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"Miss Elisa?"
"Steward Kellman, please have a seat..." Elisa said as usual, but this time, she kept her head buried in the documents on her desk without even glancing up.
"Thank you." Kellman had been the financial steward of the Etrurian Marquisate for many years. He was far more experienced than Berto, who had only recently taken over after his predecessor was hanged, and he handled many secrets that only he could manage. Even the Marchioness would hesitate before ordering his execution, so his attitude wasn’t as subservient as Berto’s.
He might act more humbly in front of the Marchioness, but this Half-elf? What was she? Just a maid and a plaything!
Elisa kept her head down, poring over the documents for a long time without looking up, while Kellman sat leisurely in the chair across from her, completely unfazed.
This level of psychological warfare was utterly meaningless to an old fox like him.
Elisa quickly realized this, so she finally nodded and smiled, lifting her head from the documents.
"Steward Kellman, there’s something I’d like to ask you about."
"Go ahead." Kellman’s tone made Elisa slightly displeased, which only heightened her anticipation for his reaction. As the financial steward of the Marquisate, the taxes from various regions were closely tied to him. These matters couldn’t possibly have nothing to do with him.
So she smiled and placed the documents she had uncovered one by one in front of him.
Kellman remained unmoved, but when he saw the contents of the third document, his breathing finally shifted slightly.
Did these fools really think the Elves were too impatient to check documents? They didn’t even bother adjusting the dates! Couldn’t they have coordinated and made things look more convincing?
"What exactly is your question?" he asked, still maintaining his composure.
Elisa laughed.
"What would happen if Her Ladyship strictly enforced the deadline for tax payments?"
"Every region faces its own difficulties. I believe the Marchioness, in her benevolence, would grant them time to gather the funds. But if Her Ladyship is truly in urgent need of money, then I’m sure they’ll manage to meet her demands, no matter how difficult it is."
The answer surprised Elisa slightly, but she quickly understood.
The deadline wasn’t far off. A few days for documents to travel back and forth, plus some excuse for delay, and half a month would pass. In such a short time, even borrowing from usurers in Phoenix Port could cover the gap—provided they were certain they could recover the money by then.
But Kellman’s reaction only confirmed Elisa’s suspicion that something was amiss.
"Steward Kellman, do you think the Marchioness would accept such an explanation?"
"Explanation? I’m not sure what you mean."
"If we arrested someone—say, the financial steward of Albeda, the closest one—do you think he could keep the secret in the face of death?"
"I’m certain the Marchioness would never—"
"Given Her Ladyship’s temperament, I believe she’d be delighted to try some new methods," Elisa interrupted. "Arrest him outright, cut off all contact with the outside world. How long do you think he’d last?"
"I don’t understand what you’re implying." Kellman’s face remained impassive, but Elisa clearly saw the dampness on his forehead.
"I’m a Half-elf too," she said softly. "What I seek isn’t fundamentally different from what you want. Steward Kellman, you can trust me completely."
Kellman finally fell silent.
If their master were a more shrewd Elf, they wouldn’t have dared to do this. If their master were more foolish, it would’ve been easier to handle. If their master were more rule-bound and rational, Elisa’s threats would be meaningless. But the Etrurian Marchioness was an Elf who defied common sense—who knew if she’d actually go to extremes over her favorite maid’s words?
"What do you want?" he finally asked.
"The Grand Steward has been dead for nearly a month, and his body still hangs in the square," Elisa said. "Her Ladyship also dislikes dealing with men. I think we both need someone she trusts—and whom you can accept—to act as the bridge between the territory and the Marchioness."
You?
Kellman nearly blurted it out but forced a smile instead. "That’s a very reasonable point, Miss Elisa. Come to think of it, all these misunderstandings between us and the Marchioness stem from the lack of such a key figure, don’t they?"
"I believe this person shouldn’t just be a figurehead or a puppet. Don’t you agree?"
