideals but
did nothing to take action himself. But even hissinbostile voice could not erase Elmer's
smile.
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"You're right. | can't do anything without powerrdally agree with that. | think so too. |
won't say that ideals are useless, but that's wisgnit power. I'm not going to ask for power
like I'd ask a god or a king. For now, | need po¥gegain power to gain power... In other
words, | need a foundation."”

Huey frowned as he looked into Elmer's face--he éwguected Elmer to shut up, but found
himself breaking out into cold sweat instead. Elnmmeanwhile, slipped the mask off

Monica's face and looked around the countless cengsraround the room. He spoke with a
nonchalant tone.

"And... I've found it."

"...What?"

"The power to change things is right here."

A

At that very moment, Huey found himself swallowihig words, pushed back by something
about Elmer.

“I've found the 'legend’ of the Mask Maker, andharicial supply system in the form of these
counterfeits. You two can use your systems to dedtnis world. I'll control that flow of
energy and do my best to build the world.”

It was a simple series of words. But Huey was cedén cold sweat.

"Build... the world?"

"Yeah. After all, a world is part of an individuamind... it's the combination of the worlds of
the individuals who think that the only things tlexist are things that they can see with their
own two eyes. ...In other words, changing one pessmmdset will change the world by the
same amount.

If it's where your happiness lies, I'm not goingstop you and Monica from hating this world.
...And all I'll do is use your powers. What | wantask now is--if | can use everything you've
built up until now. Nothing more."
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"Of course, I'll still wish for your happiness fraitme bottom of my heart."

As Huey watched Elmer saying these forceful yetrgje words, he realized something.

Elmer was always laughing, but maybe laughing vildsezever did.

The moment Huey realized this, the boy in fronhwh began to look almost like an eerie,
demonic disciple. And Huey asked a question of fairfind out who he really was.

"What is it that you want? What do you gain fromkmng people in the world laugh? Why
don't you just find your own happiness? "Your wockh't extend much farther than what you
can reach your hands out to. Isn't your own haggir@ough? You can just laugh your way
through your own life..."

"That's exactly what I'm planning."

Elmer's smile was unchanging. It was scarily cartstas if it was his duty to maintain this
expression.

"You see... | want to see people smile sincerely jtsuall just for myself."

Elmer's answer made Huey confirm this:

That the boy in front of him was the kind of humbheing who would not hesitate to
manipulate, deceive, step on, and control othepledor the sake of his own goals.

In other words, he was ‘pure evil' to an absurdekeg

Perhaps the being in front of him was the mostdwerof villains he had ever seen. The kind
of person who--if his goal wasn't to see peoplefsply smiles--would terrify and sicken Huey
just by presence alone.

'‘No... I'm already scared and sickened.
But more than that, I'm curious.
I...  want to get a better look at this guy's thoisgh
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The moment he realized this, Huey opened up evstiglatly to this curiosity about Elmer--

And after a short moment of thought, he simply shisl.

"You're just... a complete Smile Junkie."

"What?"

"You can try and use my power if you like, on tlendition that you keep this room and my
'business' a secret."

"Really? Hooray!"

Elmer rejoiced innocently, but Huey did not opes neart to him.

And as for Monica, she did not even think aboutctng Huey's decision.

The three had come to an understanding of one ar®tperspectives, but they had yet to
look into each other's hearts.

At least--not yet.

And the young alchemists still did not know.

That the choices they made on this day would béridpger for several incidents in the future.

That their decisions would bring about great chawogive years' time, and again nearly three
centuries later.

They still had no idea. They did not know, but--

They had chosen a path, and directed their fuiargsat direction.
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For Huey and Monica, their worlds up until now caimen end--

They now began to walk in a new world.

They walked towards the end of this world--whem@rthext choice lay in wait.
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Lpilogue:

The Beginning of the Story
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Dawn arrived as if nothing had ever happened.

