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  Prologue


  If you really think about it long and hard enough, the history of mankind was always connected to the big and vast ocean.


  It was always humanity’s insatiable greed and ambition that drove them to the seas and oceans, to seek new and undiscovered lands that might lay beyond them. Over the course of their long history, humanity developed many different nautical tools and techniques, which eventually allowed them to venture and land on the other side of the distant horizons. But even then, humanity continued to improve through both science and technology, academic knowledge and repeated process of trial and error.


  But at the same time the endless greed and ambition of humanity would eventually put various nations into conflict with one another, for the sole purpose of increasing the prosperity of individual nations.


  The world is never going to be a calm surface of the water without any waves on it. There is always going to be a dark stream of conflict and war distorting that calm surface.


  And it was during those turbulent times that the position of humankind changed drastically and completely due to the appearance of the previously unknown enemy.


  The atypical kind of enemy who emerged from the depths of the oceans all of a sudden, and then would use their full power to sink human ships only to drag the helpless humans underwater, into the far reaches of the dark watery abyss down below.


  —— The “Sirens”.


  Faced with the overwhelming power of foreign invaders, humankind was forced back quickly and lost control of about ninety percent of all the seas and oceans. As a result of that both scientific and technological fields suffered a huge blow and regressed greatly, and the damages both logistical and economic systems resulted in worsening of the living conditions around the globe.


  Just like that, time was passing for decades.


  In order to regain the glory that humankind once had and to regain this very planet, each of the factions decided to put their differences and grievances aside, creating the largest military coalition the world has ever known called the “Azur Lane”.


  In the beginning, it seemed that Azur Lane was succeeding in repelling the Siren threat. However, full eradication of the previously unknown threat was not possible. And then there was the issue of the philosophical differences between the various camps of the Azur Lane. Those differences slowly led to the battle with the Sirens coming to a standstill. And before long, this has once again developed into the battle between different factions.


  What resulted from the cracks forming across Azur Lane was the creation of four different factions.


  A federation that values scientific research and freedom more than anything else —- the Eagle Union.


  The faction originating from the British Isles, with the longest history of sea voyage, navigation and shipbuilding in the entire world —- Royal Navy.


  And then there is the “Crimson Axis”, the new faction that was created after a split formed in the Azur Lane. One of the members of this new faction was a nation focused on military dictatorship and research of the Siren technology —- the “Iron Blood”.


  Then there is another member of “Crimson Axis” following the Iron Blood’s lead, the mysterious faction shrouded in mist and cherry blossom petals located in the Far East —- The “Sakura Empire”.


  And while there were tensions and conflicts running between the various factions, there was a certain other military port far away from the violent frontlines.


  This military port gathers the “Shipgirls” under the command of a “Commander”. As for “Shipgirls”, they are a countermeasure against the Siren threat and the product of human science and the Mental Cube, from all faction —— This here is a story of a certain silver-haired girl, a member of Royal Navy and someone who is working as the member of the Royal Maids formation.


  And the name of that shipgirl —— is Belfast.


  Chapter 1: The Conference Regarding the School Festival


  It was the day when the sweltering heat of summer finally began to pass and a cool breeze of autumn began to blow through the air, even in the middle of the day.


  In the Royal Navy’s dormitory built on a small hill located on the west side of the Home Port island,


  「—— Please, hurry up, Your Majesty! The meeting is about to begin in just a moment!」


  A sudden woman’s voice, loud and strong like that of a giant bell, rang out from outside of the building.


  「I know! I know! Why do you think we are running like this, even though it’s improper, huh!?」


  This was followed was a loud roar of pure anger.


  The commotion at the front door of the dormitory was so loud that even the sparrows resting on the nearby trees cocked their heads as they looked in that direction to see what exactly was going on here, and it was precisely at that moment that,


  「If we were to be late for the School Festival Conference meeting, as the active representative of the Royal Navy, I would be utterly disappointed in myself! Not to mention ashamed of showing myself in front of others! So hurry up!」


  Warspite pushed the front door open with a loud crashing sound.


  The sparrows were so surprised by the force of that move that they became startled by it and got up from the trees and flew away all at once, and mere moments later the appearance of Queen Elizabeth came out rushing from the inside of the dormitory.


  「I mean! I mean! There was just no helping it! Wouldn’t you agree!?」


  As both Warspite and Queen Elizabeth kept on running forward, the two started yelling at one another.


  「There was no way that we could have gone out without me finishing all of that paperwork in the first place! After all, I am Her Majesty the Queen of the Royal Navy before I am the representative of the Royal Navy in this Home Port! And abandoning my administrative duties is something that I must never allow to happen!」


  「Yes, I know! I realize that all too well, Your Majesty! But for the time being, please hurry it up! We are going to be late otherwise!」


  At that time Warspite, who had descended the slope and arrived at the foot of the hill, suddenly turned around and……


  「That is exactly why we need to hurry, Your Majesty! Coming late for a meeting such as this is simply unbecoming and —— Huh? What the!?」


  Warspite looked towards Elizabeth who just now exclaimed “Hyah!?” with a loud and frantic voice.


  Contrary to her intentions, both of her legs were steadily moving at a really fast pace, and nothing seemed to indicate that Elizabeth was about to come to a halt anytime soon.


  「Whoa, whoa, WHOA!? What should I do!? What the hell is going on!?」


  However, since Elizabeth was in this exact situation right now, it was already too late for her to be asking that question and wondering what she should do.


  Elizabeth started to flail her arms all over the place frantically, her face twitching with terror and desperation.


  「W-Warspite!? What am I supposed to do!? I can’t stop! I can’t stop my feet anymore! Move! Move out of the way!!! Out of the way, Warspitttttteeeeee!!!!!!」


  However, even though Warspite was instructed to move out of the way right this instant, for some reason she just continued to be standing where she stood, completely unable to move.


  Now, on the contrary, Warspite turned around so that she was facing Elizabeth straight ahead, with her arms firmly outstretched to the sides, as if she was making herself ready to catch Elizabeth.


  「Warspite!? What the hell do you think you’re doing!?」


  「No matter what happens, I just cannot allow you to be hurt, Your Majesty! So come! Right at me! No need to be shy!」


  「You! Just listen to yourself! Do you even realize what you are……」


  At that moment Elizabeth’s legs managed to tangle against one another.


  As a result, Elizabeth lost her balance and was thrown into the air by her own momentum, since she was leaning forward at the time.


  「——— even SAAAAAAYYYYYYIIIIIINNNNNNGGGGGG!?!?!?!?!?


  And falling forward just like that with no sense of control, Elizabeth continued to fall forward at high speed, until eventually she crashed directly into Warspite’s chest, ultimately coming to an abrupt stop.


  「Bufuegh!?」


  Amazingly, Warspite managed to catch Elizabeth successfully —— of course, she paid a great price for that maneuver, but the important thing here was that she managed to succeed in what she wanted to do.


  As for Elizabeth, she stumbled and wobbled her way up, holding her nose and pulling her face away from Warspite’s chest slowly.


  Fortunately, it would seem that Elizabeth did not suffer any major damage because of that incident just now. It was mostly thanks to Warspite pulling her body just before Elizabeth crashed into her in order to soften the blow of the impact.


  「Are you injured anywhere, Your Majesty?」


  Warspite immediately asked Elizabeth that, wanting to be extra sure.


  「…… No, fortunately, no. It was a really nice catch, Warspite. Thank you very much ——」


  「I am glad to hear that you are uninjured, Your Majesty. But right now, every second counts……Well then, please excuse me!」


  Without even giving Elizabeth any time to express her gratitude completely or catch her breath after this incident just now, Warthheit tried to move on at full speed once again.


  「H-Hey, Warspite! Wait a second! At least let me thank you properly for saving me just now!」


  Elizabeth wailed once again, waving her arm around frantically like a madman.


  There was a fountain in the center of the Academy’s grounds featuring a monument that resembles an anchor.


  On the north side of the Academy building itself was a splendid large auditorium, and today all of the faction representatives were having a meeting there for the purpose of organizing the School Festival. To me more specific, the meeting was scheduled to take place in one of the auditorium’s smaller rooms.


  Elizabeth, the representative of the Royal Navy faction, quickly ran through the crowd of people near the auditorium in hopes of arriving at the last possible moment, with less than ten seconds left on the clock before the meeting’s scheduled start time.


  She dashed down the hallway until she stood in front of the farthest room down the corridor, where the meeting was supposed to take place. Elizabeth then yanked the door open with one hand with all of the might her small body could muster.


  「I’m sorry for making you all wait!」


  She then raised her voice while also raising her shoulder in a gesture of apology.


  Immediately after that, the entirety of the auditorium was filled with the chimes of the bell cone coming from the speakers installed in corridors and in the rooms.


  「It would seem that we managed to get here in time…… Although just barely.」


  When Warspite who was right at Elizabeth’s side, placed her hand on the door with one hand while she was wiping the sweat off of her forehead with her other hand, she muttered those last words sternly,


  「—— Fufu, it looks like we will be able to start our meeting on time, which is a good thing.」


  The one who said that was the Sakura Empire’s Battleship of the Mikasa Class, Mikasa. She also looked at both Warspite and Elizabeth with a smile on her face.


  「Since the two of you were running so late, we were starting to get seriously worried.」


  「As the Queen, as well as the representative of the Royal Navy, I know that I should not be late for meetings quite like this one. However, would you not agree that it is also the duty of those in power and of high esteem to come in last? Isn’t that right, Warspite?」


  「Yes, Your Majesty. You are exactly right with this one.」


  Warspite then bowed down her head respectfully as she closed the door behind the two of them. After looking at Warspite with a satisfied smile present on her lips, Elizabeth glanced at Mikasa’s face.


  「But even so, fancy meeting you here, Mikasa. Why were you chosen for this meeting? Wasn’t Nagato supposed to come here, just like during the meeting that was held last year?」


  「Yes, you are right, about that. Actually, Nagato is currently absent from the Home Port due to another urgent matter, and I was chosen as an Acting Representative of the Sakura Empire for this year’s meeting.」


  Mikasa smiled and puffed out her chest with pride, and a voice came from beside her, seeming to be in a hurry.


  「—— How about we all sit down for the time being? As you know, this meeting is not only about the Royal Navy alone.」


  

  * * *


  The one to say that was the Iron Blood’s First Battleship of the Bismarck Class, Bismarck. She was the flagship as well as the representative of the Iron Blood faction.


  Hearing her remarks, Elizabeth was somewhat annoyed instantly, but she and Warspite decided to heed that no mind and instead headed to their assigned seats.


  「But speaking of which, I wonder who the other factions are going to delegate to be their representative during this year’s ‘Beauty Pageant’?」


  When Elizabeth muttered those words as she took her seat, Warspite looked at the faces of all the other representatives of the other factions.


  「No matter who we are going to be dealing with this year, there’s no doubt that it is going to be a very difficult battle.」


  A School Festival is being held in the Home Port every year around this time of the year.


  At the time of the festival there are many attractions and events taking place, but among them all, the one that is the most exciting is the even that was come to be known simply as the ‘Beauty Pageant’, and it was customary to announce the specific judging standards and rules at this representative meeting every year.


  Each faction has to delegate one candidate for the Beauty Pageant, but the matter of who each faction decided to choose for this year was still unclear for the time being.


  Last year, there was an unexpected leak of information from Victorious, but that proved to be a one-time-only stroke of luck. It was always impossible to make a good guess about the other factions’ candidates from their expressions and reactions alone.
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  「Warspite. By the way, who do you think would be the best candidate for the ‘Beauty Pageant’ that the Royal Navy can choose to participate in?」


  Elizabeth leaned closer to Warspite as she whispered that question right into her ear. For a moment out there, Warspite placed her hand on her chin and seemed to be lost in deep thought. But before long she was ready to answer that question.


  「…… I think that Centaur would be the best possible choice, all things considered.」


  「Hmm, Centaur, you say? Yes, I think so, too. When it comes to that girl, she quite easily suits the requirements of both “beauty” and “elegance” that are required from the Royal Navy’s representative. You certainly have a keen eye for those things, Warspite.」


  「Although I said Centaur, she is not the only one worthy candidate, Your Majesty. All of the girls nominated as candidates for this year’s Beauty Pageant are extremely talented and capable, well worthy of representing the Royal Navy. If possible, I would like to consider this matter further after this meeting is over.」


  At Warspite’s words, Elizabeth folded her arms at her chest in satisfaction.


  「Ah, that’s a really good suggestion, Warspite. Nicely said, indeed. Actually, I think that last year’s nominee, Bell, even though she did not manage to win in the end, was a trigger of change, and that we are on the right track with that. This year, we shall do whatever it takes to win the championship for sure!」


  When Elizabeth said so, Enterprise, the representative of the Eagle Union faction, looked at the faces of the respective faction representatives.


  「Well then let us start the meeting for this year’s School Festival, shall we —— 」


  Elizabeth and Warspite looked at each other’s faces and nodded at one another.


  Just when they thought everyone was going to start talking about the Beauty Pageant, that’s exactly when IT happened completely out of the blue.


  「——— First of all, about the cancellation of this year’s main event, the ‘Beauty Pageant’.」


  For a moment out there, the two could not understand the words that came out of Enterprise’s mouth, and their expressions stiffened on the spot.


  However, they soon came to their senses, and both Elizabeth and Warspite involuntarily stood up from their seats at the remark that they could not possibly ignore.


  「Wait a second, we are doing what?!」


  「What the hell is that even supposed to mean!?」


  Both Elizabeth and Warspite were so overwhelmed by the momentum and weight of Enterprise’s words, causing their chairs to tip over backwards.


  But neither of them had the luxury of worrying about such things as falling out of their chairs at the current moment.


  「What do you mean by that? What does that mean that the Beauty Pageant is canceled?」


  Elizabeth raised her voice at Enterprise, who looked at her with a dubious look.


  「How come we were not even notified about something as important as this ——!?」


  「The news regarding that subject should have been sent in advance to the dormitories of all the involved factions in the form of a sealed letter….. Did it not reach you?」


  And then, just as Elizabeth was about to say that this was the first that she ever heard about it and that no such letter ever arrived at her office,


  「——— Ah!」


  Immediately right after that, she remembered something and leaked out an inaudible voice.


  Actually, a few days ago, a sealed letter addressed to the representative of the Royal Navy had arrived at her office, but she was so busy that she ended up leaving it on top of her desk without even bothering to open it in the first place.


  It must have been just that. That notice regarding the Beauty Pageant cancellation. Thinking so, she slowly closed her lips and swallowed her words, not wanting to embarrass herself even further.


  And she put her chair back where it belonged after nearly knocking it over, Elizabeth said in her usual languid voice.


  「Wha…… O-Oh, that, huh? Yeah, of course I knew about it! I just wanted to make sure that everyone else know! And that everything is understood! Yeah, just that, nothing else……」


  「Your Majesty, you were aware of that this whole time!?」


  Elizabeth turned her face towards Warspite who had her jaw hanging wide open upon hearing this sudden revelation.


  「…… Alright, alright! Sit down for now, Warspite! You’re making a scene! I will tell you everything later!」


  Being told that, Warspite actually put her chair back in its place and sat back down, although she did that really reluctantly.


  —— I did not think that a letter from that time would be about anything serious…… Especially that it would be about this very meeting……


  Just when she thought the sweat had finally dried up on her back after running at full speed, it started to seep into her skin all over again, and in even larger quantities.


  If she remembered correctly, on the front of the sealed letter there was a firm stamp with a red seal with the words “Important Parcel” written in bold letters.


  And yet, even though it was something that was so important, there was no way that Elizabeth could possibly say to everyone present that it was still somewhere out there under a pile of unopened and unchecked documents…… She would basically die of embarrassment if she was to do just that.


  Elizabeth wiped the sweat from her forehead that was about to drip down her temples.


  「Well then, how about we move no now, shall we?」


  「W-Wait just a moment!」


  When Elizabeth cried out in panic, Enterprise furrowed her brows in dissatisfaction. Others also started to look at her with puzzlement.


  「What now?」


  「Umm…… 」


  Since Elizabeth did not know the contents of the sealed letter and its documents in detail, it would be a problem if they were all going to continue to discuss that subject even more.


  So, Elizabeth was currently desperately trying to come up with a way that would allow her to actually discover what was going on, without actually making it obvious that she herself had no idea.


  「…… Ah, yes! That’s right! We are going to discuss more of the things that were included in the sealed letter, right? Yeah, of course we are! But……」


  Saying that, Elizabeth pointed her finger towards Warspite with utmost confidence visible on her face..


  「Everyone! As you can clearly see, I regret to inform you that this here Warspite has no idea what we are currently talking about! So I am really sorry, but do you think you would be so kind as to explain the contents of the letter one more time? Just so that we can bring her up to speed?」


  「Huh? What? Is that how it is?」


  It was a random excuse that Elizabeth tried to come up with on the spot just now, but it would seem that Enterprise managed to be convinced by it.


  「Alright then, if that’s how it is, then let me explain things to everyone once again, just to make sure that we are on the same page here.」


  After Enterprise said that, Elizabeth leaned back in her chair while letting out a deep and long sigh of relief.


  

  * * *


  「Just until last year, we had built a special outdoor stage for the purpose of the School Festival, but this year we expanded the facilities at our Home Port, so we could not secure enough space to set it up as we used to up until now.」


  「Speaking of which……We have been doing a lot of expansions of our docks and warehouses this year alone……」


  As Warspite muttered that to herself, she was immediately confronted with a new question that resulted from that matter.


  「But then, since we cannot use the stage outdoors, why not just do something indoors? I think there was a big theater in this very auditorium, too.」


  「Certainly, theaters are not as grandiose of a thing like a certain outdoor stage, but they are splendid things that can be used for a wide range of purposes, as well. Not to mention that they are already equipped with everything that we might need, from lighting to screens and props and such……」


  「Then, if we were to hold the Beauty Pageant there ——」


  「Unfortunately, no. Because there was a demand for an event that everyone could participate in equally.」


  Bismarck said as if to cover Warspite’s words before she would venture too far with them.


  「Every single year until now, only a small number of shipgirls could actively participate in the School Festival.There were some who said that it was unfair, so we decided to make a big review of our formula for this year.」


  Continuing with where Bismarck ended her words, Mikasa opened her mouth next.


  「Occasionally, it would not be a bad idea to bring out the uniqueness and characteristics of each faction in an activity that is fundamentally different from that of the “Beauty Pageant”. We decided to give it a try, with the overall theme of the event being the notion of unity among all the shipgirls of the different factions who are all gathered here in this Home Port.」


  「…… Hmm, I see. So that’s what you mean by that, huh?」


  Warspite nodded as she finally seemed to understand what was going on here.


  And since a little while ago, she has been secretly looking at Elizabeth, who has been hiding her face by casting her gaze downwards all this time.


  「……Why…… And for you to do this this year, when I was so sure that we were finally going to win……!!!」


  Elizabeth was looking very annoyed as she even bit her lip hard in apparent frustration.


  「… Your Majesty, I understand how you feel I really do. And I feel sorry for you as well.」


  Warspite lowered her eyes as she whispered those words.


  「This year…… This year for sure…… I was sure that the Royal Navy was about to win……! I could practically feel it……!」


  Elizabeth might have been feeling really bitter for the time being, but it was not that she was unable to understand the reasoning behind this decision and where all the other representatives were actually coming from.


  In fact, the School Festival gradually began to polarize the Beauty Pageant’s participants as the years were passing by.


  In spite of the fact that only a small number of shipgirls were trying to open various shops and hold different events, and despite the fact that the Beauty Pageant was a big event that would stir excitement across all factions of the Home Port, only the candidates and some of their collaborators were busy preparing for the event as it was looming closer. And that was all there was to it.


  It was only natural that there would be voices calling for a reset of this situation and creating something new and fresh.