"Of course! Absolutely!" Kellman said insincerely.
"Then, which area of authority do you think she should control?"
Greedy woman!
Suppressing his irritation, Kellman replied, "That... would require careful discussion. After all, this isn’t a trivial matter—it involves every aspect of the Marquisate. Wouldn’t you agree?"
"Our time is limited." Elisa pressed her hand against the documents, her tone laden with meaning.
"How could such matters be rushed?" Kellman asked. "Miss Elisa, even if we were to hand power over to you, you’d need time to grasp and manage it, wouldn’t you?"
"Give me the solutions to these problems," Elisa said. "Any one of them will do—I mean a truly viable solution. And I want to know where you’ve invested the Marchioness’s money!"
"Don’t get too carried away!" Kellman snapped, unable to hold back any longer.
"If I don’t know the secret, you’ll spread the word tonight, and those people will quickly find ways to cover the holes," Elisa said. "I may not be as clever as you, Steward Kellman, but I’m not stupid."
"How do you know what I tell you is the truth?"
"There must be someone outside who knows the truth. First, tell me the real story. Then bring that person in to confirm it. If they match, I’ll believe you haven’t lied to me." Elisa leaned forward. "You only get one chance, Steward Kellman, and time is running out. The Marchioness should still be resting now, but soon she’ll return. When that happens, I’ll have no choice but to do my duty."
"Are you sure you want to do this?" Kellman stared at her for a long moment before speaking again. "You’ll bring down immense trouble—more than you can bear. Even your family won’t be spared."
"My surname is Etruria," Elisa said. "In this world, who would dare disrespect an Elf?"
"I hope you won’t regret this."
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Elisa had imagined how audacious these Half-elves could be, but she never expected them to be this insane.
For a mere thirty-five percent of the pure profits, they dared to embezzle the territory's revenues by any means necessary. Unbeknownst to the Elves, their exploitation of the subjects had reached a frenzied level. Taxes on free citizens had been collected five years in advance, while the treatment of slaves was so brutal that even the most cold-hearted Elf would weep at the sight.
Yet these Half-elves only sought more ways to squeeze out profit, pouring it all into their gambling venture.
Bandits roamed everywhere, fires of rebellion burned across the land. The emergence of Firearms was merely a trigger—even without such weapons, the oppressed subjects would have eventually fought for survival.
But Elisa dared not report this to the Marchioness. Too many Half-elves were involved in this scheme, including high-ranking figures. Exposing it wouldn’t just cost a few lives—it could lead to thousands of deaths, even the collapse of the entire Grand Duchy of Fantali. To keep their secret, countless Half-elves would do anything to silence her, or even the Marchioness herself.
She finally understood why Kellman had said she’d stirred up serious trouble. Once she knew, there was no escaping it.
"Do you truly believe any business could earn that much money?" she had asked Kellman in disbelief when she first heard of this "investment."
"Maybe, maybe not. What does it matter to us?" Kellman replied. "As long as they repay the interest and principal on time, that’s all that counts."
"Aren’t you afraid they’ll fail?"
"Impossible!" Kellman laughed unnervingly, as if under a mind-altering spell. "With the Magic University and the Imperial Mage Association involved, and so many people tied to it—how could they possibly default?"
"Of the thirty-five percent, they keep twenty. The remaining fifteen is ours to split. Since you’ll serve as the Grand Steward, you get three percent."
"I don’t want it." A sudden fear gripped Elisa.
"You already know. Do you think you can refuse?" Kellman said. "You can take less, but not nothing—and not so little that you’d escape blame. Do you know how much money from all of Etruria is tied up in this? If I were you, I wouldn’t turn down that three percent. It’s more than you’d earn in a hundred lifetimes as a maid."
Elisa knew this money wasn’t free. Accepting it meant becoming part of this web of corruption, forcing her to protect every member of the scheme before the Marchioness. If they fell, so would she.