With the exception of the still-smouldering builgsraround the harbour, the morning sun
rose over the streets, just the same as usual.

Aristocrats, commoners, and alchemists alike wdnddousy with their own circumstances,
but this was too far to be visible from a certaanner of the hill.

And atop this hill, at a corner of the aristocrdistrict, two shadows looked over the city.

"Ohh, looksliketherewassomesortofacommotionlastnigh
Icametosurveythisplacewhenanacquaintancetoldmb#ratiereimitationsofmydrugsgoingar
ound, andwhatdolfind? Howinsolent,
makingacrudecopyofmyalreadythirdratedrugandsetnghestreetslikenotomorrow.
Don'tyouthinkso?"

The fast-speaking man was dressed like a peddiand®g beside him was Aile, the leader
of the Rotten Eggs, glaring at him with a look mitation.

"...Begg Garott. ...Do you even know what you've endpdausing here?"

The man called Begg, who wore his long, dry haia jponytail, stroked his unkempt beard as
he looked around in surprise. He then began spesuhgvords like waves.

"That'sfoolishness. Theonlythingldidwastoprescringdasyourfatherordered.
Andthefirstonetoorderthedoctorsheretoproducethgpdasyourfather. Ofcourse,
heprobablycouldn'thaveexpectedthatinferiorcopiesalmecreatedandproducedbythepeoplehe
re. ldon'treallyknowwhat'sgoingon,
butlookslikethatthingthat'sonfirewastheproductionkehop. Ohh,
justthecolourofthesmoketellsmehowawfulthatcopyviserrible."

"...'"Awful'? People who used it always looked sickeyly happy with it."

"It'sverypleasurablebutitwearstoomuchonthebodigdtisoutofhand,
itmesseswithyourheadandbreakstheuserandhissuingsndfinadtosay,
Idon'tminddyinginexchangefordrugsthatcouldmakeyemnappierthanthat,
butinferiorimitationslikethatdonothingbutbreakthetendeveryoneelsegoesagainstmyphilosop
hies."
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After speaking this much, Begg turned around andedat Aile.

"Wellthen, I'lbeleavingnow. Myteacher'sfamilyaljipassedawayinanaccident.
Theonlysurviorismyteacher'sgrandson. Akidnamed@zesho'sjustaboutfiveyearsold.
Fermet, thatnewbieistakingcareofhim, buthe'stodalmgeftinchargeofeducatingakid.
Solhavetogetbackearlyandtakecareofabunchofthings..."”

By the time Begg had finished, he was already fgtine street corner.

Aile sighed quietly as he watched Begg disappdarthe distance.

"...Are all alchemists like that bastard?"

He watched the streets in disdain, but--

A youthful, boyish voice suddenly called out to him

"Big brother Maiza!"

"...The little brat."

As he turned around, Aile gave the boy who ran evenarp look and yelled clearly.

"I told you not to call me that! Why does my nanaé to sound so much like 'Miser'? They
just had to stick me with a name like this...! Wagr#nough that my family name is 'Avaro’

Well?!"

"That's not the problem, big brother! There's aehagmmotion in the streets today because

there was a riot last night and Count Boronial serthis private army..."

® Avaro" apparently means "Miser" in Spanish. Huh.
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...1 So that hedonist finally made a move, has he?"
Aile narrowed his already sharp eyes at his brighe¥port, and looked down at the
smouldering streets.

"I hope this changes the city for the better, aste little bit."

Although he could not know what lay in wait in théure, the young aristocrat spoke his
hope.

He searched in his heart for what he could dojsaBds spoke of his wishes.

"Whether it's the aristocrats, the commoners, eistaves... As long as this 'city’ gets better."

<=>

Several days later, the Third Library archives.ddeicfloor.

"And therefore, um... Mr. Arnafls theory of blood distillatichmade its way through
generations of researchers. Professor Dalton is greavof the leading experts in the field~.
Isn't it amazing?"