  「So……? What exactly are we going to do instead of the Beauty Pageant?」


  Warspite asked that question instead of Elizabeth, who still seemed to be in the state of a deep shock from all those sudden revelations.


  Just then, Enterprise suddenly puffed up her chest and showed a confident smile to everyone gathered.


  「When it comes to Eagle Union, we were thinking of making a move that we could proudly present on a huge screen inside of the theater! And since the screen we would be using would be really big, the image that we would convey would be really powerful as well!」


  Then, as if to not be outdone by Enterprise, Mikasa raised her hand as well.


  「The Sakura Empire was also thinking of utilizing the big screen of the theater! With its use, the image that would be displayed there would almost seem alive!」


  Then, Enterprise’s laughter could be heard across the room.


  「…… Haha, I see. So, both of our factions thought of screen-based events, huh? In that case, our faction’s performances will look very fresh to all the rest of you, guys.」


  Saying that, Bismarck showed a somewhat relaxed expression.


  「What is the Iron Blood faction planning to do for the event?」


  Seeing that uncomfortably smug and confident expression on Bismarck’s face, Elisabeth timidly asked.


  Then Bismarck suddenly pointed her finger up, as if to underline the importance of her words.


  「We are planning to perform a classical orchestra concert.」


  She then used her index finger as an imaginary baton and waved it rhythmically for a moment or two.


  「Our faction has long been very knowledgeable about music, you see. We will play a wonderful, beautiful melody that will be remembered forever by everyone in this Home Port. Mark my words.」


  「Gunnuuh……!」


  Elizabeth then frantically clenched her fists on the desk, trying to contain the irritation that was boiling down deep inside of her.


  So it would seem that each faction present here actually had a very clear image of what they were going to do for the event.


  The proof of that? The fact that each representative here already had some extraordinary confidence in their performances.


  On the other hand, the Royal Navy faction had planned to hold the usual Beauty Pageant until a little while ago, so they did not make any preparations for the event that would be anything other than that.


  Even though Elizabeth was swamped with her official duties, she did not want to make excuses in this kind of situation.


  「Say, just to be sure about it……」


  Raising her head, Elizabeth asked Enterprise.


  「…… What we want to do for the event must certainly be announced now, right?」


  Enterprise nodded head firmly, with an expression that was saying, “And when else would you want to announce that”?


  「Everything is just as it was written in the sealed letter. The activities that each faction wants to perform at that event need to be announced at this meeting, since we are going to relay them to the Commander later today. There’s also the matter of the budget, so if we don’t decide now, we won’t be able to make the preparations in time.」


  At that point, Bismarck opened her mouth with a serious expression written on her face.


  「…… Say, Royal Navy, what in the world are you doing? For a while you have been doing nothing else by probing for the contents of the information that was in the letter that you have received.」


  「I-It’s nothing! Nothing! And it’s certainly not that I don’t know what you guys are talking about!」


  「You don’t know?」


  Bismarck started to press the matter even more persistently now.


  「Okay, wait a minute! Just…… Just give me a moment, okay? I just need to make some final confirmations with this here Warspite, alright?」


  Elizabeth turned her face away from Bismarck, who was still suspicious of her words just now.


  「……What are you going to do, Your Majesty?」


  Warspite then whispered in her ear.


  「I doesn’t matter what we are going to do and what we are not going to do…… We need a plan! And we need it fast!」


  Whispering in hushed voices, both Warspite and Elizabeth turned their chairs away from everyone else so that no one could possibly eavesdrop on them. Then Elizabeth closed her eyes, folded her arms at her chest, furrowed her eyebrows, and hummed for a moment, trying to see if she was going to come up with some good ideas on the spot like that.


  「As expected, it is impossible for them to actually wait for us until tomorrow, is it not?」


  Warspite turned towards Elizabeth with an expression of utter concern written all over her face, and Elizabeth closed her eyes for a moment, sinking deep into thought before she eventually answered Warspite’s question with a low tone and her eyes still closed.


  「…… It’s pretty much impossible. There is no excuse for overlooking the letter that came a few days ago. Besides, I could not possibly put any more burden onto the Commander’s shoulders by asking for the event to be postponed like that.」


  

  * * *


  Hearing those words, Warspite groaned weakly and Elizabeth furrowed her brows even more than she already did.


  Once they were both back at the Royal Navy’s dormitory, they would have to start taking action as soon as possible. There was no time for the entire faction to sit down and deliberate over what to do.


  As for her, since Elizabeth was the official representative of the entire Royal Navy, she must have made a decision on her own.」


  「…… What kind of expression can we have by using the stage……? And what would be the most appropriate form of expression for us as a whole……?」


  In just a short amount of time, many different thoughts have come and gone through Elizabeth’s head without a moment of rest.


  And then ——- Elizabeth whispered softly to herself when she managed to eventually arrive at the answer to their current dilemma.


  「…… We are going to present a stage play.」


  She then opened one of her eyes and looked at Warspite, who was sitting right next to her with a worried expression on her face.


  「…… What do you think? Think we can do it?」


  「Even if you ask me that, Your Majesty…… Is there any other good idea that we could perhaps present on the spot?」


  「Sorry, but there is none.」


  「Your Majesty ——」


  Placing her index finger on top of Warspite’s lips, Elizabeth continued speaking.


  「When it comes to performing on top of the stage, it should go without saying that a stage play should be the very first thing that comes to mind. That’s all there is to it.」


  「S-So in other words…… It all ultimately boils down to…… 」


  「Yes. It’s just as you think. It’s just a clever way of stalling for time when you have no plan at all.」


  Elizabeth then opened her eyes and she let out a long and deep resigned sigh.


  「…… I am still thinking about what we are going to perform on that stage, but first things first, we have the current problem at hand to take care of. Besides, I need to announce it with the same levels of confidence as everyone else did just now. And just so you know, it’s not just about me — the pride of the entire Royal Navy is at stake here.」


  「—— Royal Navy faction, we want an answer and we want it quickly. For how long will you intend to keep us all waiting?」


  It would seem that Eliazabeth managed to come up with a plan just in the nick of time, because Bismark was apparently starting to get impatient with her.


  It would also seem that the time for discussions was pretty much over.


  Elizabeth turned herself to face the other representatives once more, took a deep breath, and answered them clearly.


  「As for the Royal Navy —— we are going to perform a stage play!」


  And when Elizabeth announced that with pride in her voice, the eyes of Mikasa of the Sakura Empire sparked with amusement and excitement.


  With as much tension to her words as all the other factions in attendance, Elizabeth continued with her bravado, with her eyes blinking with confidence.


  「And this is not going to be just any ordinary stage play! This will be a masterpiece that is not going to lose to any one of your performances! And it will be so grand and so moving that you won’t be able to hold back your tears while watching it! It will be a huge and touching story! It will be a masterpiece that will be even more amazing than any story you have ever seen thus far! What do you say to that? You want to see it? Surely you want to!」


  Once Elizabeth started to go on and on about the Royal Navy’s stage play, there was no way for her to stop talking. She wished that she could have kept her mouth shut without adding all those unnecessary things, but now it was too late to change that.


  「We are going to show it to you all! The best form of entertainment that ever was! So you’d better brace yourselves!」


  Once she had finished speaking, Elizabeth looked up at the ceiling thinking that now she had done it for sure.


  She was way too enthusiastic and she raised way more hurdles for herself and her faction than she would have expected.


  「Impressive! A grand and epic story such as this one — Now I am really looking forward to it!」


  Mikasa was the first one to open her mouth and comment on Elizabeth’s proclamation.


  「Hmm, I see. Then, what kind of play is this going to be? But since you said that we won’t be able to watch it without shedding some tears, then surely it must be a tragedy, right? At least, I can’t think of anything other than a tragedy here!」


  Elizabeth could feel that there was already a huge lump of something really unpleasant forming inside of her throat, but nonetheless she had to force herself to answer Mikasa’s question. Otherwise it would seem way too suspicious.


  「I-It’s a secret for now! You know, a trade secret! Just sit tight and wait patiently until the day of the School Festival rolls around! Then you are going to see it!」


  「…… Hmm, I see. So it’s a stage play approach that you have chosen for yourself, huh?」


  It was Bismarck who then opened her mouth and voiced her thoughts.


  She then nodded her head repeatedly, staring at Elizabeth, as if being genuinely impressed by her wondrous announcement just now.


  「You know what? When the two of you got up so suddenly upon hearing that this year’s Beauty Pageant was going to be canceled I thought that maybe, just maybe…… you have come here with no plan at all. Hell, I even thought for a moment out there that you might not actually have read the contents of the letter at all!」


  Elisabeth and Warspite’s shoulders both stiffened upon hearing those words.


  「However, I am glad to see that this was all nothing more but a misunderstanding on my end. The Royal Navy, a nation which has produced many famous playwrights and dramas across the span of its history, dared to put out a work that they are all being so proud of, so the way in which you were behaving just now must have been just an element with which you wanted to surprise us all. Very cunning, I have to admit.」


  Elizabeth could only smile wryly here.


  It seemed that Bismarck had accepted their earlier behavior in a positive light, thinking it was all just a part of their announcement strategy.


  「Anyway, I think we can safely finish reporting on that matter for the time being.」


  Enterprise then started writing something on a piece of paper that was in her hand, looking all happy and satisfied.


  After writing something down for a while, most likely a report on the content of this particular part of the meeting, she slowly raised her head and took a general look at the faces of everyone present in the room.


  「It doesn’t matter if it’s at a later date, but I want each faction to come up with a budget estimate for their activities as soon as possible. I want you to send it to the Eagle Union’s dormitory, and once I have everything, I will go and submit it right away. Now then, as for our next topic —— 」


  Once Enterprise went to change the subject, Warspite turned towards Elizabeth and addressed some of her concerns to her while covering her face with her hands.


  「Your Majesty…… I know that it is about your pride, but that might have gone a little bit too far!」


  「W-Well, it cannot be helped! What was I supposed to do!? I tried to make my way out of this situation, and I accidentally ended up saying something like that! It was not on purpose!」


  While all of the other factions were making their announcements with confidence, there was absolutely no way for the Royal Navy to show an uneasy attitude. That would only serve to undermine their position.


  However, Elizabeth herself was well aware that she had gone way too far with that speech of hers than she was originally planning.


  「……It’s okay, Warspite. I will be responsible for taking care of all the hurdles, since I am the one who got us all into this mess.」


  「What exactly are you going to do, Your Majesty?」


  「Since it’s already decided, I’m going to write the script myself!」


  Saying that, Elizabeth gave Warspite a fearless smile.


  Since she was the one who got all of the Royal Navy into this mess, it was only natural to her that she would have to step up and create the best script ever.


  

  * * *


  A play script that would satisfy not only her own subordinates, but also all the other shipgirls of the other factions as well.


  「So what should we do in order to meet that expectation, huh……」


  There were still about twenty days left before the start of the School Festival. So in terms of time, Elizabeth had no time to take it easy.


  「Anyways, Warspite! First of all, we are going to have ourselves some emergency meeting.」


  「An emergency meeting? What does that supposed to mean……?」


  Just then, Elizabeth glances at her clock hanging on the wall.


  「I just happened to come up with something. I think it would be just about time for her to come back……」


  * * *


  「—— Hey! Hey, you there! Edinburgh-san!」


  A little ‘shipgirl’ who had gone all the way turned around and waved at her two sister ships in that were behind her.」
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  「Hey now, Echo! I know that you like to get ahead of others, but be sure not to stray too far! You might actually hurt yourself on your own!」


  One of the sister ships, the Light Cruiser of the Edinburgh Class, Edinburgh, called out loudly to Echo, to which the other small “shipgirl” of the F Class Destroyers began to circle around in place.


  「~~!! But the waves are so calm today, and our surroundings are perfectly safe~! There is nothing to worry about~!」


  Hearing that, Edinburgh slumped her shoulders, especially that Echo was humming those words and seemed to completely disregard the warning in her voice just now.


  「Goodness gracious…… I know that we are technically in a safe place, since it is the Home Port and all that, but that girl is acting way too relieved and carefree for her own good……」


  When Edinburgh let out a long and deep sigh filled with resignation like that, the other “shipgirl” beside her, the other Light Cruiser of the Edinburgh Class called Belfast, the current Head Maid of the Royal Navy’s pride and joy that was the Maid Corps, managed to stay perfectly calm.


  「It is the first time that she has completed a mission on her own, so I am relieved to see her in good health upon return. That’s all.」


  Belfast and Edinburgh were now on their way back from a few days worth of military consignment.


  Originally, the mission given to them was supposed to be an operation under more severe conditions, but this time they were entrusted with the relatively easy task of escorting a transport ship across fairly safe waters.


  Although it was actually Echo who was entrusted with the task in the first place, the two of them ended up accompanying her as her assistants, making sure that nothing would go wrong alongside the way.


  「It’s like a dream to have Belfast-san, the Head Maid of the Maid Corps, and Edinburgh-san, who I simply adore and love, accompany me on my first mission! Thank you very much for your help! Echo is really grateful to you for teaching me the heartfelt tips and intricacies of military outsourcing!」


  When she returned to Belfast and Edinburgh’s side, Echo bowed down her head once more.


  「No, no, no. You also did a splendid job out there on your first mission, Echo-san! Even Nee-san said so a mere moment ago. So you can be a little bit more proud of yourself.」


  「H-Huh!? H-Hey! Wait a minute, Bel!?」


  Belfast only smiled here and winked cutely at Edinburgh who started acting really bewildered upon hearing that.


  Edinburgh slowly looked down at Echo, and Echo was staring at her with her eyes twinkling brightly from the highest form of praise that her small body could have possibly imagined.


  「……I’m so happy! To think I would be able to hear such praise from my beloved Edinburgh-san! Echo is unworthy of such honor!」


  The way in which the young Destroyer was looking at the two was oh so straightforward but dazzling at the same time.


  Even though Edinburgh herself was a little bit hesitant seeing Echo looking at her with such a passionate gaze, she eventually nodded her head with a smile on her face.


  「Um, umm, this is…… I don’t even know what to say here, you know? But if that’s how it is, then, you know…… Just keep up the good work and continue to do your very best, I guess? Ahaha!」


  Belfast chuckled slightly when she saw that Edinburgh was clearly flustered here and did not know what to do about little Echo. It was really delightful to see her fidget on the spot like that, for some reason.


  「You must really love my Nee-san very dearly, right, Echo-chan?」


  「Yes! That’s right! I love her very much!」


  Echo would then reply in a cheerful manner to Belfast’s question.


  In fact, she was just a novice ship that has only been on duty for about four or five days thus far.


  Of course she still did not know the location of all of the Home Port facilities or the location of such an important place as the armory.


  She actually managed to recently lose her way around the port and she wandered back and forth over and over again in the same place.


  —— Huh? You there, what’s wrong? Are you perhaps lost? Or in some sort of trouble?


  It was actually Edinburgh, who was working as an assistant at a certain other facility at the time, who called out to her, and this was how the two of them met for the very first time.


  And when Echo told Edinburgh that she was in fact lost and did not know where to go,


  ——Shall we go together to the pier with you? My little sister and I, that is?


  She said something like that, and then Edinburgh smiled kindly at Echo as she held her hand tightly.


  She also had to constantly remind Echo not to run too far off on her own, as the little Destroyer was eagerly striding forward.


  It was not at all that hard to imagine just how indispensable the existence of Edinburgh was to Echo at that time, and that she would treat her with adoration because of the help she proposed to her.


  「That is why Echo fell in love with Edinburgh-san! Seeing Edinburgh-san at that time, Echo also wanted to become such a gentle ‘shipgirl’ as Edinburgh-san is! It is Echo’s dream!」


  After hearing Echo say that all enthusiastically while nodding her head, Belfast also smiled brightly while looking at Edinburgh.


  「Oh my, that’s simply wonderful. As expected of my Nee-san. So dependable.」


  「I have just arrived at this Home Port island, and there were still many things I did not understand, but now I am full of motivation to learn it all! Because by doing just that, I will be one step closer to achieving my dream of becoming just like my beloved Edinburgh-san!」


  Having said that, little Echo once again took the lead and began to move forward at high speed.


  This time around, she seemed to be following Edinburgh’s orders and slowing down so as not to get too far away from the two of them.


  「She is a pretty energetic girl, I must admit.」


  When Belfast said that, for some reason Edinburgh showed a tired expression on her face.


  「Hm? What’s wrong?」


  「It’s just that…… Being respected is actually a whole lot of hard work, isn’t it? It’s kind of hard to be formal with people around you all the time. Why can’t I just carry on as per usual?」


  Edinburgh made a sour expression after saying that.


  「You don’t seem to understand, Bel. Being respected can also lead to tremendous disappointment, you know?」


  「Now, Nee-san. That’s way too pessimistic of an approach.」


  「I’m not pessimistic, just to let you know. It’s just called being realistic, that’s what this is.」


  「From my point of view, you really are acting like a respectable senior to that child, Nee-san. Please believe me on that.」


  「That’s because I get to really act like an older sister for once. But I’m naturally a clumsy person, so I will definitely cause her some disappointment when I eventually do something poorly!」


  Seeing Edinburgh lament over the way she was like that, Belfast could only shake her head in utter disbelief.


  「Ah! And there it is! That patronizing expression of yours! You are looking down on me right now, Bel! I know that you do!」


  「Oh, please, Nee-san, you are simply misunderstanding. It’s not that. I just thought that this girl really looks up to you, that is all.」


  「Huh? And that’s that supposed to even mean? Can you at least explain things in a way that will be easy for me to understand?」


  「Edinburgh-san! Belfast-san! I can already see the Home Port island from here! We’re back!」


  

  * * *


  Edinburgh swallowed her words upon hearing that sudden call from Echo, who was once again right in front of them.


  After passing through a group of small islands, the view in front of them started to gradually open up. The three of them were finally able to see the Home Port, to which they were all returning to after a couple days of absence. Both Belfast and Edinburgh let out a small sigh at the exact same time.


  「…… I don’t know why, but I always feel relieved when I see this scenery.」


  The lingering summer heat has just passed and the mountains surrounding the Home Port, which were still covered in a coat of fresh green, but in a month or two, the scenery would take a turn to the red and yellow and the scenery would be even more breathtakingly beautiful.


  「Just a little bit more and we are going to be entering the autumn season…… Which reminds me.」


  After saying that, Edinburgh turned to Belfast as if she suddenly remembered something important.


  「Say, Bel. Come to think of it, isn’t it time for the School Festival to be just around the corner?」


  Belfast thought about it for a moment and realized that this was indeed true.


  「Sometimes I get a feeling that the seasons change way too fast around here, goodness gracious.」


  When Belfast started to think that this year has really flew by quite fast,


  「Everyone, please have a look over there! It seems that someone is waiting for us at the pier!」


  Suddenly Echo saw something in the distance and pointed her finger at it.


  「…… Hey, Bel. That figure over there…… isn’t that actually Bel-chan?」


  Standing right next to Belfast, Edinburgh muttered those words while pushing up the glasses that were sitting on top of her nose.


  「Well, judging from their hairstyle, height, and style of clothes that they are wearing, there is only one possible person who matches that description so perfectly. There is no doubt about it.」


  While the two of them were saying that, it would seem that the other side had also noticed them as well.


  Bel-chan even started waving her hand in a big way at the three of them so that they would notice her faster, even though they were still some considerable distance away.


  「What do you want to do, Bel? Should we just anchor over there and be done with it?」


  Belfast slowly nodded her head at that suggestion, seeing that Echo was also twisting her neck behind her, looking at them and seeing what kind of decision they would make here.


  「Yes, let’s do that. Let’s dock right over there.」


  When the three of them arrived at the Home Port and climbed up the pier after safely docking, Bel-chan quickly approached them with a smile on her face.