But if she refused, they wouldn’t let her walk away. Even if Etruria’s network couldn’t touch her, the larger web in the Grand Duchy of Fantali would ensure her silence—permanently.
Kellman smiled. "Cover up the discrepancies you’ve found. Feed us information, help us sway Her Ladyship to leave sooner. It’s better for everyone—she returns to her comforts, you get your reward, and order is restored."
"No," Elisa said. "Then I’d just be your puppet. I’ll fix these problems, but you’ll help me truly become the Grand Steward. Give me a way to solve this."
—-
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"The Lease Act?" The Marchioness looked at Elisa in surprise.
"I’m not sure if it’ll work..." Elisa feigned nervous innocence, speaking carefully. "But from what I’ve seen, the territory’s biggest issues are security and finances. The merchants in the Autonomous Port keep petitioning about it, so I thought..."
"Not bad at all..." The Marchioness frowned as she reviewed the draft, edited deliberately to showcase Elisa’s "thought process." Meanwhile, Elisa stood by, gently fanning her with a feathered fan.
The plan wasn’t hers—it was Kellman’s, subtly altered. The edits were staged to convince the Marchioness it was Elisa’s own idea.
"Is it really feasible? I just didn’t want Your Ladyship to overwork, so..."
"Who knows?" The Marchioness rang a brass bell on the table, summoning a servant. "You there, fetch Kellman and Berto. Now!"
"This is brilliant!" Berto exclaimed after skimming the document, feigning delight. "It answers the merchants’ demands, improves security, pays part of the Garrison Troops’ back wages, and brings in substantial revenue. Best of all, it violates no Imperial laws—a true win-win! Though, Your Ladyship, are the terms too generous?"
"If they dare complain after this concession, then Your Ladyship needn’t spare them any courtesy," Kellman added. "These ingrates profit from your mercy. It’s time they repaid it."
"So you both approve?" the Marchioness asked. "No revisions?"
"Of course, Your Ladyship. Your wisdom is truly—" Kellman began.
"This wasn’t my idea," the Marchioness interjected. "It was Elisa’s."
Kellman’s expression turned awkward—too exaggerated, Elisa noted.
"I was merely inspired by Your Ladyship’s guidance..."
Fortunately, Elves seldom bothered with reading subtlety or caring about lower-born thoughts. The Marchioness noticed nothing amiss.
"Then it’s settled!" She quickly copied the draft onto fresh parchment, added minor tweaks, signed it, and stamped it with her ring.
Everything went as planned. Yet deep down, Elisa couldn’t shake a gnawing unease.
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The so-called Lending Act was essentially a roundabout way of permitting merchants to equip themselves with firearms for self-protection. However, since the Empire had just implemented a ban, they couldn't directly possess firearms. Instead, they "voluntarily" paid a high price to help the Marquisate's Garrison Troops procure firearms, and then "voluntarily" paid another high fee to rent soldiers equipped with those firearms to guard their merchant ships, warehouses, and caravans.
Of course, this was just a facade to deceive the Marchioness. In theory, the Marquisate could immediately collect a sum from the merchants—a voluntary donation for purchasing firearms—and another sum for renting soldiers, greatly alleviating the current financial crisis. Meanwhile, the merchants' security concerns would also be resolved. With armed escorts assigned to merchant ships and cargo wagons, the success rate of bandit raids would plummet, and public order would inevitably improve. The Garrison Troops, with their extra funds, could procure new equipment and address unpaid wages. Most importantly, firearms would remain strictly under the Marquisate's management and control, preventing their unchecked proliferation.
But in practice, the Half-elves would never adhere strictly to the written terms. At most, they would tacitly legitimize the firearms already held by the merchants, "sell" them the status of soldiers through the Garrison Troops, and allow them to register their private guards under the Marquisate's banner.
To be honest, given the Garrison Troops' lack of integrity, no merchant would ever trust them to escort their goods. Otherwise, their shipments would vanish long before any bandits showed up.