As Renee continued the lecture, Huey quietly sigiratiturned to the next page.

In the end, the students were all released aghimgphad happened.

It seemed that Esperanza had exerted quite a bifloénce behind the scenes, but the carrier
pigeons Dalton sent out had also caused othes ¢dgipressure Lotto Valentino.

Setting the drugs aside, Huey had expected thasduset stash would be seized as well.
However, there was no talk of the counterfeitsydahé drugs were strictly regulated.
As a result, normal days returned to them--andwilais what Huey disliked.

® Who is this guy? | can't seem to find out anythaigut him.
" Ditto for this theory.
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‘That means... the professors knew about the coeitteffom the start and kept quiet about
it?"

With this uneasy assumption that he had been pliyed fool, Huey continued to curse the
world as he always had.

"This world is insignificant. It should just be tleyed. ...Humans are all just...’

Just as he had reached this point in his line @fight, Huey was lightly elbowed by Elmer,
who was sitting beside him.

When Huey turned to face Elmer with an obvious ladkdisgust, he was greeted by a
familiar grin.

Elmer gestured towards Monica, who wasn't glan@hdiuey anymore--she was outright
ignoring Renee’'s lecture and staring at him thrazlgss.

The moment their eyes met, her face reddened likbster and Monica buried her face in her
book.

"...Is she really the same person as the Mask Maker?'

In the end, the only information he found out abloet was the fact that she was related to
Esperanza. Elmer seemed to know something moreHbey's question was met with a "I
promise you'll find out once you come to reallyddMonica”.

"This is absurd. What was | going on about, marapag her? In the end, it was all just me
going off on my own.'

Elmer himself, meanwhile, whispered, "It's going de Monica's birthday soon, so let's
celebrate". He began writing up a party plan in igkoring the lecture.

Huey ignored him at first, but once he noticed tamion a list of presents for Monica that
said, "Huey with a ribbon", he stomped down on Els®ot with all his might.

In exchange for dodging the stomp, Elmer fell baatdg with a loud crash.
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As Renee widened her eyes and the other studerisdd cheerfully, Huey quietly closed his
eyes.

'‘Come to think of it... How much did Elmer know wherook action?

He said that it was a coincidence that he rescudd, Nut is that really the truth? Had he
already found out everything about me from Daltdrewhe first talked to me?’

Huey had his suspicions about other things as Wwetlhe decided that thinking wouldn't give
him any answers and focused his thoughts on antupr.

The boy who hated the world had a book in his kealiook that recorded the names of all
the people he knew.

He decided to put a note on the pages of ElmeMorce’.

Every person was labeled "enemy”, but he changeskttwo's verdicts to "pending”.
"...Hmph.'
Slowly but surely, his world began to move.

Although he could tell what change was on its weeydidn't feel very much like resisting.

After all, it wouldn't be too late to do so aftee'dh found out about what lay beyond the
changes.

Huey sighed and slightly turned up the cornersifiouth.

And as he kept secret whether or not this smile avake--

The boy smiled for his own sake, hoping that one Ha would know the meaning behind his
mother's final smile.

<=>

® | reversed the order of the paragraphs here bethasstructure gave me a headache.
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It was yet again several days later.

"Nownow, hurryupwagon. Hurryup."

Begg drove a luggage-laden, horse-drawn wagon tsathe outskirts of town.

However, the horses pulling the wagon made they stawly through the street, in contrast
with his quick pace of speech.

Suddenly, he spotted a girl standing with an ansedainto the air.

Curious, Begg stopped the wagon right beside tie gi

"Excuse me... Could | ask for a ride to the next t®\Wwn

"Travellingbyyourself, girl? Whatanopenmindedchilddowhatlcantohelp,
butwhereareyougoing?"

"I'm going to spend the rest of my life... looking ®place to die."

The girl in tattered clothes smiled softly, but n@ards were surprisingly cryptic.

She seemed to have her own reasons, but Begg tiphyndde gestured her towards the back

of the wagon.