  「Edinburgh-nee-sama, Belfast-nee-sama, welcome back home. Also, Her Majesty has been waiting for your arrival as well. She wishes to speak with you right away.」


  「…… Her Majesty? Waiting for us?」


  「Yes. As a matter of fact, Her Majesty is waiting for you at the Academy’s auditorium as we speak.」


  Hearing those words, Edinburgh smiled wryly.


  「So it means that whatever Her Majesty wants with us…… is actually something urgent, huh?」


  「I know that it’s been a while since we left here, so I would like a moment to actually catch my breath, but if Her Majesty wishes to see us so urgently, we are going to be there as soon as possible ——」


  When Belfast said so, she suddenly felt Echo’s gaze staring intently at her from her side.


  「Ah……」


  As soon as Belfast turned herself around, Echo let out a small voice and looked down all embarrassed.


  Belfast swallowed what she was about to say and called out to Edinburgh in a low voice, quiet enough so that Echo would not be able to hear her.


  「—— Nee-san.」


  「Huh?」


  Edinburgh turned around and she saw that Belfast was winking at her really intently.


  「Hmm? What happened, Bel?」


  Asking that, Edinburgh, who was also caught completely off guard by the sight of Echo looking down at her own feet all embarrassed for some reason, tilted her head for a moment, wondering what was wrong with this situation.


  However, she soon realized what Belfast’s intentions were and approached Echo in a hurry.


  Edinburgh smiled sweetly as she walked over to the little Destroyer and crouched in front of her, while she was still looking down.


  「If you don’t mind, how about you accompany us, Echo-chan? I’m sure that Her Majesty won’t mind one bit.」


  Echo, who was invited to join the two of them by Edinburgh herself, looked up in surprise.


  「I promised to show you around the Home Port, remember? And if memory serves me correctly, you are still pretty unfamiliar with that part of it, are you not?」


  Just then, Echo’s expression, which had looked pretty lonely up until now, suddenly brightened considerably.


  「…… Yes!」


  She then hugged Edinburgh’s chest tightly with her arms and once she finally let go, she then grabbed Edinburgh’s outstretched hand.


  「Thank you very much for that, Edinburgh-san! Ehehe!」


  After watching the exchange between the two until the very end, Belfast said with a smile on her face.


  「Well then, shall we be on our way now?」


  * * *


  When the three shipgirls arrived at the auditorium where Her Majesty was supposed to be waiting, Bel-chan guided the three of them as they moved forward.


  「At the current moment, Her Majesty is together with Warspite-sama inside of the large auditorium. It seems that the two of them are in the middle of inspecting the big theater that is located there.」


  「A theater? Why would they need to inspect that?」


  As Edinburgh tilted her head in puzzlement, the three could see the double soundproof doors leading into the theater in question.


  Belfast and Edinburgh each pushed open the thick door handles on the left and right of the center of the doors.


  As for the doors itself, it was located at the rearmost side of the audience seats.


  In the dim light of the spacious room, the first thing that caught the eyes of the three shipgirls was the audience seats lined up all across the room’s floor.


  Beyond that, there was a gorgeous stage illuminated by countless spotlights.


  「—— I see that you have finally come back home! Bel, and you as well, Edi!」


  Elizabeth’s loud voice echoes from somewhere near the stage all the way to the back of the room.


  As Belfast and Edinburgh wondered where Her Majesty was, Elizabeth slowly emerged from behind the stage with Warspite following suit.


  At that moment Belfast curtsied in a flawless way.


  Even Edinburgh, who was timid for a moment out there, hurriedly started to curtsy as well, and Echo, who was mesmerized by the performance of her two idols, mimicked their moves and did the exact same thing.


  Elizabeth came to the center of the stage, her shoes clacking loudly against the wooden floorboards.


  「Since you are already here, there is no need to sugarcoat things or hide anything. The truth is that —— Wait, huh?」


  When Elizabeth saw Echo who was curtsying as well, for a moment she seemed confused, but then she clapped her hands together as if coming to understand something.


  「Ah! That’s right! Come to think of it, Echo was also a part of that military consignment, right?」


  「I-It’s an honor to meet you like this for the first time, Your Majesty! M-My name is Echo, and I am a Destroyer of the E Class!」


  Just then Echo first straightens her back, after which she knelt down on one knee in front of Elizabeth. Seeing such an honest display, Elizabeth just smiled in an amused way.


  「It’s okay, Echo, you don’t have to be so nervous. Originally I was going to discuss that matter with Bel and Edi, but……」


  Elizabeth said, and then she muttered something under her nose.


  「I will have to explain this matter to everyone else later, anyways, so I might as well use that as an opportunity for some practice…… Alright, since you are here, Echo, you can listen as well.」


  Putting her hands on her waist, Elizabeth looked at Belfast and her company once again.


  「Allow me to cut right to the chase, then! Actually, what I wanted to talk to you about today is related to the performances that each faction of the Home Port is going to show at this very theater during this year’s School Festival.」


  Hearing Elziabeth’s words, especially the word “performance” in particular, Edinburgh’s expression became really puzzling, as if she had trouble understanding what she just heard..


  「A performance that is going to be shown on this exact stage……? But Your Majesty, do we really have so much free time to do anything quite like this, especially with the Beauty Pageant being right around the corner?」


  Hearing Edinburgh’s words, Elizabeth immediately shook her head.


  

  * * *


  「As a matter of fact, this year’s Beauty Pageant has been canceled, effective immediately.」


  「Huh? Cancelled? But why?」


  「Yes, about that…… It’s actually a result of various overlapping circumstances, but I won’t go into too much detail here. What is important here is that the event itself has been canceled anyway, and for this year’s School Festival each faction is going to use this here theater to perform some kind of a show for everyone else to see and enjoy.」


  Belfast, who has been listening closely up until now, finally decided to open her mouth and speak up..


  「Your Majesty, what kind of performances is the Royal Navy faction going to show to everyone?」


  Elizabeth took a deep breath upon hearing that on-point question, keeping her hands on her hips at all times, and then she puffed out her chest in a gesture of pride as she exclaimed,


  「The Royal Navy is going to hold a stage play here!」


  Along with those words, Warspite who was beside Elizabeth all this time but was keeping herself to the back, loudly applauded her words.


  「And why did you happen to decide on a stage play specifically, Your Majesty?」


  Belfast asked her calmly, unfazed by Warspite’s deliberate applause, most probably a previously-agreed-on maneuver the purpose of which was to divert attention from the main subject. .


  Even Edinburgh, who had been in a daze at the announcement of the Beauty Pageant cancellation and declaration of the Royal Navy’s stage play performance, suddenly came back to her senses.


  「A-Ah, oh yeah, that’s right. So as long as it’s not something really urgent and we do not need to rush then —— I mean, huh? Ah, I see. While we were gone, you must have had some sort of general meeting with Hood-san and the rest and came to decide on something like that, right, Your Majesty? Aha, ahahahahaha.」


  Edinburgh smiled in a really forced way, trying her best to just accept reality as it was being thrown right at her.


  However, there was no response from Elizabeth and Warspite, who were just standing on top of the stage, not knowing what to say.


  「H-Huh? Huh, oh my……?」


  Faced with something like that, Edinburgh was once again at a loss for words.


  「This does not seem to be the case here, it would seem.」


  Belfast said so with confidence in her words.


  「I-It was decided with a meeting! It certainly was not because I neglected my duties and forgot to check the message that was sent to me beforehand! Not at all!」


  For some reason, Elizabeth suddenly yelled those words out loud in a panic.


  「A-And besides, does it even matter right now!?」


  Saying that, Elizabeth pointed her right index finger at both Belfast and Edinburgh, who were still standing in the audience seats.


  「Now listen to me, and listen well! If I said that we are going to make a stage play, then a stage play is what we are going to do! Because this is what the Royal Navy is all about! Our homeland has produced many excellent playwrights into the world, and they have produced many equally excellent plays! A whole lot more than all the other nations of the world grouped together! ed a lot of excellent playwrights, and it’s a faction with more active plays than anywhere else. Now, if you understand, just nod your heads!!」


  Before she could even take a breath, Elizabeth said all those words and put her hands on her knees while rocking her shoulders up and down in apparent exhaustion.


  Apparently, Her Majesty just wanted to use the momentum of the situation in order to convince them, so that they would not ask any unnecessary questions.


  It was actually the course of action that Belfast could understand to a certain extent.


  Belfast then cast a quick glance at Edinburgh, while letting out a small sigh inside of her mind.


  「Nee-san, apparently it will be better if we do not pry too much into that matter.」


  「…Yes, it would seem that way. See? Warspite-sama is also holding her head in a gesture of despair.」


  Just as Edinburgh said, Warspite was holding onto her head and sighing before she knew what she was doing and managed to stop herself from doing just that. From that fact alone, it was clear that some kind of incident had happened, that ultimately must have led to this very situation.


  「…… I think I understand the situation now. So? What do you want us to do, Your Majesty?」


  Belfast immediately spoke up.


  「To be perfectly honest, both Nee-san and I are pretty much amateurs when it comes to knowledge of theater…… Is there really something that we can be of help with here?」


  「…… Ah, the notion of having no experience won’t be that much of a problem here.」


  Warspite opened her mouth while massaging her temples as if she was in pain up until now.


  「The reason as to why we called you here is not because we wanted you to share with us your knowledge and experience when it comes to theater.」


  「Well, if it is not about that, then what kind of business could you possibly have with us?」


  「If possible, I’d like to ask the two of you to find me some good source material for the script of the entire play. The script that must be written by tomorrow at the latest.」


  Belfast cocked her head slightly upon hearing those words.


  「The source material, Your Majesty?」


  「Yes, that’s right. The source material.」


  It was also at that moment that Edinburgh joined in on the conversation.


  「Just to be perfectly clear, by “source material”, surely you do not mean some of the ingredients or toppings used in the creation of sushi, Your Majesty? Because that would honestly be the specialty of the Sakura Empire, and there is little to nothing that we can do to assist with that particular matter……」


  「What, no! Of course not! What are you even talking about!? I’m talking about the script stuff! The ideas and all that!」


  「Ah…… So that’s it, huh?」


  As a maid, it felt way more natural to Edinburgh to imagine the cooking ingredients in this particular case, but upon hearing the explanation, Edinburgh just nodded her head in complete silence.


  「In short, I want you to come up with the idea for a ​​written script using the Maid Corps as a model!」


  Once again, Elizabeth opened her mouth and another convoluted explanation escaped from it.


  「Using us as a model, Your Majesty?」


  Belfast’s eyes unintentionally opened really wide upon hearing this.


  As expected, she would never imagine that they would be chosen as the source material for the play that the Royal Navy was going to perform.


  「Yes, that’s right. If we are going to perform a long-awaited stage play, it should be only natural that we are going to do it based on a subject that is entirely unique to us and which no other faction could possibly hope to replicate. Besides, since I will be writing the script, I would pretty much like to narrow the subject down to something that I am well familiar with. And if that is the case here, that pretty much leaves us with the maids as our main theme.」


  「Since we will observe your daily lives and routines in order to adapt them for the best possible script that there ever was, we would like to observe as much of you in your natural habitat while you are going about your daily routines as possible. Now then, is there actually someone who could perform some interviews for us?」


  Belfast was at a loss for words and answer after hearing Warspite add that other part of the explanation.


  「We will collect data on your daily lives around the dormitory…… but I wonder if there is anything exciting that can be used as a base of a story……?」


  「Honestly, Your Majesty, I don’t think that the job of a maid is all that exciting of a profession in the first place……」


  Edinburgh murmured those words, and Belfast nodded her head in agreement.


  To begin with, for the shipgirls who belonged to the Royal Navy faction, the existence of a maid was nothing all that out of the ordinary. And besides, pretty much everyone around the dorm knows that the maids are always very busy working every day to make the lives of others in the dormitory as comfortable as possible.


  「It seems that finding a suitable person to do it is going to be very difficult, indeed.」


  When Bel-chan said so,


  「—— I’ll do an interview!」


  For a moment out there, everyone thought that they had misheard those words, but that was not the case here.


  Someone right next to Edinburgh, on the other side of Belfast, was staring at Elizabeth and Warspite, who were standing on the stage and looking equally as surprised as the maids themselves.


  

  * * *


  「Please let me do it! I will make sure to capture the daily lives of the maids as best as possible! This Echo right here swears!」


  「E-Echo-chan!? Are you serious?」


  Echo then snorted and puffed out her chest proudly against Edinburgh, who seemed to be really shocked and surprised by the little Destroyer’s sudden declaration.


  「Yes, I am sure. Besides, this here Echo is very much interested in the work that you do and your daily life, Edinburgh-san.」


  After saying that to her, Echo once again turned herself towards Elizabeth.


  「Please, just leave this to me, Your Majesty! Echo will surely cover the daily life of Edinburgh-san and all the other members of the Maid Corps in the way that you will find worthy of a passing grade!! That, I can promise!」


  And when Echo gave Elizabeth a comically big salute with a smile on her face, Elizabeth folded her arms on her chest in apparent satisfaction.


  「Fufuhn, you, I see that you have quite a good eye for people and are a good judge of character. As the Queen of the Royal Navy, and as a fellow shipgirl, I can appreciate that, as I appreciate your honesty. —— Very well then, I understand. I shall appoint you to be the Chief of the Maid Corps Interview Team from now on!」


  「Yay! Hooray! Thank you so very much, Your Majesty!」


  Jumping on the spot from sheer joy and elation, Echo grinned at Edinburgh while looking all happy.


  「I am looking forward to working with you from now on, Edinburgh-san!」


  「I-I never would have expected that Echo would go that far! And certainly not for the sole purpose of holding an interview with me! Say, Bel?」


  When Edinburgh turned her head towards her sister, Belfast was quietly thinking about something, not paying attention to what was going on.


  「Bel?」


  「Belfast-nee-sama?」


  Belfast then raised her face in surprise when she noticed that both Edninburgh and Bel-chan were peering into her face with worried expressions.


  「Is there something wrong, Nee-sama? Perhaps you are not feeling well? Is there anything I can do to help?」


  「Ah, no…… It’s just that, you see, I felt as if there was something stuck in the corner of my memory just now.」


  「Something stuck in the corner of your memory? What does that even mean, Nee-sama?」


  Seeing how worried Bel-chan was about her, Belfast gently put her hand on top of Bel-chan’s head.


  「It’s okay, Bel-chan. I am sorry for having worried you. It’s nothing, really. If I can’t actually recall that memory clearly, then it must mean that it is simply not all that important to begin with.」


  Even though she tried to reassure Bel-chan that everything was fine with her, there was still some sort of strange feeling deep inside of her heart for some reason.


  「For the maids to be the main leading role……」


  There must have been something about that fact inside of her mind that made her think of such a thing, but for the time being Belfast was unable to actually remember what kind of thing that could have been.


  * * *


  The next morning.


  「Good morning! Mr. Edinburgh!」


  「…… Fueh? Huh? Ah, what the, that’s just you, Echo-chan……」


  「For today, I shall be accompanying you throughout the entire day to see just how the Maid Corps’ members operate throughout their daily routine. Thank you very much for having me and I hope that our work together is going to be a fruitful one!」


  「O-Oh, yeah, about that…… Looking forward to working with you as well. Fuwaaahhh~~!」


  With her eyes looking as though she was clearly still half-asleep, Edinburgh, needless to say still in her pajamas, let out a big yawn as she looked at Echo’s enthusiastic face right at her bedside.


  「By the way, Edinburgh-san! I just happened to realize that fact, but once you take your glasses off, you happen to look exactly like Belfast-san, the Head Maid!」


  「…… Nnnhhh. People often say that to me, but I wonder if that is really the case here? I am not really so sure of that myself, but……」


  Edinburgh, still being in the middle of a semi-awakened state, swayed her head from left to right while listening to Echo’s words.


  Just then, some rays of early sunshine started to flood the room, as if someone had just opened the curtains all of a sudden.


  「Nee-san, Echo has been here ever since I finished getting myself dressed. Please bear that in mind.」


  「Hee… You really seem to be motivated to do this, huh, Echo-chan?」


  Edinburgh murmured those words under her nose and she was rubbing her still half-asleep eyes with her hands, to which Echo only smiled brightly and laughed happily, looking as if she did not know what to say to that.


  「Well, you see, Edinburgh-san…… It was just that I was so excited ever since last night that I had trouble falling asleep because of it!」


  The way in which she put it made her sound just like an Elementary School student right before they would depart on a field trip.


  「Aside from that, Nee-san, please change your clothes as soon as possible and go to the kitchen first.」


  Edinburgh finally stretched out her arms as she got up on the bed and stood up while letting out another big yawn. It was so great that she almost missed hearing what Belfast said to her.


  「Please don’t tell me, everything from now on is going to be a part of Is this going to be an interview from now on?」


  「Yes! That’s right! And after I am going to finish writing about the Maid Corps’ work in the morning, I plan to go and have Her Majesty check up on it, to see if I am going in a good direction with it.」


  Echo cheerfully nodded her head to Edinburgh’s question, looking all happy.


  「Well, aren’t you one busy Destroyer so early in the morning? Fuwaaah~!」


  Answering in a somewhat displeased tone of voice, Edinburgh went towards the bathroom to wash her face and get ready for the day to come.


  That being said, Edinburgh on this day was more organized than usual, partly due to the presence of Echo by her side at all times.


  Normally, when she would wake up, she would have been a little more sluggish than she was today, but for today she immediately got ready and changed into her maid outfit in a record time.


  Just as she finished changing her clothes, Echo also spoke up loud enough so that she would know that Edinburgh actually heard her.


  「And just like that, the first memo is ready! It will be something like this!」


  「Huh? It’s already done? Talk about having an awfully fast writing pace, Echo-chan.」


  Echo then immediately looked at both Edinburgh and Belfast, as if looking for their approval to read her memo out loud, and when they both nodded their heads to encourage her, Echo did just that.


  「The Royal Navy’s Royal Maids Corps!


  They are truly an elite team of shipgirls, easily being the pride and joy of the entire Royal Navy faction!


  However —— They are by no means any plain and ordinary servants!


  They are strong, elegant and beautiful just like flowers, and they are also excellent “shipgirls” on top of it all!


  Among them, there are the Town Class Light Cruisers, Edinburgh Sub-Class, who serve as maids. That includes Belfast-san, the Head Maid of all Royal Maids, and her day starts early in the morning every single day.


  The day in the life of the Royal Maids already starts before dawn, when the birds are still asleep and ——」


  「I think I might have actually gotten way too enthusiastic with my writing out there…… Do you think that it is going to be alright if I were to do it like that?」


  Immediately, Echo asked with an anxious voice.


  「I feel like you are getting a little bit overly excited about our Maid Corps…… Like, you seem to be selling us at a way higher value than we really are. …… What do you think, Bel?」


  Asked by Edinburgh like that, Belfast also thought for a moment before she proceeded to give Echo her honest impressions.


  「It might seem overbearing right from the get go, but I also feel like Echo-chan also tried to include her honest feelings that might actually help Her Majesty with finding whatever it is that she is searching for with that story of hers. So a little bit of exaggeration may be helpful even if it’s just the prologue part.」


  「So, does that mean it is OK for it to stay like that for now?」」


  「Yes. I don’t really see any reason why it should not be left just like that.」


  When Belfast nodded her head, Echo’s face brightened and she held the notepad under her arm really tight.


  

  * * *


  「Thank you so much! I have gained some actual confidence! Now, I am going to write a whole lot more, so please be kind to me as we work together for now!」


  Belfast and Edinburgh answered her at the same time as Echo lowered her head in her plea.


  「「Thank you very much for your hard work. Here’s to a fruitful cooperation for the foreseeable future!」」


  And so just like that the morning preparations began as usual.