The Garrison Troops didn’t need to lift a finger—just register a list of names and manage things on paper to rake in profits. Maintaining two separate rosters was second nature to them, so no further explanation was needed. The fees collected by the Marquisate would undoubtedly differ vastly from the actual number of legally armed personnel. How large the discrepancy was depended entirely on how closely the Marchioness monitored the situation.
Kickbacks on military procurement were a universal practice across the continent—no one swam against that tide. Skimming a portion when distributing pay was another time-honored tradition. With such power at their disposal, it was only natural to extort merchants who'd paid for firearm permits periodically.
This left Berto, the Chief Constable responsible for the Marquisate's public security, in awe of Kellman. The elder who had elevated him truly was a seasoned veteran. Not only had he effortlessly dissolved a looming disaster, but he’d also quietly opened up a massive new revenue stream for them.
What Berto didn’t expect was that as soon as their carriage passed through the mansion gates, Kellman’s expression shifted abruptly.
"Find the ‘Shadow Blade’ or the ‘Death Eater’ immediately!" he snapped at Berto. "No matter the price, have them eliminate Elisa as quickly as possible!"
"My lord?" Berto couldn’t believe his ears.
Kellman smacked him upside the head. "Fool! Do you really think this matter is over? Do you actually believe that woman will keep our secret?"
"But—"
"Are you that dense? That woman has clearly addled your brains!" Kellman glanced warily out the carriage window toward the mansion. "She’s the type of arrogant, reckless harlot who doesn’t know her place and ruins everything with her greed! For her own benefit, she’d even betray the Marchioness who raised her—so why should we trust her?"
"She’s a Half-elf..." Berto couldn’t help muttering.
"A Half-elf raised among Elves!" Kellman snarled. "Stupid, paranoid, greedy, and full of herself! Without me, do you think she’d truly believe this could spiral into such a catastrophe? That exposure would bring a storm of consequences?"
"But—"
"If this gets out, you think we’ll be spared? Whether the Marchioness or ‘those people’ strike first, we’ll die before that idiot woman does!" Kellman lowered his voice, growling like a beast. "Right now, she’s cowed—but who knows if she’ll change her mind tomorrow? If she’ll suddenly piece everything together? The only way we’re truly safe is if she’s dead!"
"But..." Berto gritted his teeth. "She’s always at the Marchioness’ side, rarely leaving the mansion. How do we kill her?"
"She’s already made an impression today. Tomorrow, we’ll persuade her to represent the Marchioness for a trip to the Gidrall Autonomous Port. Then, whether on the road or elsewhere, have those people take her out!"
Berto fell silent for a moment. "Even if we hire them, they can’t move that fast. I could handpick a few loyal men to ambush her carriage as bandits..."
"Bandits? Are you mad? Even if the Marchioness doesn’t learn the truth, she’d likely execute you, her Chief Constable, in a fit of rage!" Kellman hissed. "Leave this to the professionals! Tomorrow, I’ll meet her again to keep her steady. You make sure those people move fast. Understood?"
"Rest assured!" Berto said through clenched teeth.
—-
[image: ]

"What a provincial backwater!" The Marchioness covered her nose with a perfumed handkerchief, her voice dripping with disdain—completely oblivious that this "backwater" was the most prosperous city in her domain, and utterly ignoring the merchants’ stiff, uneasy expressions beside her.
Gidrall Autonomous Port.
Over a hundred and twenty years ago, the Gidrall Port Commerce Guild had purchased its autonomy from the previous Marquis of Etruria at great cost. Since then, they’d meticulously maintained friendly relations with the Marquisate, paying an annual fee that accounted for nearly a third of the domain’s revenue in exchange for self-rule.
But after the late Marquis died unexpectedly in a failed Magic experiment and the Marchioness inherited the title, those friendly relations had chilled rapidly.
Part of it was due to stewards exploiting the transition, but the root cause was the Marchioness’ resentment toward their so-called autonomy.