As the girl sat against a wooden crate in the lodicke shaking wagon, she blankly looked up

into the sky.

And just as Esperanza had, the brown-haired gitdd up into the endless skies and quietly
sang along to the rhythm of the horses' hoofs.
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"The demon is coming, lantern in hand.

The demon is coming, wearing a mask.

It's coming to mask your face.

It's coming to mask everyone's faces."

The girl who sang this song with a smile was mesdinitely a demon and a sinner--

But she was happy.

The song of irony bounced off the luggage and fadtxthe skies.

And with her song as the prelude, the orchestreonf began its performance.

So that their song would reach into the futureyseand centuries--away.

The sound spread into the world.

Deeper and deeper still.

To echo into a larger world, to sing a song of yrtimat still held hope.

[The End]
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Afterword

Hello, this is Narita. | don't have a lot of pages,I'll make this short.

This time, | tried my hand at writing about the rieg of young Huey and young Elmer.

One character's backstory hasn't been revealeisrbook, but that will be covered in the
later stories of 2002 and 1710, so please lookdoivto it! ...Well, it's not a very happy past,
though.

Next will probably be the 2002 story. I'm currendliyning for an action-packed story of a set
of two tales of atrocious idiots going on chaoanpages. | hope you'll be able to enjoy it
alongside the anime.

That's right! An anime! The anime's finally goirggdtart airing this month!

During production, | saw the production art and gofred, thinking, "Huh? This is
amazing... so amazing it's almost terrifying”. | alsal butterflies in my stomach when | got
information about the opening and ending songs, kamdas caught up in the kind of
indescribable emotions one feels on a shoppinddrip school picnic, times 100.

| had a lot of stressful days, what with going tateh the voice recording sessions, but now |
see that all | can do myself is to pray and keepkimg on this series. I'd be happy if you
could all tune in! It's on a free channel, so amyaith an antenna and tuner can watch it from
anywhere in Japan!

T/N: | omitted the special thanks section from @féerword. Too much work and no
interesting info.
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Translator's Rants

Hello, readers who managed to get this far! Thi®¥Jmuned Strings reporting in with the
conclusion of Baccano! 1705.

| feel like I just finished running a marathon. Whmy other series, Gakuen Kino, was like a
relatively light jog through the neighbourhood, Baco! was a big headache for me all the
way through. (But | still love it to death.)

And as | spent only about a month translating busk, I'll be going back to make many,
many edits and corrections. I'm not quite satisfsth my quality, though it's pretty much
expected from such a rushed job.

| forgot to make this clear with Baccano!, but tiranslating from the official Korean version,
with the Japanese used for referencing purposelsd What | can to try and match the
original, but please expect wordplay, puns, ancerotherary devices to have been lost in
translation.

I will also echo the sentiments of Anonspore (Tiaaslator who worked/is working on 2001
and 1933) and say that Narita's writing style isitah to translate. Seriously? | usedlite
using dashes before | started translating this book

Anyway, I'll try to finish up the 1934 summaries BY Tropes ASAP and move on to
translating 2002... sometime during the school yéBxdh't expect me to touch 1934 with a
ten-foot pole. Blame Graham, Christopher, and Tbet For talking like crazy people. Oh,
wait.)

I might also try my hand at excerpts frdif@31: Another Junk Railroathat didn't make it
into the extra episodes of the anime. Mostly inir@vFiro's troubled love life and hilarious
backstory that vaguely relates to his troubles,disadhysterious childhood, and Chane's not-
so-mysterious parentage. And that guy everyoneesistould just die in a fire (but this last
one might not happen until post-2002).

In any case, if you're still reading this, thankuyfor your support, wonderful readers! Your
comments always mean a lot to me. | hope you edjoyy translations, and more
importantly, 1 hope you enjoyed this little piecé tbe amazing story of Baccano! that |
couldn't hope to do justice. Thank you again!
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