  Starting with lighting the fire under the stove, the next thing to follow was setting the table cloths on every table in the large dining room. While arranging the dishes prepared in advance for today, the maids then went on to prepare the soup and prepare the cooking utensils. After preparing the tableware, napkins, and the serving carts, the maids could switch to cooking using the fire, and at the same time, they started arranging the other dishes as well.


  Normally when it comes to preparing breakfast for everyone, out of all of the above steps, Belfast would have been more than enough to do about thirty to forty percent of those tasks all by herself, but since today was a slightly special day, she decided to change her usual routine in order to accommodate that..


  「Alright then, you two. I am looking forward to working with you for today.」


  After Belfast directed those words at them, both Edinburgh and Bel-chan began their preparations as well after nodding their heads with enthusiasm.


  「So, does this mean that the three of you start working like this every single morning?」


  Upon hearing Echo’s question, Belfast answered it honestly.


  「No, I usually do a lot of things by myself first thing in the morning, before anyone else gets here. When I can’t be in the kitchen due to military consignment or urgent business, I leave my responsibilities to other maids, just like this. Today is a busy day because of your research and interview, so I thought it would only be appropriate for the three of us to handle things here.」


  「Hmm, I see.」


  「Also, in cases of emergency when I can’t be here for any reason, usually I will leave Nee-san in charge as an Acting Head Maid in my stead. She tends to underestimate herself quite a lot when it comes to her responsibilities, but Nee-san is also highly relied upon by everyone in the Maid Corps.」


  While Belfast was keeping Echo busy with providing her various information that the Destroyer might happen to find interesting, both Edinburgh and Bel-chan let out a small sigh, seemingly at ease. Then they resumed their preparations, swiftly moving about the place.


  Following them with her eyes, Echo frantically ran her pen on top of her notepad.


  「Y-You seem to be really busy first thing in the morning, I hope that I am not getting in the way……」


  Seeing her panicked like that, Belfast let out a slight chuckle.


  「You may think that it is a tough job to perform when you see it for the first time ever, but surprisingly, you can get used to it really quick. Even you would be able to do it swiftly with enough practice, Echo-san.」


  「I-Is that so……?」


  It was then, when Edinburgh was adjusting the flames under the stove while Echo was looking at everyone at work with disbelief in her eyes.


  Suddenly, with a quiet creak, the wooden door connecting the dining room and kitchen opened and two maids appeared inside of the kitchen.


  「…… Hm? What happened today? For Bel-chan to be here this early in the morning? And Edinburgh as well?」


  It was the Light Cruiser Sheffield that arrived in the kitchen.


  Arriving at her usual time, she looked at Belfast with a suspicious look on her face, seeing that the situation inside of the kitchen this morning was unusual, to say the least. Then, right next to Belfast, she found an unfamiliar ‘shipgirl’ with a notepad opened and narrowed her eyes in suspicion.


  「Belfast, who is this girl? Is she a new maid-in-training?」


  「No, it’s nothing like that, Sheffi. This is the new Destroyer, Echo, that came to the Home Port just the other day.」


  It was not Belfast who answered Sheffield’s question.


  It was another Light Cruiser, Newcastle, who came into the kitchen alongside Sheffield.


  Newcastle, being a former Head Maid that she was, looked at Echo’s face and spoke to her in her usual, calm tone.


  「Hello, little one. My name is Newcastle. And what’s your name?」


  「I’m Echo! It’s nice to meet you, Newcastle-san!」


  While Echo greeted Newcastle in an enthusiastic way, Belfast hurried with an explanation to the other two that just came to the kitchen.


  「Actually, Echo has been assigned to observe and interview the members of the Maid Corps for the whole day today at the request of Her Majesty.」


  Sheffield twisted her neck slightly at the sound of those unfamiliar words.


  「His Majesty wants to use that information as material for a stage play script about the Maid Corps, you see.」


  Edinburgh, who has just finished adjusting the fire under the stove, hurried with an explanation while coming to pick up the ingredients placed on top of one of the cooking tables.


  Then, the next people to arrive in the kitchen were Curacoa and Curlew, another pair of sister Light Cruiser shipgirls of the Ceres Class.


  「Good morning, everyone. Did my ears deceive me? Or did I just hear the words “stage play”?」


  Curacoa put her hands in front of her chest with curiosity, and Bel-chan pulled a serving cart from right behind her.


  「It seems that the Royal Navy’s performance at this year’s School Festival is going to be a stage play, out of all things.」


  「Oh my? It’s not going to actually be a movie? Because I thought that we are going to be making a movie.」


  Hearing Bel-chan’s quick explanation, Curacoa stuck out her tongue in a show of embarrassment.


  「You see, when I happened to hear the word “play”, I must have misunderstood what it was going to be all about.」


  「You might not know this, but Nee-san here is a serious nut when it comes to movies and the way in which they are made.」


  Hearing Curlew’s words, everyone let out a small “Oh!” from their mouths.


  Curacoa then made a small square with her fingers and began to speak in a nostalgic way, peering through her finger square with one eye at the same time.


  「I can talk about things like ‘What kind of angle should I use to create an expression that makes me look attractive?’ or ‘How to relieve tension during filming,’ and the various other experiences I was worried about pretty much all day, if you would ever need an expert on the subject.」


  「Then, it sounds like a story that seems to lead to some acting guidance, so why don’t we talk about it when the preparations for the play are actually progressing forward?」


  When Belfast suggested that Curacoa nodded her headin agreement.


  「That’s right, even if you don’t know the script and its contents, when it comes to acting, I’m sure the movie method will be really helpful here.」


  「Hi! What are you guys talking about?」


  「We are talking about acting and movies, and it sounds like it’s going to be really fun to actually be a part of the stage performance~.」


  Kent and Suffolk, who had finished tending to the flower bed, also came to the kitchen after they were done with their other duties.


  At that point, Echo stopped moving her pen that was writing in the notepad and turned towards Belfast.


  「I just realized that I have simply too much to write, so I haven’t been able to properly say hello to everyone at all! I am really sorry for that!」


  「No problem. Let’s just say a proper hello to each maid sometimes later, how about that?」


  Just as Belfast said those words kindly,


  「…… I am really sorry for being late, everyone.」


  Finally, the last one to arrive was Sirius.


  「Oh my, it’s actually rare to see Sirius being the last one to get somewhere —— I mean, huh!? What’s wrong!? You are totally drenched, Sirius!」


  The moment when Edinburgh shouted those words in a panic, everyone present turned their heads towards the newly arrived Sirius all at once.


  For some bizarre reason, Sirius was soaking wet from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.


  「I won’t go into that much detail here, but…… This is what happened when I was holding the hose while cleaning this morning.」


  「「How!? How did that even happen!?」」


  It would seem that something must have happened while Sirius was cleaning as per usual, but even the pair of Suffolk and Kent that were escorting her, even though they were able to provide a good retort to her words just now, were of very little help to actually explain what happened.


  

  * * *


  As for Sirius, she covered her see-through and wet maid clothes with a towel, and she looked down and said apologetically.
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  「Please forgive me for being such a lowly and naughty maid…… I will go and change my clothes as soon as I am done with making my part of the preparations for breakfast, no sooner! This will be my punishment!」


  「No, Sirius, there is no need for you to punish yourself like that. Besides, in those wet clothes you are going to catch a cold. Go back to your room and change your clothes at once. Then you can come back and help with the breakfast preparations.」


  However, Sirius’s mouth was about to open once again, but before she was able to voice any words of protest to Belfast’s directive, she was basically pushed out of the kitchen by everyone else who was present in there for the time being.


  「But still…… I wonder why she’s always like that, every single time.」


  While Edinburgh grumbled those words with a wry smile, Echo, who had been staring at the maids with her mouth wide open, hurriedly started to move her pen across the surface of her notepad.


  「I-I can see it now…… It takes many different kinds of people to make the Maid Corps, isn’t that right?」


  * * *


  What came right after that was a truly tumultuous time.


  「Did you make sure to get all the plates out!?」


  「The food is all ready! Someone, please take it away and serve it up!」


  In no time at all, the kitchen was filled with many more maids, and they each took turns running back and forth between the dining room and the kitchen proper.


  「T-This looks more like a regular warzone rather than your standard dorm kitchen……」


  Stunned by the continuous hustle and bustle of the scene before her eyes, Echo instinctively stopped moving her pen over her notepad and looked like she wanted to leave this place as soon as possible.


  She thought I would be best if she at least moved to a place where she would not get in everyone else’s way, but by the time she was actually able to do that, she was already dizzy from all that was happening around her.


  And then, at precisely such an unfortunate moment,


  「—— Whoa there! That was seriously dangerous, you know? What’s wrong?」


  Edinburgh’s eyes managing to spot the swaying Echo with her eyes all swirling, she quickly embraced her and asecurated her body, preventing her from falling down and accidentally hurting herself..


  「Hyah! E-Edinburgh-san……!? I-I’m sorry! I’m really sorry!」


  Seeing who just helped her out, Echo jumped out of her grasp and pulled herself away instantly.


  「T-To ask you for help when you are already so busy and have your hands so full…… That would disqualify me as the interviewer, for sure!」


  「Oh, don’t say that. Surely you are exaggerating things a little bit……」


  「NO, it’s not an exaggeration! I am sorry for being such an inconvenience to everyone around here!」


  Looking at Echo while she was bowing her head deeply, Edinburgh placed her hand on top of her hair and stroked them gently. She then thought for a good moment as to what to do about this situation.


  —— I am sure that if she was looking at me with a more down-to-Earth attitude, we would have been able to explain all the things that she wants to know to her in a calm manner, instead of overwhelming her with all of this right off the bat.


  Though such a thought crossed her mind for a moment, Edinburgh made sure to quickly shake it off.


  —— Ah! No, no, no! Don’t, Edinburgh! You absolutely cannot start thinking like that!


  This girl looks up to you —— You have to act like a good big sister and a proper role model to her!


  However, there was nothing she could do about all that commotion around them for the time being.


  Edinburgh then carefully surveilled her surroundings, and after a moment she took Echo by the hand and led her to a less busy place, where she then made her sit on a small chair for the time being.


  「I am sure that watching all of us run around like that must have been pretty tiring. Not to mention confusing. I know that this place can be pretty hectic at times. But it’s okay now. If we stay here for a moment, we should not end up disturbing anyone’s work.」


  But almost right after Edinburgh managed to say that,


  「One fork still seems to be missing!」


  Hearing such a voice echoing from somewhere, Edinburgh immediately raised her voice in that general direction.


  「If it’s a fork that you are looking for, another maid took it just now, so it should be fine for now!」


  「Butter! Is there any butter in here!? We are still lacking the butter!」


  「If it’s about the butter, I just cut some of it and someone already took it onto the serving carts! Go check them out and see what you can find!」


  Edinburgh immediately responded to the voices that followed one after another without stopping.


  It would seem that she did not have time for a leisurely conversation with Echo. At least not right now.


  「I am sorry, but all of the preparations will be finished in a little while, so please rest here for a while longer, alright Echo ——」


  With that said, Edinburgh stood up and looked as if she was about to go somewhere and leave Echo all alone,


  「……… Huh?」


  At that moment, Echo felt really startled.


  Echo, who was supposed to be taking notes and observing the maids at work carefully, was currently staring at Edinburgh with a blank expression, her eyes for some reason filled with an extreme sense of longing.


  「Just now…… Wow! How did you know what everyone else was doing and what it was that they wanted?」


  「That’s…… Actually, if you work here for long enough, you just kind of learn to spot those things right away and kind of know by instinct where is what. For someone like us maids, it’s something completely normal……」


  「Amazing! It’s really amazing! You are seriously amazing, Edinburgh-san!」


  「N-No, not really…… I mean it, everyone would be able to do this just fine if they just were…… Really…」


  「I would surely be unable to do something as amazing as that! Where is my notepad!? I need to make a memo about this! A memo ——」


  Seeing Echo’s enthusiasm come back to her at full power, Edinburgh managed to swallow the words that she was about to say just now.


  —— No, no, you can’t, Edinburgh! You absolutely can’t……! I would feel really sorry if I were to say such a thing to someone who respects me so much! Even though it really is not that big of a deal! …… So play along for now! Make sure that you won’t end up disappointing the precious little thing!


  And when Edinburgh was desperately trying to endured the urge to say something humble here,


  「Hm? What’s wrong? Did something happen?」


  Before Edinburgh could even notice, Echo had already finished writing her newest memo and was looking at Edinburgh with a somewhat pained expression painted all over her face.


  「I-It’s nothing! Nothing, really! N-Now then, how about we go now and get back to work post-haste? Keep up the good work!」


  Now, even though Echo said something like that, the fact that she knew that she was being watched so closely all the time took precedence over Edinburgh’s usual readiness to do her work, causing her to go back to her responsibilities in a really jerky state.


  「Uhh, y-yeah…… L-Let’s get down to it, I guess……」


  Even after that, Edinburgh continued to work as per usual, but the fact that she knew that Echo was paying close attention to her every single move was really making her feel uneasy and unable to relax properly. That kind of work soon started to take a heavy toll on Edinburgh’s nerves.


  When breakfast time was finally over and it was time to start cleaning and doing the laundry, Edinburgh and Echo headed towards the linen room.


  Once Edinburgh collected some freshly washed and dried bed sheets and carpets, they went out and were on their way to the various rooms that needed their carpets or sheets changed.


  Along the way, Edinburgh stopped by one of the maids who was in charge of cleaning the windows on this floor, and asked her if she could perhaps give Echo a simple description of what her job was all about.


  「I’m sorry, but could you spare a moment of your time? This girl here has a few questions she would like to ask of you.」


  Then Edinburgh called out to Echo and let her interview the maid properly.


  

  * * *


  After repeating that exact process a couple more times alongside their way, the two shipgirls finally arrived at the first room.


  All the dirty laundry that was supposed to be taken from the rooms was placed in a basket near the doors, and they would receive them in exchange for fresh sheets and carpets and other items before returning to the corridor with what they got.


  And then they would simply go to another room, doing the same procedure all over again. And so on and so forth.


  After going around several rooms in the exact same fashion,


  「Ah. Edinburgh-san, Edinburgh-san. How about some interview right about now?」


  The two of them were just passing by Suffolk, who was going somewhere to perform her own chores and duties.


  「Well, I am just doing what I usually do, so it’s not actually something I would call interview-worthy or anything like that……」


  Echo then shook her head as Edinburgh answered her suggestion.


  「That’s not true, Edinburgh-san, and you know it! Echo is really impressed with the swiftness and precision with which you are performing your duties. Especially during that time when you were all making the preparations for breakfast! To me, it seemed as if you were having you eyes and ears just about everywhere all at once!」


  「If a person like that really did exist, they would surely be some sort of a demon or apparition rather than a normal person.」


  In response to Echo’s exaggerated remark, Edinburgh gave her a vague smile.


  「Oh my, Edinburgh-san, you are so humble, you~.」


  Seeing the exchange between the two, Suffolk burst out laughing all of a sudden.


  「Oh, how I envy you, Edinburgh-san. I would also like to be adored by a cute little girl like Echo-chan~. Come on, don’t be shy! Just give it a try!」


  「Yes, yes, I love —— Hey! Geez! Suffolk, you dummy!」


  「Uwaaah! This won’t do! This won’t do at all! Back to work, need to get back to work!」


  「Hey! Stop it, you! Don’t you try to run away! Get back here!」


  Just when Edinburgh was about to run and give chase after the fleeing Suffolk,


  「Kyah!」


  Before she even managed to realize it, the part of the dirty bed sheet she was holding onto was hanging down from her arms and managed to get stuck against her feet.


  「Uwah! Watch out!」


  Edinburgh quickly tugged at the hem of her clothes when Echo looked like she was about to fall to the floor. Thanks to that action, she managed to regain her posture at the last possible moment and avoid falling.


  「A-Are you okay?」


  When Echo asked Edinburgh that question while approaching her in a hurry, Edinburgh coughed in response.


  「S-Say, Echo? Can I ask you something really quick?」


  She was meaning to do that for a while now, but she figured out that now would be the best time possible.


  She thought that now would be the best moment to tell Echo that in reality she was really clumsy and ditzy, and that there was nothing all that admirable about her.


  Edinburgh slowly opened her mouth as she lifted her glasses on top of her nose.


  「You see, that incident just now…… That is the real me. …… I am someone who is actually really clumsy and who constantly makes mistakes. I am by no means someone who is worthy of being respected by you.」


  「Huh?」


  Unsurprisingly, Echo seemed to be at a loss for words for a moment.


  「And the things that I was doing during breakfast preparation time? Pretty much anyone can do it, and even better than me, if they would work in the kitchen for long enough. Rather, instead of me, both Bel and Sheffi are much better at commanding the other maids and giving them precise instructions and directions than I am.」


  And besides, she wanted to say something, but something cut her off.


  「And besides…… And besides, I……」


  Edinburgh did not really wanted to say those words herself, but there was actually no helping it this time around.


  So Edinburgh made up her mind and steeled her resolve.


  「And…… I am actually a really bad girl who constantly oversleeps and causes trouble for my little sister, only adding to her already huge pile of work……」


  As Edinburgh was saying that, she covered her face in her hands, as if she was trying to hide from all the embarrassment those words were creating..


  「And you know? There is not a single day that would go by without me actually breaking a plate or two while washing the dishes after a meal! ……And I have an incredible track record of falling down and tripping for no apparent reason like I did just now!」


  While she was saying all that, a certain thought occurred inside of Edinburgh’s head. Putting it that way, she was making herself look like a really bad person in general.


  She did not want to do this, but she had no other choice. But that did not mean that she did not try to become better at the things she was doing.


  B-But anyways! I am a no good person! To tell you the truth, I personally think that I do not even deserve to be called an older sister! Bel deserves that title so much more than I do!」


  She did not want to raise her voice like that, but she still ended up doing just that.


  「B-but! Even if I am a no good person like this, I hope…… I hope that at the very least you won’t end up hating me because of that!」


  After Edinburgh screamed those last few words out loud, she went silent. What followed was a moment of complete silence. And then,


  「…… Yes, I realize that?」


  The words returned by Echo were so truly cliched.


  「……… Huh?」


  For a moment out there Edinburgh was unable to comprehend what Echo just said to her, so Echo decided to repeat her words. This time around, Edinburgh would hopefully be able to keep up.


  「Like! I! Said! Echo knows! Echo knows it all! That Edinburgh-san is a clumsy person! That Edinburgh-san is a sleepyhead! And that Edinburgh-san tends to be a crybaby ever so often!」


  「I don’t actually remember going that far with my rant, did I!?」


  However, she would never be able to actually deny those words, because they were pretty much an established fact at this point..


  「But even so! I think that the way with which you handled breakfast preparations was truly amazing today! You said that anyone can do it provided that they work in the kitchen for long enough, but Edinburgh-san! You are so talented that you can act as the Head Maid in times of need! Belfast-san told me that herself!」


  「H-Huh!? B-Bel told you that!?」


  「Yes! She most certainly did! Even if you are clumsy! Even if you yourself cannot see it! Echo respects you so much, Edinburgh-san, because you are so kind and considerate. Remember, Edinburgh-san? How kindly you reached out to me when Echo was lost in the Home Port? Or how you adjusted your pace to my own so that we could walk together? How did you show me around and explained various things to me?」


  Edinburgh could only involuntarily stare at Echo with a blank expression on her face.


  「I-Is that so? You really think that I am that much of a considerate person? Really now?」


  「Yes! I think that you are like a mother in many aspects!」


  「Couldn’t you just say ‘Big Sister’ here instead of ‘Mother’!? Now you make me feel old!」


  Edinburgh was suddenly attacked by a feeling of weakness after giving Echo that slightly overly vigorous retort.