"These filthy vermin should all be cleared out!" She pointed disgustedly at the bare-chested Beastmen working the distant docks.
"Your Grace... those are sailors and dockworkers..." a steward ventured cautiously.
"So? They reek!" the Marchioness retorted. "And this is the dock you’re so proud of? Pathetic! Those eyesores should be demolished, and those broken-down ships have no business entering this port!"
The merchants remained silent. They’d prepared meticulously for this meeting, hoping to leave a favorable impression—even spending fortunes to bribe the Marchioness’ attendants for insights into her preferences.
Yet from the moment her carriage entered the city, the Marchioness hadn’t uttered a single kind word. She’d done nothing but criticize, mock, and trample their pride, even bluntly outlining her plans to "renovate" the port city.
Would this century-old harbor soon be lost to history?
"Your Grace, this way please. Here we have a landmark renowned across the continent—"
A dull thud echoed in the distance. The sound wasn’t unfamiliar, but...
A translucent shimmer enveloped the Marchioness as a flattened lead pellet clattered to the ground. Before anyone could gasp, more gunshots rang out in quick succession.
Ripples of light flickered around the Marchioness, the impacts knocking her backward onto the deck in a graceless heap. Screams erupted as soldiers charged from the cordoned-off docks—only to crumple under gunfire.
What was happening?
An assassination attempt?
Elisa crouched behind a barrel, trembling as bullets continued to fly. The relentless barrage made it seem like countless shooters lurked nearby. She heard rounds whiz overhead, splintering the barrels around her into flying shards.
Her mind went blank, thoughts scattering like the wood chips at her feet.
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Kellman and Berto’s minds were completely blank. They had agreed to stage an accident to kill that Half-elf woman, and the "Death Eaters" had already received a hefty deposit. So why had things ended up like this? Had they mistaken the target?
But if the target was the Marchioness and not the Half-elf maid, the price was far too low!
Most importantly, how dare they attack an Elf?!
Unless it wasn’t them, but another group entirely?
Bullets continued to whiz through the air. Seven or eight of the Marchioness’s personal guards had already fallen, while the rest were pinned down, too afraid to raise their heads. The scene was utterly chaotic.
Berto felt a wave of despair. Though he didn’t understand how things had escalated to this point, one thing was certain—whether the Marchioness survived or not, such a horrifying incident happening within the territory meant his tenure as Chief Constable was over.
He gasped for breath like a cornered beast, his eyes darting around frantically for any hope of salvation. But all he saw were Half-elves and Beastmen cowering behind whatever cover they could find, their faces twisted in terror.
Then, a strikingly beautiful figure caught his eye—a face as flawless as an Elf’s, now contorted in sheer horror. If Berto had once harbored even the slightest fondness for her, or felt a pang of regret that she was about to die... now, he felt nothing but hatred and fury.
If it weren’t for you...
A sudden, inexplicable rage seized him, drowning out all rational thought. He didn’t even notice the direction of the Marchioness, where the protective barrier from her Magic Artifact had collapsed under the relentless gunfire. A surge of immense magical energy was already gathering around her.
He didn’t register that the gunfire had begun to thin, indicating the assassins had realized they couldn’t kill the Marchioness under these conditions and were withdrawing.
Instead, acting purely on instinct, he crawled toward Elisa like a beast.
“Chief Constable Berto!” Elisa was already sobbing.
In her life, she had never experienced—or even heard of—such a thing. That she hadn’t collapsed on the spot was a miracle. When she saw the territory’s Chief Constable, the first official who had ever shown her kindness, crawling toward her, she instinctively let her guard down.
A sharp pain erupted in her chest. She stared in shock as Berto snarled at her with a face twisted in malice. Before she could even scream, darkness swallowed her.
Then, like a storm, a wave of force exploded outward. Many were thrown off the docks and into the sea, their screams echoing across the harbor. By then, the Marchioness had transitioned from stunned shock to blinding fury. Having pinpointed the assassins’ location during the barrage of bullets, she unleashed her full power and charged across the water toward the docks!