  「Haah… I feel like a fool for being so excited about this for a second out there.」


  It was then that Edinburgh recalled her talk with Belfast when the both of them were heading back to the Home Port after the accomplished mission.


  —— I think that you actually misunderstand here, Nee-san. For you see, that girl really has her eyes on you. She sees you for who you are.


  「Ah……」


  She then raised her face involuntarily.


  She wondered for a moment if that was what Belfast might have meant at that time.


  Just that thought alone seemed so amusing to Edinburgh that she could not help it but to burst out laughing.


  「I guess that you were right, Bel. I might have been way too pessimistic here. I guess that just being myself is what suits me best, in the end.」


  「…… Hm? As for me, Echo always knew what you truly were, Edinburgh-san. So watching you try so hard was also really amusing.」


  Hearing that remark once again, Edinburgh hid her face in her hands again, the embarrassment being simply too much for her to handle. She then started laughing, but it was hard to tell if it was from amusement or out of sheer desperation.


  

  * * *


  Just when Belfast and Newcastle were getting ready to start boiling some hot water for the tea that was soon to be served, Edinburgh and Echo came back to the kitchen after finishing their morning activities for the time being.


  「We have come back~.」


  「Bueh, for some reason I feel incredibly tired now……」


  While Echo looked bright and cheerful, humming under her nose as she raised her hand in the air, Edinburgh, on the other hand, looked so tired and about ready to throw up on the spot.


  「Welcome back, both of you. How is the interview? Is it proceeding along smoothly?」


  When Belfast smiled like that and asked Edinburgh that question,


  「Please pardon the intrusion. I’m coming through!」


  Then, all of a sudden, a voice could be heard coming from right behind Edinburgh and the others in the kitchen.


  「I thought I would just drop by and check on the progress of the interview and its contents.」


  Elizabeth and Warspite entered the kitchen after passing by Edinburgh in a casual manner.


  「Your Majesty!! You did not have to! There was no need for you to come to a place such as this just to check on Echo’s research!」


  「No, it’s not a big deal. I just wanted to make sure it’s coming along nicely so that I can get back to my work as soon as possible. Now, then, Echo, can I see that notepad of yours for a second?」


  As Elizabeth reached out for Echo’s notepad, she handed it to her after taking it out from under her arm where she was keeping it for the time being.


  Newcastle immediately prepared chairs for the two of their new guests, and Elizabeth and Warspite both sat down and flipped through Echo’s notes.


  「For some bizarre reason, there seems to be an awful lot of notes that are the detailed descriptions of Edinburgh……?」


  Hearing Elizabeth’s words, Echo nodded her head with satisfaction.


  「That’s because I think that Edinburgh-san looks so cool when she is giving it her very best!」


  「W-What are you talking about, Echo!?」


  Despite the panic in Edinburgh’s voice and her face becoming beet red from embarrassment, Elizabeth continued to flip through Echo’s notes with a serious expression on her face.


  After a while, the kettle on top of the stove started to make a loud whistling sound, and Belfast gently offered the two of their guests a cup of tea as they were concentrating on the notepad right in front of them.


  It seemed that Echo’s memos had been filled with a lot of thoughts and descriptions on the Maid Corps’ work from the early morning, and Elizabeth, who had spent quite a long time reading it, slowly looked up.


  I then took a sip of the tea that was in front of her.


  And as soon as she put down the cup, Elizabeth spoke to Echo in a clear, as-a-matter-of-fact tone.


  「In conclusion, even if you can see the clear picture as to what a maid’s everyday work is all about from this memo, it does not have anything that would enrich the stage play’s story even a little bit. I’m sorry to say that.」


  「O-Oh…… I-Is that… so?」


  Seeing the disappointment in Echo’s eyes and hearing reluctance in her voice, Elizabeth immediately follows up on her earlier remark.


  「Now, please don’t get me wrong, Echo. This is a wonderful interview that you have written right here. That much is true and I command you for that. But, the thing is, the impression that the reader is getting from reading this……」


  Then, after casting a quick glance at the notepad in her hands, Elizabeth looked up at Echo once again, and finished her sentence, her words sounding really heavy.


  「—— Is that the everyday life a of maid is a really plain and uninspiring one. Like, it lacks any kind of excitement to it.」


  「…… Your Majesty, up until now, in what way have you thought about the maids? How exactly did you perceive them?」


  It was actually Belfast out of all the gathered people who asked Elizabeth that question. Then, after a long moment of silence, Warspite, who was reading the contents of Echo’s notepad alongside Elizabeth, finally spoke up.


  「Your Majesty. I have been thinking for a while now, and I honestly think that maids are best utilized in the story when they are used as support characters rather than the main ones. Otherwise they might really seem bland and uninspiring. So how about it? How about you try to look at this subject from a different perspective for now?」


  「Uh, alright, but…… Alright, then how about a drama depicting the rise and fall of a prominent family?」


  「If we were going to go with that, I think that the scale might be way too grand for what we are trying to make here. It would be completely unfitting……」


  While making a really troubled face, Elizabeth stood up from her chair when she finally took her eyes off of Echo’s notepad.


  And then, just as it looked that she was about to leave the kitchen, she turned around towards Belfast and the other maids who were present.


  「Bel, Edi, and everyone else! We are heading to the library to look for some stories that might serve as a source of inspiration here! We are not going to give up on the idea of maids being the main theme of the story! Now, if any one of you thinks that you might have some good idea that we can use, just come forth and say it! It doesn’t matter what kind of idea it might be! Echo! You are doing more than enough of a good job at the current moment, so I just want you to continue with your research and interviews as you were up until now!」


  And then, after pointing her finger at everyone present in the kitchen, Elizabeth ran out of there and disappeared into the dining room..


  「If Her Majesty is getting so worked up about that matter, then that means that she is raring to make the best performance that ever was. Please, bear that in mind.」


  After saying that, Warspite finished her tea and slowly stood up from her chair.


  「Her Majesty said that she would like to see the elements of you maids that are making you who you are, so it will make the play even better. Even though you are the servants who do not usually get that much place in the spotlight, you are our treasured and important companions who support this Royal Navy behind the scenes with all of your might.」


  After Warspite said that, she stared at Belfast.


  「Belfast, I would also like to request your cooperation for Her Majesty’s sake in this endeavor.」


  Hearing this, Belfast chuckled slightly.


  「Warspite-sama, I honestly think that saying such a thing right now is a little bit too late, wouldn’t you agree?」


  After all, Warspite was talking to someone who was so used to granting Her Majesty’s requests all the time and assisting her in many different endeavors and matters that Belfast thought it was only natural that she was going to help with this stage play as well.


  Hearing that, Warspite also smiled and nodded her head in agreement.


  「…… Yes. Yes, I guess that you are right.」


  After saying that, Warspite politely bowed down her head and left the kitchen as well.


  「Oh my, it’s true. It would seem that Echo was only writing about Edinburgh in her memos.」


  A voice suddenly muttered behind everyone’s backs, and Belfast turned herself around to see what it was all about.


  When Belfast looked behind her, Newcastle was flipping through Echo’s notepad.


  After thinking about it for a while, she slowly raises her head and rolls back to Belfast.


  「But this here is…… Yes, that’s right, Echo-san has covered the daily life and work of a maid in a surprisingly great amount of detail. In addition, she has even written down the characteristics of each and every one of the maid shipgirls who worked in the kitchen this morning…… I must admit, it is actually kind of embarrassing to be reading about myself in such great detail from someone else’s observations.」


  Saying that, Newcastle chuckled slightly.


  「Speaking of which, Belfast. Did you notice that Her Majesty and Warspite-sama overlooked one important thing in their impressions of reading Echo’s notepad?」


  「Something important? Like what?」


  「This is about that part when Her Majesty said that the impressions that one might have after reading through those memos won’t be helpful in conjuring up a compelling story for a play. Well, since you are really smart and have a great intuition, I guess that you are going to find it out sooner rather than later.」


  Hearing Newcastle’s words, Belfast thought for a short moment.


  

  * * *


  If there was such a word that was mentioned in the conversation that they had just a moment ago ——


  「…… That would have to be ‘everyday’, huh?」


  Newcastle smiled brightly. Apparently Belfast must have hit the proverbial nail to the head.


  「Yes, that’s right. For anyone who is familiar with our line of work, it might actually seem plain and uninteresting. And if you want to use such everyday life as a setting in a stage play, the resulting story is not going to be enough to dramatize it just by depicting “the ordinary life that exists in that specific setting. When I saw this memo notepad, I felt that what we should try to depict should be something alongside the lines of: “extraordinary things that happened suddenly.」


  「So, perhaps something alongside the lines of: ‘In the midst of a continuous, steady daily life…… an extraordinary event happened completely out of the blue.」


  「That’s right. How many extraordinary events have happened to you in the days you have spent in this Home Port, Belfast?」


  Newcastle asked Belfast that question while she was cleaning the cups of tea that both Elizabeth and Warspite have drunk from.


  「I think that if you were to dig into your memories of those experiences and connect them together into one narrative, you will surely find some kind of episode that will be worthy of adapting it into a stage play for sure.」


  「An episode……」


  Belfast slowly thought about what she was saying, staring at Newcastle’s back as she fluttered toward the sink.


  「…… stemming from some sort of extraordinary event or happening, huh?」


  * * *


  After that, the interviews conducted by Echo continued, and by the time the small Destroyer was done, it was already around 8:00 p.m.


  At last, the day’s work of the members of the Maid Corps, as per usual, was about to come to an end.


  「Working in the Maid Corps…… It’s actually really hard, isn’t it?」


  Echo slipped a notepad under her arm once again, which had grown thicker as she wrote down even more details of today’s activities. Then, she let out a tired sigh.


  「Echo, if you are going to go and visit Her Majesty, I will go with you now.」


  Once everyone was about to wrap things up and go back to their rooms Edinburgh addressed Echo like that.


  After Belfast finished her last task for the day, which was checking the inventory of spices they had at hand, she let out a short sigh as well.


  「Nee-san. It seems that Her Majesty and Warspite-sama were finally able to return to their rooms a while ago, so I think that it would honestly be for the best if you were to do that tomorrow morning.」


  「O-Oh, ah, well…… Yeah, I guess you’re right.」


  After the two of them left the kitchen, Elizabeth and Warspite seemingly went to the library where they were indulging themselves in various books about fairy tales and legends since ancient times. However, apparently they were still unable to find anything that could be used for a stage play, and they said that they were planning to shut herself in the library until noon tomorrow.


  When Belfast returned to her room after the dinner cleanup was over, she was worried that the two of them might be very tired the next day when they would be done with their research.


  「Bel. I was thinking you know…… Since Her Majesty is having such a hard time with that script…… How about we lend her a hand with that?」


  Belfast nodded her head hearing Edinburgh’s concerned words.


  「Yes. I was just about to do that, too.」


  Then, she called out to the members of the Maid Corps squad who also had just finished their work.


  「Everyone, can I have a moment of your time, please?」


  The maids, who were just about to return to their rooms for the day, gathered to see what was going on.


  「Right now, Her Majesty and Warspitet-sama are looking for materials for our stage play to be performed at the School Festival. I think everyone knows about that because they were interviewed by Echo today for that very purpose.」


  She then remembered what Newcastle said to her at noon.


  What is needed here is a story that is not ordinary, but extraordinary instead.


  「Since it’s going to take them a long time, we also wanted to find something useful for His Majesty and others here. Why don’t you try looking for something like that? Of course, if you’re tired, I won’t force you to assist me with that. If you are interested, however, I would like you to stay here and tell me about some interesting episodes that happened in the past around you.」


  「Well then, Kent will stay here and help!」


  Hearing Belfast’s call, Kent came first, holding a chair and sitting down on it.


  「If Kent stays, then so do I~.」


  In the same way, when Suffolk came to Belfast with a chair in her hand, other maids who were interested also came in droves.


  As a result, most of the shipgirls stayed in the kitchen, and Belfast once again thanked everyone.


  「Thank you so much, everyone. I do realize that we all need to get up early tomorrow, but even so, you have all chosen to stay here with me. I appreciate that.」


  「Of course. Think nothing of it.」


  Curlew, who chose to stay here alongside her sister ship Curacoa, answered her curtly.


  「We are all serving here as the members of the Maid Corps here. In order to serve the Royal Navy as best as we possibly can, if there is anything we can do to help you, it is our duty to respond in kind to it.」


  「I see that you are as stubborn as ever. All that you have to do here is to simply ask for help, and you will receive it from us.」


  Seeing her expressionless sister’s attitude, Curacoa puffed her cheeks out in apparent dissatisfaction.


  It was also then, at that exact time that Bel-chan noticed that Sheffield was also here, right behind everyone gathered.


  「Oh, Sheffi-san! I did not know that you were also staying here right now.」


  「No, because I was not staying. I was simply trying to organize the equipment here at the current moment. Just that.」


  Saying that, Sheffield opened the cleaning utensils closet and started to rummage through its contents with a loud clutter.


  「I-Is that so……?」


  Taking a quick glance at Bel-chan, Sheffield put her hand back in the cleaning tools closet and began to speak as if she was talking to o herself, the clattering sound being even louder now.


  「I don’t know what those ‘Episodes’ that you are talking about are, but, well…… Let’s see……」


  Then, taking out the buckets, bottles of detergents and mops, she inspected them all and started to put them back into the closet one by one.


  「I thought it was really interesting when Belfast came to the kitchen on the very first day of her holiday leave, purely out of habit, like it was a normal working day for her.」


  Then, all of a sudden, she began to mercilessly expose precious blunders from Belfast’s past.


  「S-Sheffi? P-Please, if you are going to speak on the subject, then I would like you to tell us your own stories.」


  「Ah! If that’s the case, then there is a certain episode that this here Kent will probably never forget. You see, there was this one time when I tried to carry way too many plates back to the kitchen all at once, I piled them up way too high. And when the plate towers were about to collapse, the Head Maid rushed to my help and saved the day — — 」


  「Umm, Kent-san……? We were supposed to talk about our own episodes, mind you……」


  「I don’t know if it will be anything worthy of adapting into a stage play, but I surely remember that time when the Head Maid was struck with a fever!」


  When Suffolk started saying that, Belfast happened to remember that incident, after which she simply gave up and let out a sigh filled with resignation.


  Edinburgh clapped her hands together with an expression as if she just made a great discovery.


  「Oh, I see how it is! Normally, Bel is the perfect and impeccable image of a Head Maid, so that’s how everyone tends to remember her.」


  「And believe me, it is really something to have such a perfect Head Maid as one’s little sister……」


  However, starting from the moment that Belfast arrived at the Home Port for the very first time, and the moment she assumed the position of the Head Maid —— ever since then it was one extraordinary event after another that was happening to her and the entire Maid Corps. And it just so happened that those ‘Episodes’ of theirs have become the subject of various gossip around the factions of the Home Port.


  

  * * *


  Starting with that time when Warspite visited the kitchen in order to make some scones for Queen Elizabeth, almost ended up burning the entire kitchen and Belfast had to tutor her on how to do it right.
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  Or that one time in winter when Bel-chan found a small bird outside and nursed it back to health, releasing it back into the wild.


  Or that one time when Belfast with the help of Warspite decorated the entire kitchen with Christmas lights and decorations as a present to all other maids for Christmas.


  Or that one time when Kent and Suffolk got into a fight when they were supposed to be taking care of the flower beds, and Suffolk ended up suffering from amnesia as a result.


  Or that one time when the Royal Maids were invited to take part in the ball and the tea party organized by the representatives of Iris Libre, and they ended up taking a commemorative photo while all wearing formal dresses.


  There was also this one time that Belfast went away to that spa and hot springs resort for her holiday, and what she did back there was also a cause for some people to be smiling in a nostalgic way.


  「OK, let’s rock our brains here for a second! Come to think of it, there was this one time when Sirius was supposed to make pancakes, but she served them really petite to everyone!」


  Sirius, who was standing right by the door leading to the kitchen, looked up when Kent suddenly turned the conversation over towards her and bowed her head down in apology.


  「Ah! T-That was because I was so worried about screwing the pancakes up, so I just kept on taste-testing them over and over again, until I eventually ran out of ingredients to make them! So, for everyone to have their share, I just had to make them really petite like that……」


  Amidst a sudden burst of honest and warm laughter from everyone present within the kitchen, Echo scribbled furiously on the pages of her notepad in order to get all those aforementioned “episodes” down, without missing even a single detail.


  「Come on now, Echo. You don’t have to write that much in that notepad of yours! Surely you must be tired from writing so much all day, aren’t you?」


  But even though Edinburgh said so to Echo, her hand did not stop moving, her pen gliding over the surface of the notepad’s pages, with no sign that she would stop anytime soon.


  「No, I want to keep on writing as much as possible! Perhaps something from those pages is going to provide us with a precious hint! I can feel it!」


  While Belfast was listening to such an exchange between the two of them,


  「Come to think of it, Halloween was an exceptionally tough time, wasn’t it?」


  As Suffolk suddenly remembered the events that transpired at that time, she added her fill to the brainstorming session.


  「The true identity of the candy thief was actually a bunch of Manjuus who decided to pull a prank on everyone and dress up as a ghost maid.」


  「No, Suffolk, you actually got that part wrong, you know? That was never a ghost maid to begin with, but rather a Scarecrow, a shipgirl that never even got to be.」


  It was at that exact moment, when that name was mentioned, that something akin to an electric current ran through Belfast’s head, as if something had just clicked inside of her mind.


  「What you said just now…… 」


  Belfast at that moment thought that she was hit with a similar feeling just the other day.


  Belfast looked down towards the ground for a moment, trying to remember when it was and what it was all about.


  「That was…… when I was inside of the auditorium.」


  Yesterday, when she and Edinburgh were called by Elizabeth to go to the auditorium, and at that time when they were told about the stage play.


  —— There is no other choice but to make the stage play with the maids as its main theme!


  When Belfast heard those exact words, there was a certain thought that occurred to her at that time.


  And it was the exact same feeling as the one that she felt at that time before, around the Halloween period.


  「…… The Ghost Maid, huh?」


  「Hm? What’s wrong, Bel?」


  Edinburgh called out to Belfast anxiously, seeing that her little sister was lost so deep in her thoughts.


  「It’s about the Ghost Maid, Nee-san.」


  It was then that Belfast finally raised her head up and looked at Edinburgh.


  「Everyone, there is something that I would like to share with you all. It is something that struck me from the words that Suffolk-san just said. Will you please listen to what I have to say?」


  Seeing Belfast, who suddenly spoke to everyone with a serious expression on her face, the maids who had been chatting until just now turned their gazes towards her, wondering what exactly was going on.


  「This is related to the case of the Halloween candy thief we had here last year. At first, we misunderstood the entire situation and we thought that the Home Port was being haunted by the mysterious Ghost Maid. Isn’t that right?」


  When Belfast asked the rest of the maids for confirmation, everyone nodded their heads with dubious expressions.


  「However, in reality, it was the Manjuus who were just dressed up as a Ghost Maid, who was fashioned by the prototype shipgirl called Scarecrow. The Ghost Maid, who was rumored to have appeared in the Home Port, was originally a ghost who would perform good deeds and would not perform any mischief, not wanting anything for her services.」


  「What are you trying to say by that, Belfast?」


  Sheffield turned her face over towards the Head Maid as she closed shut the cleaning tools closet.


  「It’s just that, I have been thinking, is all. In the first place, I would like to find out who this mysterious Ghost Maid really was and why would ever rumors about her start in the first place. There must have been some sort of catalyst for that to happen.」


  「So in other words, you wish to find the roots of the legend about the Ghost Maid?」


  Newcastle, who was watching the scene develop while staying completely quiet,instinctively asked for the confirmation of her own theory.


  「Yes, that’s right. According to Erebus-sama, the Ghost Maid may have once lived in this very Home Port. In other words, if we trace the roots of this Ghost Maid person, who is also supposed to be our predecessor in a sense, I honestly think that it has a potential to be the kind of a maid story that Her Majesty is so desperately looking for right about now.」


  At any rate, the entire Ghost Maid story that they were talking about now was still only a rumor at its very core. And it might have been nothing more but that, just a mere rumor.


  But, at the same time Belfast felt that it was something more to that. That there was something about the Ghost Maid, some sort of an episode, that must have made it possible for her to have an impact on so many other and different people. She was sure of it. I’m sure there must be an episode in the ghost maid that will have an impact on many people.


  Now it was only a matter of actually confirming it.


  * * *


  It was late at night right about now, and the maids were still wondering what it was that they should be doing about the situation that arose on their hands.


  But in the end, whatever it would be that they would choose to do, they would need to act fast if they were going to use the knowledge that they would obtain to help Elizabeth and Warspite out in their predicament.


  It took her a while to figure out, but once Belfast finally made up her mind about what it was that she wanted to do, she immediately rushed towards the desolated hut right behind the Royal Navy’s dormitory, the one in which Erebus and her friends were all dwelling.


  The ones who chose to accompany Belfast in this particular outing were Edinburgh, Bel-chan, and Echo.


  Leaving through the back door of the kitchen right away, after a short trek they all reached Erebus’s hut. And they could see from the outside that the lights inside of the hut were still lit up.


  Belfast then stepped forward and arrived at the hut’s door, knocking onto it in a polite way.


  「Erebus-sama. I am sorry for disturbing you in the middle of the night like that. Please forgive us for the sudden visit.」


  When she called out in the direction of the door and waited for a while, she could then hear the sound of a click and the key being rotated in the lock, the door eventually opening.


  

  * * *


  「Please excuse the sudden intrusion.」


  When the three of them went inside of the hut, Erebus was resting her chin on the armrest of the sofa in the back of the room.


  As for who it was who opened the door for them, it must have been Terror, because she was the one who was standing the closest to it at the current moment.


  「I wonder, are all maids staying up so late every day? That’s a no-good habit to develop, you know?」


  「Erebus-sama, we have come here because we have something that we want to ask of you. Please tell me, do you remember last year’s Halloween?」


  「Yes, I do remember that matter quite clearly. What about it? Is there something wrong? Did something happen again?」


  「Ah! I know! Could it be that the Ghost Maid made her appearance once more!?」


  When Belfast heard a voice from her side and turned around, Vampire was sitting on a chair with several cards in her hands, looking straight at the newly come guests.


  When she checked the pattern of the cards that were lined up on the table in front of her, they looked awfully like tarot cards.


  「No, I am afraid that this is not the case here this time around, Vampire-san. Actually, I came here because I had a question about the origin story of the Ghost Maid.」


  「Oh, something like that, huh? Well, talk about boring.」


  Vampire,, who has seemingly lost her interest in the case at hand, resumed playing with the cards she was holding onto.


  After staring at her figure for a moment or two, Belfast looked at Erebus once again.


  「When I spoke to you here about the Ghost Maid before, you said that rumors of the Ghost Maid were passed down from fortune-telling activities and gossip around the Home Port. Erebus-sama, in the first place, don’t you know who the Ghost Maid really was?」


  Erebus slowly shook her head in denial.


  「…… Unfortunately, I know almost nothing about that matter, aside from the fact that it originated as a rumor. It was already in circulation by the time I first arrived at the Home Port but I personally never bothered to investigate it in greater detail.」


  「But if the Ghost Maid really existed here in the past, is there a way to find out about her?」


  「If it’s a ‘shipgirl’ that has arrived at this Home Port, then there should be a book somewhere around the library that contains past enrollment data among the books that are prohibited to take out. But it will be very difficult to find such a shipgirl through that method alone, are you aware of that?」


  「Yes. And I am prepared to search for her for as long as it will be needed.」


  Hearing those words, Erebus frowned her brows.


  「I want you to answer me a certain question, too. Why are you bringing up the Ghost Maid again now?」


  Belfast began to explain what had happened so far.


  At this year’s School Festival, the Royal Navy is going to be putting on a stage play.


  But it was difficult to find the right materials for the script for that very purpose.


  Then Belfast remembered about the Ghost Maid, and she thought that they could use that subject as a hint to create an interesting stage play story.


  After Belfast told Erebus everything that she knew,


  「If that’s the case, then let me help you, too.」


  Saying that, Erebus stood up from the sofa.


  「The past enrollment data is a very large file, so if you are going to hunt one specific entry down, it’s better to gather as many people as possible for that purpose.


  「Erebus-sama, does that mean you will help me look up the enrollment data?」


  「No, at least not quite. But I am going to assist you in a different way. Honestly speaking, this whole matter began to interest me once more.」


  Saying that, Erebus left the sofa and crawled under the table where Vampire was currently sitting.


  「Noo! Erebus, you perv~!」


  「Can you please be silent for a moment?」


  Erebus dismissed the words of Vampire sitting in the chair and let her hands slide all over the floor. Then her right hand stopped at a certain place as if it was caught in something that was there.


  「Here it is.」


  Saying that, the moment her right hand grabbed something and pulled it, the floor beneath the table opened to the side, as if there was some sort of mechanism or contraption there.


  Belfast was not the only one who was surprised to see something like that here.


  「Wait just a minute, Erebus. What the hell is this!?」


  「What the hell is this? Have you never seen an entrance to the basement before?」


  「That’s not what I’m talking about here! Why does it look like that!? And why is it so concealed!? And how come I don’t know anything about it!?」


  「You don’t know because I chose not to tell you.」


  With that curt answer just like that, Erebus looked at Belfast.


  「Actually, it seems that someone used this hut before we decided to live here. The basement must have been originally used as a storeroom, and a lot of antique things can be found there, all covered in dust.」


  「So that means, Erebus-sama, that you have found out that there is something in the basement that has something to do with the Ghost Maid?」


  Belfast seriously doubted that Erebus and her company managed to find something while they were trying to clean the place up. So it was way more probable that they were actually looking for something.


  「But then, how do you know that there is going to be some sort of a clue located in this very basement, Erebus-sama?」


  「Just wait a moment. You are going to see it for yourself.」


  Erebus crawled into the cellar, and she soon returned with something white in her hands.


  「It’s because I found this thing before.」


  Seeing what that “thing” was, Belfast involuntarily held her breath.


  「No way……」


  Not only Belfast, but also Edinburgh and Bel-chan seemed to be at a loss for words.


  What Erebus was holding in her hands was a white prim that had been left in the basement for many years and covered in a thick layer of dust.


  「The white prim that some maid must have been wearing on her head during her stay at the Home Port…… It might be just a coincidence, but maybe the Ghost Maid really existed.」


  Erebus said that as if she was somehow amused by her own words.


  Chapter 2: The Ghost Maid


  There were only eighteen days left until the start of the School Festival.


  「 —— Your Highness, I really think that it is the high time for you to take a break. See? It’s already noon!」


  The one to address Elizabeth in such a way was none other than Warspite, while casting a sideways glance at Her Majesty from across the piles of books that were placed on top of the reading table. The two of them had shut themselves in the Home Port’s Great Library, and were researching various topics that could be used for the purpose of the creation of the script of a stage play.


  「Ever since this early morning, we have been reading various books, but none of them had any information that would make it worthy of using them as a theme in our upcoming stage play.」


  As for Warspite, for a while now she has been engrossed in studying the contents of the book titled “Keep Garriba Close At Hand”.


  「Not to mention…… It should go without saying, but staying here and doing nothing but reading ,without any proper break or a meal to sustain ourselves, is only going to put our health at jeopardy.」


  「We should be pretty much okay if we skip a meal once or twice. You are being overly dramatic, Warspite.」


  Elizabeth took her eyes off of the “King Arthur’s Legend” book that she was holding in her hands and stared at Warspite for a moment.


  「Besides, we have only eighteen days left until the School Festival, give or take? I knew it, our Royal Navy is falling behind other factions way too much. We need to hurry to make up for that loss……」


  At that exact time, Elizabeth’s stomach let out a loud and long grumble, as if manifesting how badly it demanded food right now.


  「T-That was not me just now! No, absolutely it was not me! That was…… Oh yeah! Animals! There must be some wild animals out there somewhere! Yes, that’s it!」


  「I-It’s okay, Your Majesty! There is nothing for you to worry about! I did not hear anything! And I surely did not hear the sound of someone’s stomach grumbling just now! Of course, it was not me, either!」


  Warspite screamed those words out loud with a face as bright and red as a beet. As Warspite gradually calmed herself down, the entrance to the grand library opened, and Belfast and all the other maids came inside without a moment’s delay.


  「… Bel? And you all? What happened? What are you all doing here? What about your chores and other jobs? Is the dorm going to be okay with so many maids out at a single time?」


  「You see, Your Majesty, we have actually finished our assigned work a little bit early and made some time in the afternoon to find some clues that could be used as material for the script that you wish to write. And we do believe that we might have actually found something worth pursuing.」


  And just like that, Belfast confided in Elizabeth the story of the Ghost Maid that they were currently investigating.


  What was surprising was that even Elizabeth, who was giving an impression that as the leader of the Royal Navy she would never actually bother herself with superstitions and rumors like that, had heard rumors of the Ghost Maid on more than once occasion out there.


  「Hmm, I see. So, in other words, what you are trying to say here is that you are now going to investigate the story behind the Ghost Maid’s origins, is that correct?」


  「Yes, Your Majesty. That’s right. We believe that once we are going to uncover the full story behind that character, it will be something that is going to be quite inspirational for the Royal Navy’s stage play.」


  「Anyways, a ghost maid who commits good deeds, huh……? I don’t know if someone like that really existed or not, but at the very least this seems like a good idea to me! Let’s investigate this matter deeply and uncover the truth behind it!」


  When Elizabeth burst into a smile like that, Belfast then turned to her fellow members of the Maid Corps and said,


  「Everyone, in order to investigate the origin of the Ghost Maid, let’s go through all the enrollment data that we can find in this library, and let me know if you have any concerns or leads.」


  Everyone answered with “Yes, Ma’am!” at the same time, and the search for the intel began all at once.


  「As for you, Your Majesty and Warspite-sama, I want you to use that moment to take a much needed rest.」


  When Belfast said so, next it was Kent who pushed the serving cart in front of Elizabeth as she came over.


  「It’s lunch time! Your Majesty and Warspite-sama, surely you must be hungry by now?」


  What was placed on top of the serving cart were bowls of warm soup accompanied with freshly baked bread. Warm soup and bread were lined up on the cart.


  「You guys, you do really know when to show up and how to convince someone! I will give you that! But I would also expect no less from my capable maids!」


  Elizabeth said while gleefully swallowing her saliva when the scent of the soup reached her nose.


  「However, please bear that in mind, Your Majesty. Eating or drinking is strictly prohibited in this place, so please go and eat your lunch in the rest room at the back.」


  When Belfast pointed to the location of the rest room with her right hand, Warspite’s expression softened considerably.


  「I’m sorry, Belfast. For making you go out of your way for our sake.」


  After seeing the two of them off with a bright smile, Belfast began searching for enrollment data, just like Erebus instructed her.


  She decided to start with the unexamined bookshelf, when suddenly the White Prim that Erebus had shown her last night inside of her hut flickered in her mind.


  —— Ghost Maid really does exist.


  Thinking that, Belfast picked up a book at random.


  For a while, she was browsing through its contents, which was a detailed description of the careers of the various “shipgirls” that had served in the Home Port in the past.


  「…… It looks like it’s not in this book.」


  After reading through all of its contents, Belfast looked at the clock that was located on the wall.


  It took her about fifteen minutes just to check one book.


  It was about two o’clock before the maids here returned to the kitchen in order to prepare dinner for today.


  The number of registered data was simply far too large to browse through it in one sitting, and even considering the number of the maids that comprised this search party, by the time the two hours mark had already passed the search was far from being over.


  「It looks like I will have to come here at night and maybe stay here……」


  While thinking that it was going to be a long and strenuous search before they would be able to find what they were looking for, Belfast finished checking four different books.


  「—— Did you understand that? Listen, if any of you happens to find something that is going to look even remotely like a lead to you, let me know immediately.」


  It was at that moment that Sheffield’s voice came out from behind Belfast’s back, and when she looked back, she could see that Sheffield had brought a whole bunch of Meowofficers into the library, and they were swarming at Sheffield’s feet.


  「Alright, go now!」


  When Sheffield said that and waved her hand down, the Meowofficers all headed towards the bookshelves and began flipping through the enrollment data books one by one.


  「Sheffy, what is the meaning of this?」


  Surprised, Belfast put the book back on the shelf and rushed over to Sheffield’s side.


  「I thought that we might want to use all the manpower we can get to get this thing over with as soon as possible, so I also thought of borrowing some cat power as well.」


  The way in which Sheffield said that with a perfectly expressionless face made it really hard to discern whether she was actually joking or being serious here.


  「Well, yes, while it is true that the more hands you have, the better, but…… How the hell did you manage to bring all those little ones all the way here?」


  Sheffield then looked up at the Meowofficers’ direction while brushing her hair slightly with her hand she then let out a sigh.


  「I just asked them to help me out a little bit. That’s all. As for why they decided to do that…… I don’t really care all that much.」


  And then, she added after a brief pause.


  

  * * *


  「As it turns out, those little ones, they were developed with the intent of serving as the Commander’s assistant units to some extent, so they have learned letters to some extent as well, so I thought they would be perfect for searching for materials.」


  Saying that, Sheffield joined in on the search for the book that they were all looking for in the same way as the Meowofficers did.


  Now, even though Belfast was really curious as to what the history that Sheffield had with the Meowofficers was, there was simply no time to dwell on that. So, Belfast picked up the next book once again without hearing any more details about what had happened between Sheffield and the Meowofficers and got back to work.


  And when she was finished with checking the sixth book,


  「Belfast-nee-sama!!」


  Bel-chan suddenly looked all flustered for some reason, and she came over towards where Belfast was with a large book in hand from one of the back shelves.


  「Bel-chan, the shelf in the back is not the one that holds the register data, you know?」


  「Yes! I know that, but for some reason…… But this! Please take a look at this!」


  For some reason, what Bel-chan handed Belfast was a torn and tattered picture book.


  「The Meowofficer named Bugles was looking through the shelves when he found some children’s book that was placed by mistake there, and it brought it to me.」


  Belfast still had her doubts about Bel-chan’s words, but it was all dispersed when she saw the cover of that picture book. It caused her whole body to freeze in place on the spot. Because the cover had a picture of a maid on it.


  「This picture right here —— Is that a Maid in it?」


  The appearance of the maid drawn on the cover was done in crayon, and it was very crude and not all that cute.


  Right next to the maid was also a girl wearing a pendant with a blue stone placed on it. That girl was holding onto the maid’s hand, but for some reason the girl was looking away from the drawn maid, as if she was embarrassed by this situation.


  The title of that picture book was “The Noble Maid”.


  It looked like a hand-made picture book, and the reason why it was so damaged was probably because it was not properly bound or prepared to be protected from the elements.


  「Nee-sama, do you think that this book might contain some sort of a clue as to the origin of the Ghost Maid?」


  「……Maybe so. It would certainly look that way.」


  Belfast nodded her head in agreement, although she was feeling confused for the moment.


  Ever since Belfast saw that white prim that Erebus procured from the basement of her hut, there was a lingering suspicion in Belfast’s mind that the Ghost Maid might have really existed. And seeing that tattered picture book, it might have been the thing that started the Ghost Maid rumors in the first place.


  So, Belfast decided to gather all those who were searching for clues around the library at once.


  They had less than thirty minutes for their search before they would have to get back to their assigned duties, but that was beside the point for now.


  Because Belfast could not get herself rid off of the feeling that this picture book contained the precious clue to the truth behind the Ghost Maid. And it was something that they could not omit.


  * * *


  「Everyone, I do realize that we do not have much time left, but please take a look at this.」


  When everyone was gathered in the area where various books in the library were lined up on top of the table, Belfast made everyone sit in chairs and showed them the cover of the picture book that Bel-chan found.


  「Please have a look at this picture book.」


  「You believe that it might hold some sort of a clue as to the origin of the Ghost Maid story!?」


  Elizabeth opened her mouth as she exclaimed in shock.


  「We do not know that for sure at that current moment, but the picture on the cover is that of a maid and a girl from the family in which that maid must have presumably served. Over time, it was badly damaged considering its age, but it might also be because the past Destroyers either handed the book poorly or did not know how to put it together right. At least, that’s our working theory for now.」


  Among the various Destroyers of the Home Port, there are quite a lot of shipgirls whose personalities reflect their young appearances, so it was quite possible that a situation like this could happen with this book.


  「Anyways, I assume that you have not checked the contents of the book as of yet…… Alright! Belfast, could you please read the text out of this picture book?」


  As Warspite suggested that action to Belfast, the Head Maid placed her fingers carefully on the cover of the book and started to open it up.


  Just then, Erebus and Terror also came to the library to see what was going on. Seeing Belfast trying to read a picture book, both of them quietly sat down on a nearby chair so as to not to make any more noise than necessary.


  「“When the rays of sun were starting to warm up, a very serious, hard-working maid came to our Home Port. Her name was —-」


  For a moment out there Belfast stood silent, and then she raised her head up from the picture book with a worried expression.


  「…… The characters here are almost completely unreadable because they are faded or covered with stains or something similar. I cannot even read the names of the characters on those pages, it’s just way too intelligible ……」


  Saying that, Belfast turned the book and showed its contents to everyone gathered in the library. When they all saw it, the letters truly looked bleak and messed up, to the point that it was almost impossible to decipher one character from the other.


  「If you look at the pictures, you can understand what they are doing to some extent, so I will try to supplement the parts that I can’t read from now on with my own assumptions. But please don’t assume it will be totally accurate. Is that okay with everyone?」


  The first page was a picture of a maid girl holding a bag and standing at the harbor’s pier.


  「Well… with this kind of content, I guess that it simply cannot be helped, right?」


  Elizabeth took a look at the bleaked and stained letters for a moment before letting out a groan of dissatisfaction.


  「Y-Yeah, this looks really difficult to decipher, no matter how you look at it? What is even that first letter? How do you spell it? Is it “Y”? Or is it “T”, perhaps?」


  Edinburgh also tried squinting her eyes through her glasses and staring at the word that was most probably supposed to be the maid’s name, but she eventually gave up on that idea because no matter how long she would stare at the letters, she was unable to make anything sensible out of it.


  「If we can’t read it either way, how about we give our Ghost Maid a temporary name ourselves?」


  Belfast thought for a moment, before eventually agreeing with Kent’s words.


  「That’s actually something that I wanted to propose as well. Let’s think of a good name, shall we?」


  「Preferably, let’s make it something cute for simplicity’s sake. Like, Mont Blanc, or Chocolate, or something alongside those lines.」


  Suffolk gulped hard as she spoke those words.


  「To my understanding, the model for the Ghost Maid was some form of a Bound Spirit, so how about we call her Zashikiwarashi-chan for the time being? At the very least, that’s what I heard from Sakura Empire girls, they call being like that with that word.」


  Hearing Curacoa’s proposal, Carlew bluntly followed along.


  「Apparently the Dragon Empery faction has a similar term for a bound spirit in their own folklore, but even though it might be on point, Nee-san, I’m afraid that your proposal is going to be rejected.


  「Oh my, Curlew? Mind telling me why?」


  「It’s simple: because that name is not cute at all.」


  Taking the current situation into account, that was actually a very solid and valid opinion.


  As everyone else suggested one name after another, Belfast suddenly noticed that there was also some other name that was written on the back cover of the picture book she was holding in her hands.


  Like all the other contents of the book, it was almost impossible to read, but it seems that it was the name of the author who wrote this very picture book.