The mast in her path was torn apart instantly. Sails and wooden shards were caught in the wake of her power as she crashed into the warehouse area.
Several Beastmen were sent flying, while the rest scattered in terror. The Marchioness had no patience to distinguish who was an assassin and who wasn’t. She swung her weapon wildly, unleashing the fury and fear trapped deep inside her.
She couldn’t forget the moment the first bullet triggered her Magic Shield. Time had seemed to freeze, allowing her to track the iron pellet’s trajectory with horrifying clarity... If the Magic Shield hadn’t activated, or if its protection had been even slightly weaker, she would have died.
Death—how foreign a concept to an Elf.
A two-hundred-year-old Elf was still considered a young adult. Without reckless behavior, they could easily live a thousand years. And for those who mastered powerful Magic, who unlocked the secrets of life and reincarnation, living fifteen hundred or even nearly two thousand years was common among Legendary Elves.
Yet in that moment, she had felt death’s approach for the first time—something she had never imagined possible.
During those fleeting seconds under gunfire, the Marchioness had completely lost her nerve. As bullets whizzed overhead, each triggering her Magic Shield, her mind had gone blank. She had even considered fleeing. But when she stumbled onto the dock’s planks, nearly falling into the filthy harbor water, nearly diving in to escape... her Elf instincts and pride flared back to life, filling her with shame and fury.
Kill.
A savage will took hold of her, clarifying her purpose.
Perhaps firearms were a new terror in this world, but an Elf’s strength, invincibility, and sanctity would never change!
Kill!!
She unleashed her full power and surged toward the assassins.
Kill!!! Kill them all!!!
With unrestrained fury, she reduced the assassins’ hiding place—the dock and warehouse—to rubble. Over a hundred bystanders were caught in the destruction, including overzealous soldiers. Had the assassins been more patient, had their plan been more thorough, they might have made history—slaying an Elf of Marquis rank with nothing but weapons alone.
But as it stood, the assassins likely had few numbers to begin with, and none survived the Marchioness’s rampage. When she finally stopped, panting amidst the ruins, the only survivors were those fortunate enough to endure the storm—along with soldiers now scrambling to flee the slaughter.
“Send for reinforcements immediately! Lock down the entire city! Arrest everyone!” The Marchioness’s rage had not subsided despite the devastation she had wrought. “Bring Berto to me!”
Everyone?
The command left the soldiers dazed, but under threat of death, they quickly acted on their own interpretation.
“Your Grace! Berto committed suicide to escape judgment!” a soldier reported, trembling.
“Suicide?!” the Marchioness roared. “Arrest his entire family! And anyone who knew of my schedule today! Where’s Elisa? Put her in charge!”
“Miss Elisa? She was stabbed... She’s unconscious!”
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For the Etrurian Countess, the nature of the incident changed instantly.
There was no doubt the assassin had used a long-range, high-precision firearm, but if Elisa had been stabbed to death, it would have meant the assassin was someone close to her.
However, she had too few people at her disposal to truly control the entire city. After those people regained their senses, they began fleeing in panic. With the Countess, her guard of fewer than two hundred, and the less than five hundred soldiers dispatched by the Autonomous Port to maintain order, there was simply no way to stop them.
The Countess raised her sword and killed two, but that only heightened the panic. So she abandoned the idea entirely, picked up Elisa, and ran toward the Temple in the Autonomous Port.
The wound was on Elisa's chest—she had likely seen the assailant. If she survived, they would know who the culprit was!
The Countess herself wasn’t skilled in healing magic. As a powerful Spellsword, she was more familiar with sword techniques meant for destruction and killing. Fortunately, since the Countess had originally been scheduled to visit the Temple, all the Priests were waiting, and when she rushed in with Elisa barely clinging to life, everyone in the city capable of saving her was right there.