  She then tried flipping through some of the pages.


  

  * * *


  It took her a moment, but eventually Belfast stopped her hand at a certain page.


  「…… Ah.」


  It was a picture where the image of the kitchen was drawn.


  It seems to be the exact same kitchen as the one that was installed inside of the Royal Navy’s dormitory, but even if some of the details were different or no longer there, the resemblance was really striking.


  「——Belfast」


  Before the Head Maid even knew it, Erebus was standing right in front of her and calling out to her.


  Right behind Erebus, there was still a heated debate over the topic of the name that the Ghost Maid should be given for the time being.


  「If you guys are going to make choosing a name so god-damn difficult, then how about we just call the Ghost Maid “Yuu” or “Rei”, huh? That should pretty much do it, wouldn’t you agree?」


  In response to Erebus’ proposal, Belfast nodded her head while closing the picture book.


  「Yes, I suppose that this is a valid argument. However, if we were to call her “Yuu”, I am afraid that a name like this would overlap too much with both Unicorn-san and her beloved Yu-chan.」


  「Well, in that case, it’s going to be either “Boo” or “Rei”. Let’s just limit our choices to those two and do not waste any more time on this pointless subject.」


  As Belfast agreed to that idea, the dinner time was less than ten minutes away.


  Surely there was not much time left for pointless deliberations like that.


  「Everyone! Please listen to me for a moment! That’s enough of the name discussion for now! For the time being, this Ghost Maid’s name will be tentatively established as “Boo-san!” until further notice!」


  What resulted from that announcement was a loud chorus of disappointment and complaints, but even in the midst of it all, Belfast simply carried on.


  It took her a moment to connect all of the readable parts together, but eventually she managed to accomplish just that. And after she was done deciphering the text, the continuation of it was probably something alongside the lines of:


  ——Well then, today, Boo-san came to the HomePort in order to assume her post as a maid here. Although she is quite the hard worker, she can be really clumsy at times, and she always gets into trouble with things like cleaning the laundry and cooking. However, because of her kind and lovable personality, people tend to overlook her shortcomings and just pin it under the “Ah well, since it’s Boo-san, I guess it cannot be helped”. She is living her life in the Home Port while being loved by many people all around us.


  And then, it happened on a day just like any other day.


  A new “shipgirl” has arrived at the Home Port——


  After reading up to that point, Belfast raised her head and said,


  「Apparently, this “other shipgirl” is the other girl on the cover of the book.」


  「…Then, should we not refer to that girl as “Rei” for simplicity’s sake?」


  There was no particular objection to Erebus’ remark, so Belfast continued to read on.


  —— Rei-san was a type of a “shipgirl” called a Capital Ship, and had a real peerage rank above everyone else. Rei-san severely would always severely criticize Boo-san, who was still as sloppy when it came to doing her job as ever.


  「How come no one ever gets angry with such a useless maid like you!? I will never get along with such a failure of a maid! Not in a million years!」


  At first, Rei-san was really stubborn and pungent about certain things, but as time went by, she was gradually swept away and won over by Boo-san’s kindhearted nature and soft air about her.


  「Wait! Please wait just a moment, Rei-ojou-sama!」


  「I told you to stop following me like that!」


  Such an exchange between the two became a very heartwarming spectacle, and a regular occurrence around the Home Port. The two of them gradually became irreplaceable best friends as they spent their days together pretty much all the time ——


  「…… Somehow, I think that the relationship that those two had going on for them was a very cute one.」


  Bel-chan let those words out after a moment of silence, voicing her honest impressions here.


  「Yes, you can definitely say that again. Somehow, listening to their story makes me feel all happy inside for some bizarre reason. Also, for some reason I can see a whole lot of similarities to Belfast and Edinburgh with those two.」


  「Hm? What was that? Did you say something?」


  「N-No! Nothing! Nothing at all!」


  Hearing the other maids shriek those words in a panic, Belfast chuckled slightly before she eventually cast her gaze down at the picture book once again.


  —— While it was true that this Boo-san was bearing some sort of resemblance to Edinburgh, at least character-wise, Belfast deliberately chose not to comment on that subject at all.


  Thinking just like that, Belfast turned the next page, and what she saw there was……


  「This is……」


  Unintentionally becoming at a loss for words, Belfast’s expression turned rather surprised and sour.


  「…… Huh? What happened, Bel?」


  Elizabeth asked her that, seeing her expression.


  「No, it’s nothing, Your Majesty. It’s just that the next pages are the continuation of the previous subject —— 」


  —— On one day, Rei-san was ordered to leave the Home Port for a few days due to a temporary return order from the main Royal Islands.


  He seemed to be really happy when Boo-san came to see her off with a smile on her face as usual.


  A few days later, even when it was time for Rei-san to return to the Home Port, Rei-san did not return.


  Boo-san tried her best to be cheerful, and she tried to spend her everyday life as usual. But even so, everyone could see that she was going to the pier every single day, desperately awaiting her friend’s return.


  In the Home Port, uneasy voices began to whisper little by little, but Boo-san still believed that she would return someday to the Home Port.


  However, the contact message that came to her was like a nightmare come true.


  Recently, many Sirens have been spotted alongside the sea route that Rei-san and the others took on their way back to the Home Port from the main Royal Navy’s Islands.


  And as for the Sirens, their numbers were so big that it was actually despair-inducing. It was not the kind of force that could be matched with a half-baked patrol force alone. However, that particular sea area was a very important point for the transportation of goods and had to be recaptured at any cost.


  Naturally, emergency orders were also issued to all the shipgirls currently in the Home Port, which included Boo-san as well ——


  「And…… And then what!?」


  Edinburgh asks that question cautiously, holding her hand tightly in front of her chest, looking as though she was trying her best not to yell in desperation to know what happened next.


  Belfast looked at the picture book and slowly shook her head and shifted it towards everyone else to see.


  「…… It’s just as you can see.」


  The next couple of pages had been torn apart by someone.


  「Looking at the scribbles on those pages so far…… I think this is probably the work of the Destroyer girls who were enrolled at the Home Port in the past.」


  All the maids currently present in the library felt at a loss for words.


  Belfast quietly closed the picture book, and Echo cautiously opened her mouth.


  「Boo-san, Rei-san…… I hope that they are alright.」


  「This is……」


  Belfast did not know what to say to that.


  It was a book that carefully and meticulously depicted the relationship between two people who started on bad terms, shifted to being on good terms, but one day they suddenly had to part ways —— And since no one here knew anything about this subject at all, to be perfectly honest, this story could take any turn now and no one would even be that surprised about it.


  「Ahh, umm…… Head Maid?」


  Suffolk then raised her hand.


  「If Boo-san also had received a sortie order, then, umm, then maybe…… It was not just Rei-san that went missing, but Boo-san as well, after that……」


  「Hey! Suffolk, why are you saying such hurtful things all of a sudden!?」


  「B-But…… Considering the war situation at the time, the Sirens clearly had the upper hand by that time!!」


  In response to Kent’s hoarse voice, Suffolk countered with a voice that was on the verge of crying.


  Meanwhile, Belfast stared at the cover of the picture book.


  What was drawn on it was a cute picture of a maid and an aristocratic girl, both looking happy as they were holding each other’s hands.


  「…… Perhaps the two people in this picture book are really ——」


  

  * * *


  Belfast muttered those words to herself as she looked at everyone gathered in front of her.


  「Everyone, please listen to me for a moment. Last night, Erebus-sama showed me an old white prim that she happened to find in the basement of the hut where she is currently living. So I think it is safe to assume that what is written in this picture book can be taken as truth.」


  Inside of the very silent library, the voice of Belfast echoes all over the place.


  「I’m sure…… I’m sure that whatever end they have met, they must have been as happy in real life as they are in this picture book.」


  Belfast did not want the fate of these senpais of theirs, who might have been in this Home Port as the same maids who thought so from the bottom of their hearts, to be so sad and unfortunate.


  「I don’t know what happened next, but…… I’m sure that everything managed to end just fine and that they both lived happily ever after. As they should be.」


  「…… That’s actually a very nice thing of you to say, Belfast.」


  Elizabeth said so after she opened her mouth and slowly came towards the Head Maid.


  「It is exactly as you say, Bel. The two of them lived happily ever after that incident —— What else is there to say about it? And if you don’t know what happens next, that is also not a problem! You just have to make the continuation by yourself!」


  With that being said, Elizabeth snatched the picture book from Belfast’s hands, and then she shouted at everyone present while holding it up high.


  「Do you all get it!? We are going to prove it with a stage play! After spending a happy time together in this Home Port, the rumored Ghost Maid safely completed her mission and returned to the main Royal Island alongside her beloved Rei-san!! Any objections!?」


  Then, Elizabeth snorted and flipped through the pages of the picture book.


  「In general, picture books should be something that give children dreams that they can look forward to in the future! And we are going to have Boo-san meet Rei-san once again, because it is our collective dream to have them happily reunite, isn’t that right!? At least, if I was the author of this picture book, I know that it would be the kind of an ending I would have wanted! And I would not allow for anything else!」


  After she said that, she shoved the picture book right back into Belfast’s hands, and said to her:


  「Don’t worry about a thing, Bel. I am going to write that happy ending that we all want to witness with our own eyes! I promise you this!」


  Elizabeth then grinned broadly, showing her teeth.


  Seeing her wide smile, Belfast naturally burst into a smile as well.


  「…… I guess that you smile really possesses the power to make everyone else smile as well, Your Majesty.」


  「Well, duh! It’s only natural for someone like me!」


  Saying that, Elizabeth turned towards everyone else and proclaimed out loud:


  「Just you wait! Just watch and be amazed! I am going to make the greatest continuation of this story with the most wonderful script ever! That, I promise you right here and right now!」


  When Elizabeth clenched her fist powerfully while raising it in the air, the other maids gave her a big round of applause.


  Belfast was also very touched by Elizabeth’s words, and she clapped her hands as vigorously as everyone else in here.


  Elizabeth must have realized what everyone else was thinking at the moment, and after she picked up on that she chose to act right away. For that, Belfast was really grateful to her.


  「Now then, since our minds are all pretty much made up at this point, the only real thing left for us to do is to act! We are going to have a general meeting as the entire Royal Navy faction tonight right after dinner! I want to explain to everyone what we are going to do and what I want to achieve with that stage play of ours!」


  「H-Huh!? T-Tonight, Y-Your Majesty?」


  Warspite seemed to feel really astonished by the tempo that Elizabeth was trying to establish, and in response Elizabeth thrust her finger right in front of Warspite’s face.


  「A stage play is a grand event where pretty much everyone needs to chip in if we are going to make our vision into a reality! And we need to start getting things done right away, so that we won’t be caught off-guard by running out of time. Because time is a luxury here that we cannot quite afford at this point.」


  After explaining that much to Warspite, Elizabeth turned towards Belfast next.


  「Bel. Tell everyone to wait in the dining hall right after dinner.」


  「Yes, Your Majesty. But, while we are on that particular subject……」


  Belfast spoke up right after a certain thought had come to her mind all of a sudden.


  「…… Hypothetically speaking, if we were to disclose to everyone how the School Festival is going to proceed for this year, assuming that everyone is not already aware of the changes, would it not cause everyone to agree to help us right away?」


  If the Beauty Pageant was to be held as usual, then only the shipgirls that would be the contestants and some of their assistants would be the ones who would be busy with the preparations, and the rest of the shipgirls would just go about their usual routine as if nothing ever changed.


  But for this year’s activity, something quite like that would not be allowed if they were to succeed.


  And in addition, unlike all the other factions out there, they would not have nearly as much time to prepare themselves with their stage play. So they had to make the time that they still had count.


  「Not to mention, in this situation where there is almost no leeway in the preparation period, it seems likely that some children will feel pressed for time and would break under the stress and pressure as a result.」


  「Uuuhhh~…… Yes, I can certainly see something end up happening for sure……」


  While mumbling to herself like that right next to Elizabeth, Warspite folded her hands on her chest and cast her gaze down, as if she was trying to remember something desperately. She then opened her mouth after a moment.


  「Which reminds me, Your Majesty. It would seem that all of the shipgirls will be participating in some way in this year’s School Festival. I have heard that the shipgirls of the Northern Parliament and Dragon Empery factions have each offered their cooperation in the production of the films made by the Eagle Union and the Sakura Empire respectively.」


  「So, does that mean that they are going to make a live action movie and an anime respectively, perhaps? Now I wish that we really knew about this in advance, we could have prepared so much better, and maybe even asked someone else to give us a helping hand as well.」


  Elizabeth let out a long and deep sigh and looked at Belfast with a look of resentment on her face, as envious of the fact that she had prepared in advance for something like this in case of emergency.


  「…… The fact that we are being so pressed for time is entirely my fault, and no one else’s. So it should only be natural that I should be the one to properly explain things to everyone, so that everyone can understand the nature of the predicament that we are currently in. But still…… The most important factor for our success or failure here is going to be the motivation.」


  「Motivation, Your Majesty?」


  「In the end, no matter how much I try to explain things and how well everyone understands it, if everyone is not motivated enough to do this, there is nothing that we can do about it. Everyone must work together here to raise the efficiency in order for us to achieve success in such a short period of time. That’s the main premise of our plan right now.」


  Hearing Elizabeth’s words, Belfast put her hand on her chin and thought for a moment.


  Elizabeth was certainly right with what she was saying. It would do them no good if people started to oppose the idea of helping them out with making of the stage play, as they would need everyone’s help in order to make it in time. But the problem here was that if they were to force people to help, it would only serve to achieve a result that was the reverse of the thing that they were intending to do in the first place.


  If they would continue to work while the overall motivation of everyone involved would be low, it’s quite possible that they would not be able to make it in time, or deliver a product of questionable quality at best.


  

  * * *


  「—— In other words, it’s going to be a tough job…… but we should make it not feel like hard work?」


  After thinking for a while, Belfast said something like that.


  She was trying to think of something that would be much more concrete and precise, but that was the only thing that she was able to come up with on the spot like that.


  It was not a particularly good idea, she realized it more than anyone else, but……


  「Yes! That’s it! That’s precisely it!」


  Elizabeth snapped her fingers in delight at that suggestion.


  It was not really an idea that Belfast had given much thought to, and she was bewildered by the unexpected reaction of Her Majesty to it.


  「Bel. I like that concept a lot. Will you be able to put together a plan on the spot? Preferably so that we can announce it to everyone even before the general meeting after dinner?」


  After thinking about that for a moment, Belfast nodded her head firmly.


  「Yes, Your Majesty. I shall get to it right away.」


  「Yes, please do that. I am counting on you.」


  Elizabeth smiled and then she called out to Echo next.


  「As for you, Echo, I would like to have a look at that notepad of yours once more. I want to use it for reference and as some material when writing the script, so I am afraid that I will have to borrow it from you for a while.」


  「Yes! With pleasure! Please use it as much as you like, Your Majesty!」


  With a cheerful voice, Echo handed out her notepad to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth and Warspite then headed towards the exit of the library.


  「Nee-san, just as we agreed on just now, I am going to be focusing on preparing that plan of action that Her Majesty wanted me to create.」


  「Yes, I know. But worry not! You focus on that, and leave the dinner preparations for your big sis right here!」


  Seeing Edinburgh puffing out her chest with pride and a chuckle, Belfast also the library with everyone else.


  「It looks like we are all going to be quite busy for a while.」


  She also muttered those words to herself with a slight smile on her lips.


  * * *


  When the dinner time preparations were finally over, the maids had announced to everyone in advance that there would be a meeting after the meals would be served, so all the shipgirls belonging to the Royal Navy faction were gathered in the dining room after that.


  On the opposite side of the door leading to the corridor, Elizabeth and Warspite were standing side by side with microphones in their hands, under the stained glass windows that would normally let the colorful daylight in.


  Belfast was waiting by the left wall. It was agreed upon in advance that she would stay there and wait there until a signal would be given to her to take action at just the right time, and for now she was watching the two of them, holding a crumpled piece of paper in her hands.


  「As for the current moment, Her Majesty has something very important that she would like to share with all of you.」


  With Warspite saying that in her usual composed voice, many people around the dining room began to whisper and speculate what this could be all about, but all those voices and whispers came to a stop the moment Elizabeth took a step forward.


  While everyone was paying attention to her exclusively, Elizabeth slowly began to speak while looking over everyone’s faces.


  「Actually, I know that some of you have been waiting eagerly for this year’s School Festival and this year’s edition of the Beauty Pageant, so I regret to inform you that this particular attraction won’t be happening this year. Instead, the representatives of all factions decided to host a different kind of event. For this year’s School Festival, each faction has decided to present a new performance in the large auditorium for everyone else to see and enjoy.」


  Everyone listened quietly to the explanation that began to pour out from Elizabeth’s mouth.


  「While we do not have a lot of time left until the actual event, we at the Royal Navy faction have decided to put on a play at the theater. It will be a bit of a tight schedule with only eighteen or so days left until the actual performance, and that is including today.」


  Suddenly there was a loud commotion that started to go through the dining room.


  「Additionally, starting from this year onward, it has been ordered that all the shipgirls in the Home Port are to be involved in the preparations for the event. This time around there won’t be a situation when only a select few get to enjoy themselves while others are being left outside of the loop. So the stage crew and all the people supporting them will have to work together in unison, otherwise we are never going to make it in those eighteen days of time we have left.」


  As expected, upon hearing those words, there were no voices of support or enthusiasm to be heard from the gathered shipgirls.


  None of the shipgirls currently present in the dining room seemed to be able to hide their surprise and disappointment at what they were told, and they were more than a little perplexed by the fact that they were going to do something they had never experienced before.


  While Belfast was still standing by the wall and watching the surroundings and their reactions, the noise gradually began to grow louder and louder with every passing second.


  Soon, the whole dining room was wrapped in a color of confusion and disarray.


  「—— NGGGHHH!!! Quiet, you! All of you! We are not done talking yet! At least hear Her Majesty out to the very end, why don’t you!?」


  Warspite shouted into the microphone, additionally banging her hand on top of one of the tables to give her words even more power.


  「We are going to start explaining all of those things in order, so please keep quiet for a moment and listen to us! As His Majesty said earlier, we need a whole lot of people to work both on top of the stage as performers and behind it for everything else. So for the time being, it was decided that you are all going to be split into four groups.」


  Then, Warspite picked up the staff members distribution table that she and Elizabeth had prepared in advance of the general meeting.


  「From now on, I will announce the leaders of each group here! When called, come forward in turn. Well then! Illustrious, the leader of the Costume Group!」


  When her name was called out, Illustrious slowly got up from her table seat and walked over to where Elizabeth and Warspite were.


  Apparently, the leaders of each group had been called out in advance and notified of their roles, all in order to avoid further confusion.


  In the same way after that, Warspite continued to name the leaders of other groups, one after another.


  「The Equipment Team is going to be in the capable hands of the Prince of Wales! The Sound and Lighting team is going to have Amazon! Casting Team is going to be led by King George V! As for the Assistance Team, this will be led by Hood! Everyone, please step forward!」


  Each leader stood up from their seat in time with Warspite’s voice, starting with Illustrious, and lined up in front of her and Queen Elizabeth. And just like that, when all of the team leaders were all lined up, Warspite took the microphone again and said while pointing at each one of them.


  「Those shipgirls right here are the leaders of each group. After this meeting, everyone should go to the leader of the group they would like to apply to and get themselves registered. However, each group can only have a fixed number of members, so if a certain group already reaches its maximum capacity, the people who are going to be left will be assigned by lottery to other groups!」


  It was then that Waspite finally cast a glance towards Belfast.


  Thinking it was finally her turn, Belfast stepped forward right away.


  「As for what is going to be happening in the near future, I will leave the explanation to the Head Maid, Belfast.」


  Receiving Warspite’s permission and blessing to officially take over, Belfast deeply bowed her head to thank her.