“I’m sorry, Your Highness, I’m sorry!” The first words Elisa spoke after waking made the Countess’s killing intent flare.
“Sorry for what?!”
“I was tricked by them. I thought... I thought this would protect myself, protect you, and protect Etruria!” At this point, Elisa had no reason to hold back—her enemies had already made their move. If she still kept secrets now, she’d be truly foolish.
Seeing her expression, the Priests immediately closed the door from the outside.
They were all curious, of course, but they already knew what had happened at the docks. In a situation like this, ignorance was the safest stance.
So Elisa, weeping bitterly, told the Countess everything without holding back—even confessing her own selfish motives. This was no time for political maneuvering. Her only lifeline now was the Countess. If even the Countess began to doubt her, she would have no hope left.
“Berto tried to kill you? And behind them stands the entire Half-elf administration of the Grand Duchy of Fantali?” The Countess found this hard to believe, yet the details Elisa revealed were things she couldn’t have known otherwise. If this wasn’t the truth, there was no way to explain how she knew these things.
“I was stupid, Your Highness... I was greedy, I thought I knew better...” Elisa looked at the Countess pleadingly with the most pitiful eyes, but she didn’t receive the response she hoped for.
The Countess’s rage began to burn, surpassing even the anger she felt after the assassination attempt. This fury wasn't solely directed at Elisa but at all the Half-elves she had once trusted.
Elisa watched her hands in terror. She knew full well that despite their similar appearance, the Countess’s slender frame housed terrifying strength. If she wanted, a single strike could turn her into paste.
Instead, the Countess opened the door and summoned a guard. “Go arrest Kellman! No—arrest every surviving administrator!”
“All of them?” the guard asked in surprise.
“All of them!” The Countess shot a furious glance back at Elisa. “Watch them closely. Don’t give them a chance to kill themselves like Berto did!”
“Your Highness...” Elisa’s voice turned hoarse. “...Sister, please...”
“Shut up. You don’t have the right to call me that.” The Countess spoke coldly. “From today onward, you are forbidden to call yourself Etrurian!”
The results were unsatisfactory. Most of the administrators in her retinue were captured, including those stationed at the Autonomous Port, but Kellman—the one she specifically wanted—was nowhere to be found.
The Countess immediately led her guard back to Etruria City at full speed, arresting every administrator and their relatives left behind. Thanks to the information blackout, none of them knew what had happened, nor were they prepared.
Kellman still hadn’t been found. The guards speculated he must have fled during the chaos after the Countess’s assassination attempt, never returning at all.
Interrogations began at once. The administrators were separated, preventing any chance of collusion. The Countess’s questions cut straight to the core—and most crucially, if she doubted their answers and they refused to confess, she would have their wives and maternal relatives dragged in one by one, torturing and killing them in front of them. If they still didn’t talk, they themselves would be next.
Few Half-elves could endure such brutality. After all, they were the Empire’s privileged class; most had never witnessed such horror. Faced with the corpses piling up, these once-comfortable elites broke down one after another.
It turned out Elisa hadn’t lied. Worse, the Countess realized with dismay that the problem she faced might be even more serious than she’d thought.
Maybe Elisa had been deceived by Kellman—but the biggest reason for her deception might indeed be real. If the Grand Duchy of Fantali’s situation was as dire as these confessions suggested, then recklessly exposing the truth would allow those fraudsters (who claimed ties to the Magic University and the Imperial Mage Association) to abscond with their funds. The damage to the Grand Duchy could rival even the devastation of the Insect Tide unleashed by the Abyss Gate.
“Take them all—” She had been about to say “kill them all,” but these people were both criminals and potential leads in solving the crisis. Keeping them alive for now might still be useful.
So at the last moment, her order changed: “Lock them all up! If even one escapes or dies, you will pay with your own lives!”
The Countess stepped out of the hall, now stained with blood and corpses, only to see a familiar figure still
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