  「What I am about to tell you all is in regards to the goals and milestones that we would like each group to achieve in this extremely short time period that we have left for preparations.」


  As Belfast began to talk, she unfolded the rolled up paper that she was holding in her hands all this time.


  

  * * *


  What was written on that piece of paper were the targets for each group’s preparatory period..


  For example, when it comes to the Tools Group, if they were to set a specific goals such as “Preparing the X number of nails required for all crafts”,’ or “Ordering the necessary X amount of plywood,” it would have put unnecessary amount of pressure on the people of that group. So instead the goals were changed to things like: “Completing the day’s work without any trouble”. There were also goals that would aim to test the team’s teamwork abilities, such as “Accomplishing X or Y together” or “Reaching the performance day without injury of any sort.”


  「In this way, each team is going to perform its assigned tasks, and each time they will manage to complete it, they are going to receive a stamp for their efforts that they are going to collect on a special card. This paper will be later on posted on the bulletin board in the dormitory, so you can check the progress of your tasks at any given time. And yes, the team that achieves the most achievements will receive a reward directly from His Majesty after the stage play is going to be over..


  This was the idea that Belfast had told Elizabeth earlier.


  It was all about adding a little bit of a competition-style gameplay to the preparation period leading up to the day of the School Festival. Belfast thought that rather than simply proceeding with the preparations indifferently as an entire faction, this kind of ingenuity might lead to an increase in motivation for the members of each individual group.


  —— By doing that, I hope that even those who are reluctant to participate in this activity will have even a little bit of fun while working on it……


  Thinking that, Belfast continued on with her explanation while pointing to the paper with the achievements and goals written on it.


  「We have also prepared a lot of achievements for every team to accomplish while they will be working towards reaching their respective goals. For example, the daily missions here are all simple goals that will be easy to achieve with only a little bit of effort needing to be put into them. Just by completing the daily goals, it’s possible to surpass the number of stamps that the other teams might accumulate themselves. There will also be other important goals with deadlines to them, like weekly missions, and so on and so forth.


  After explaining all that far, Belfast tried to see everyone’s reactions and to gauge how they would respond to that idea.


  —— Hey! That sounds really interesting!


  She could hear a hushed whisper beginning to travel around the dining room.


  —— How about we form a team together? Sounds like fun!


  —— Or better yet, how about we try to aim for first place together? That would be even more interesting!


  If Belfast was to listen closely, she was able to hear happy voices starting to sound one after another from the shipgirls all over the dining room. Most of them seemed to belong to Destroyers, but it was a start, at the very least.


  It was at that time when Belfast was thinking that the reaction to their ideas was excellent and really positive that ——


  「Hoo, hoo! What a fun and interesting story you guys are talking about!」


  Suddenly, everyone heard voices coming from the side of the door leading into the corridor.


  When Belfast and others looked at that general direction all at once,


  「I have heard that the Royal Navy faction was going to put on a stage play, so we wanted to help you guys out, so we have come here to do just that!」


  The one who showed everyone present and Elizabeth in particular a dashing smile was none other than Le Triomphant from the Iris Libre, a Destroyer belonging to the Le Fantastique Class.


  And right behind her there were other shipgirls belonging to the Iris Libre faction who were currently stationed in the Home Port.


  「What do you say to that, Your Royal Highness of the Royal Navy, Queen Elizabeth? Will you accept our help? Or will you not?」


  Hearing Le Triomphant’s question completely out of the blue like that, Elizabeth waved her hand at her in response.


  「Y-Yeah! Of course! You are welcome to help us out! Very welcome, in fact!」


  And just like that, Elizabeth stepped forward and came right next to Belfast.


  Then, she looked at Belfast. And then Elizabeth turned herself around and looked at everyone from the Royal Navy gathered in the dining room at the current moment. She took a deep breath, and……


  「Everyone, I am really, really sorry! This situation turned out the way it did! And that you all ended up getting dragged into this! I really do want to apologize to you all!」
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  「Your Majesty.」


  Raising her hand up and showing Warspite that no more words would need to be said on her side, Elizabeth continued to address everyone present in the room.


  「If only I had made sure to uphold my responsibilities the way they were meant to be, we would have had way more time to prepare for this event, but…… I got carried away with my official duties and did not even notice the message about the change in the School Festival…… I am sorry! This is all my fault!」


  Slowly lowering her head, Elizabeth spoke her sincere words of apology.


  「I just had to tell you all this. Otherwise it would not be fair of me. I owed you at least that much.」


  Everyone seemed to be at a loss for words upon hearing those sudden revelations.


  After bowing down her head in apology, Elizabeth slowly raised her head back up, and once she regained her composure she continued on with her story.


  「I am sure there will be some of you who are going to feel confused by the suddenness of all of this, but that is precisely why Bel came up with such a great idea. It’s a really great idea that should motivate everyone to give it their very best, even if some of you might feel a little bit reluctant to do this in the first place.」


  Elizabeth said so again, and in that moment Belfast knew that it was her cue to follow along with an explanation. She’s been waiting patiently all this time for this moment.


  「We also made sure to consult this idea with the shipgirls who became the leaders of the four groups that you heard about just a moment ago, and they said that they would be glad to cooperate with us in this endeavor.」


  「That being said, if you are still confused, or you think that this is all my fault that we do not have nearly enough time…… That’s not wrong. You are absolutely right in thinking like that.」


  For a moment out there, Elizabeth’s expression changed into that of a faint smile.


  Then, tightening her expression, Elizabeth met everyone’s gaze directly once more.


  「But, if there are still some of you who are confused and at a loss, I would like for those of you to bring those complaints directly to me. Because I really want to make this stage play the best thing that ever was, even though we might not have nearly enough time for that.」


  Then Elizabeth gripped the microphone in her hand really tightly, and……


  「Which is exactly why! We don’t have nearly enough time, but please! Can you help us to create the best stage play that this Home Port has ever seen!?」


  For a long moment out there, the inside of a large dining room was awkwardly silent.


  But it was after that brief moment of pause that the sound of hands clapping could be heard coming from somewhere at the back.


  CLAP! CLAP! CLAP! CLAP! CLAP!


  After a while, the sound of clapping hands gradually increased, growing louder and louder.


  Louder and louder. More and more.


  Soon enough, it became a sound wave so loud and so grand that it was actually starting to hurt Belfast’s ears a little bit.


  「……Thank you, everyone. Truly, thank you so much!」


  When she let go of the microphone, Elizabeth bowed her head in front of everyone once again, and thus the general meeting of the Royal Navy regarding the School Festival ended without any incident occurring.


  * * *


  「It was a very good speech.」


  After the general meeting was disbanded and the maids returned to the kitchen, Bel-chan muttered her impressions with a smile. Kent, who was clearing the dishes right next to her, also nodded her head.


  「Actually, there is no one in here who would be able to say no to a request like that from Her Majesty. Especially not after she apologized for the trouble so earnestly.」


  

  * * *


  True to his words, Belfast, who was worried at first, felt very relieved when the voices of dissolution came out. And if there were any words of backlash being thrown at them right there, she would honestly not know what to do.


  「For some inexplicable reason, all of the Royal Navy’s shipgirls are so kind.」


  Curlew slipped past Suffolk as she sat in a free chair.


  「Well, I guess it’s only natural. Besides, no one would say anything harsh to the girls who volunteered to clean up the Still Room just like that.」


  「Ah, I just happened to remember something, everyone.」


  Seeing Suffolk getting up from the chair and rushing out of the back door in a hurry just now, Belfast explained to the rest of the maids about the schedule for the next day that they would be having.


  「I will go and tell Suffolk all about it later, but before I explain the schedule of the Maid Corps for tomorrow, there is one more thing that needs to be done before that ——」


  Belfast then turned around and spoke towards the wooden door leading from the dining room into the kitchen.


  「You can come in now.」


  While everyone from the Maid Corps was wondering what was going on here, they slowly all turned their heads towards the kitchen’s door.


  The one who appeared in them was none other than Le Fantasque-Class Destroyer, Le Triomphant, who had just offered to cooperate with the Royal Navy’s attempts at making a stage play.


  「W-What are you doing here of all people…… 」


  Belfast explained to Edinburgh, who clearly did not understand the current situation.


  「Actually, from today onwards until the eve of the School Festival, Iris Libre shipgirls will also help out with some of the maid work around the dormitory.」


  「Especially that with some many people going to be delegated to work on the stage play, you might lack the appropriate personnel to get the job done around here. And while it is only a possibility, it is a possibility that is very strong, wouldn’t you agree?」


  With a slight chuckle, Le Triomfant pointed to several shipgirls waiting right behind her.


  「Everyone, the Royal Navy is counting on us with this one, so I expect you to carry out your new duties with dignity and in the best way possible.」


  Then, the shipgirls from the Iris Libre all stepped up and said “Roger that!” in unison.


  Seeing this, Sheffield turned towards Belfast and said:


  「Looks like we have got some new work to do, too, huh?」


  「You intuition is as keen as always, I see, Sheffi.」


  Belfast then turned to everyone and spoke about the information that Elizabeth had given her personally sometimes before.


  「I was not able to tell you this at the time of the meeting just now, but starting from tomorrow, the Maid Corps will be working as a separate team as well. A sort of fifth team, so to speak.」


  「The fifth…… team?」


  Edinhalla cocked her head slightly upon hearing that.


  「Since we have our regular maid duties to take care of, we can’t spend as much time preparing for the School Festival as the other shipgirls, so we are going to be responsible for undertaking special tasks throughout that time period.」


  With that said, Belfast showed everyone a little finger-sized seal that she had procured out of her apron’s pocket.


  「It will be the job of us maids to stamp the goal achievement stamps that were conveyed to everyone at the meeting earlier. In addition, we are to check the progress of preparations of all the groups in great detail, report to the leaders of each group if we see that there is going to be a delay, and sometimes go around to help those who would require our help. In short, you can think of us as an auditor who grasps the overall business and budget and gives instructions to those directly under our jurisdiction.」.


  「Wow! Doesn’t that mean that the Maid Corsp holds a slightly higher position from all the other groups out there?」


  Kent shouted like that all happily.


  「I’m actually relieved, I thought I would not have time to properly clean because of it all.」


  Sheffield let out a sigh of relief from her mouth and asked while looking at the seal Belfast was holding in her hand.


  「You say that we are going to be the auditors for each group, Belfast. But it would be better to assign a person in charge of checking the progress of each individual group? That way we could make our jobs easier.」


  「Yes, I understand. I was just about to suggest that.」


  So, it was decided that each person would be in charge of a different group from the preparatory section.


  COSTUME DEPARTMENT AND QUALITY CONTROL…… SHEFFIELD, NEWCASTLE.


  PROPS & SCAFFOLDINGS…… EDINBURGH, KENT, SUFFOLK.


  SOUND & LIGHTING…… BEL-CHAN, CURLEW, SIRIUS.


  CASTING CREW…… BELFAST, CURACOA.


  「Starting from tomorrow, let’s share information with each other while doing our own maid work at the same time.」


  Then Belfast handed out the stamps to everyone and finished the day’s work with that.


  Just like that the date has changed and there were about seventeen more days left until the School Festival.


  After breakfast and laundry had been completed, the shipgirls who had been appointed to be in charge of their respective groups immediately went to check on how each team was doing.


  「I will ask everyone about the progress later, so please let me know if you have any concerns.」


  With that said, Belfast and Curacoa headed towards where the Casting Team was located.


  「I heard that the Casting Team is gathering in the conference room for now.」


  In the hallway on the 4th floor of the dormitory, where the conference room was located, the two bumped into Javelin, a J Class Destroyer.


  「Ah! Belfast-san and Curacoa-san!」


  「Long time no see Javelin. Could it be that you are part of the Cast team?」


  When Belfast greeted her like that, Javelin smiled and nodded her head cheerfully.


  「When I heard that we were going to be making a stage play, I really wanted to appear on the stage, no matter what! I take it that you are going to be the ones who are going to help the Casting Team, Belfast-san? Curacoa-san?」


  「No, that’s not quite it. You see, we are only going to be responsible for the audit work.」


  「Audit…… what’s that?」


  While explaining to Javelin, who tilted her head in puzzlement, what an audit was, the three of them walked to the front of the conference room together.


  The moment they opened the door ——


  「Wow! There are so many people in here!?」


  No wonder Javelin raised her voice like that.


  The conference room was simply overflowing with shipgirls.


  「Because the performers are going to be the main stars of the play, I guess it means that there are so many girls who want to act on top of the stage even if they are not going to get the leading role.」


  Curacoa said something like that, and it was honestly a pretty accurate description of the current situation of this particular team.


  「The fact that so many people are gathered here means that the other groups must be a whole lot quieter than this here.」


  Just as Belfast was saying that, the three happened to overhear the voice of King George V speaking.


  「…… I’m sorry. Unfortunately, I cannot allow you to join the Casting Group.」


  「Uuuh! This is so frustrating!」


  Seeing one of the Destroyers leaving the conference room with her head in her hands, as if she was about ready to cry from frustration, both Belfast and Curacoa headed towards King George V location, to see what was going on there. And once the shipgirl in question saw the maids, she invited them to come closer with a wave of her hand.


  「It’s good to see you here. Belfast. And you as well, Curacoa.」


  「Yes, we came here to perform the audit of your work. And since we are going to be working together until the performance’s time, we hope for a fruitful cooperation.」


  Saying that, Belfast and Curacoa both bowed their heads slightly, and then slowly lifted their heads back up.


  Taking a closer look, they would notice that King Goerge V had a large iron box in her hands. It was supposed to be a box where people could write requests to Santa Claus during the Christmas period, but why was it here now?


  「Inside of this box you will find both white and red ping-pong balls.」


  As if to answer Belfast’s doubts, Hood, who was right next to King George V, opened her mouth and explained.


  「We were thinking about the lottery method in advance, thinking that this would happen anyway.」


  

  * * *


  Hmm, I see, Belfast thought to herself. In other words, the girl who just left the meeting room pulled the white ping-pong ball that meant that she did not “pass”, huh?


  「Everyone, here’s the lottery! And please remember that the play has a limited cast of actors, so it’s a ‘First-Come-First-Served!’ rule!


  Led by King George V’s words, a long line formed across the conference room.


  「On that note, Belfast: I have been wondering…… is that amount of cast really going to be enough?」


  King George V flashed a piece of paper in front of Belfast’s face.


  On that piece of paper there was a number of cast members and their respective roles, written in Elizabeth’s neat handwriting.


  「You see, both King George V and I have only heard a brief synopsis from His Majesty at best. All we know is that the story is based on gossip about the Ghost Maid that has been circulating around the Home Port for a while now.」


  Hood looked at Belfast with a worried expression on her face.


  「Other than the two main characters, the roles of the other cast members seem way too ambiguous to me…… And I am afraid that without actually reading through the script, there is nothing that we can do about that fact.」


  「Yes, I imagine that this is the kind of problem that cannot be easily resolved.」


  When Belfast said that to herself rather than to anyone in particular, Hood crossed her arms on her chest and only muttered ‘Exactly’.


  Belfast assumed that Hood and King George V would want to work with a manuscript of some sort. It would certainly make their work easier, even if it was being delivered in little bits at a time.


  「Alright, I understand. I will go to Her Majesty at once and see what I can get for the two of you.」


  When Belfast answered like that, Curacoa, who was right next to her, gave her a wry smile.


  「Apparently, some sort of Acting Instructor is going to pay you a visit sometime later. So I guess it would be for the best if we managed to get that visit to Her Majesty all done by that time.」


  At that exact moment, Javelin came right up to King George V and rummaged through the box in her hands.


  「Uuuhh~…… Javelin, I really, really want to be in that stage play~」


  She closed her eyes tightly as if she was praying for something, and then stirred the inside of the box with her hands over and over again.


  And then,


  「T-This is it! The moment of truth! Here goes nothing!」


  Pulling her hand out of the box, Javelin opens her still closed eyes ever so slightly.


  And what was resting at the top of the palm of her hand……


  「…… Wawawah! R-Red! It’s red! RED!!! I did it! I DID IT!!!!!!」


  「Alright! Javelin just got in! Now, who is going to be the next one?」


  While King George V said that, there was a round of applause going through the conference room. At the same time, Hood, while still clapping her hands, turned towards Belfast


  「Well then, if you could ask Her Majesty about that manuscript, I would really appreciate it.」


  「Understood. Just leave it to us, Hood-sama.」


  As Belfast would go and do that, Curacoa would remain here to confirm the achievement of other goals that the Cast Team was supposed to accomplish throughout the day today.


  「Ugh~…… Both Crescent and Comet said they wanted to act in the play, so I came along with them, but…… but when I think about it, I can’t do anything like acting at all! Not in front of everyone in the port!」


  While listening to Cygnet’s voice of complaints as she was trying to pull the right ball from inside the box, Belfast left the conference room and headed for Elizabeth’s office.


  * * *


  When Belfast got to Elizabeth’s office, she knocked lightly onto the door and waited for a response.


  「—— Yes, please come in.」


  As soon as she heard Elizabeth’s voice, Belfast opened the door and stepped inside of her office.


  「Please excuse me, Your Majesty, I came here to check the progress on the manuscript that you are writing ——」


  After Belfast did a curtsy, and when she looked up, she would find herself at a loss for words.


  As expected, it was not all that unreasonable to see this scene that was right in front of her eyes.


  「…… Your Highness? Where is the manuscript that you were supposed to be writing?」


  Elizabeth had opened the window behind her desk and was blowing soap bubbles out through it. And that behavior was in direct contradiction to the words that she had spoken yesterday at the library.


  What was left on top of her desk was a blank piece of manuscript paper.


  「The manuscript it…… Just the way that you can see it.」


  While showing her back to Belfast, Elizabeth threw another portion of the soup bubbles out the window,


  Many small soap bubbles were already dancing in the sky, shining brightly in the sunlight.


  What a lovely afternoon it was shaping up to be.


  It was so peaceful that you could even hear the chirping of the birds on the nearby trees if you were to listen carefully..


  Except, of course, the fact that the manuscript was not yet finished.


  「Nice weather we have today…… … Today, I think that I am going to go with a sandwich for lunch and then go on a little picnic…… Yes, I should go on vacation, I really deserve it…… Ufufu.」


  Averting her eyes from Elizabeth who continued blowing soap bubbles while laughing at her own words, Belfast called out to Warspite who was next to Her Majesty’s desk.


  「Warspite, about what Her Majesty is doing……」


  「Trying to escape reality, as you can clearly see.」


  Warspite then just shrugged her shoulders.


  「…… And why is she even doing that?」


  「According to her own words, it is because of a slump.」


  Warspite did not seem to be that particularly shocked or concerned with Elizabeth’s current state of mind. And from the way in which she said those words, she must have probably called out to Elizabeth at least several times before Belfast arrived here. Does that mean that she basically gave up on the idea of bringing Elizabeth back to reality after being unsuccessful for so long?


  「I even started writing that bloody manuscript script as soon as I got back from the dining hall yesterday.」


  Elizabeth spoke as she flew soap bubbles in the air as usual.


  「If it’s the proof you want so badly, it’s right there. At the table. Why don’t you see for yourself?」


  As instructed, Belfast approached the reception table.


  When she did, there were certainly some manuscripts that looked like they were finished just lying over there.


  「They look to be pretty much finished to me, though……?」


  「No, no they are not.」


  Belfast tilted her head to Elizabeth’s mysterious remarks, which were answered in a way as if she was denying her own words.


  「Umm…… What do you mean, Your Majesty? I think that those manuscripts look well-written enough.」


  「That’s a botched manuscript over there.」


  Warspite answered on behalf of Elizabeth, who was trying to make a large soap bubble right about now.


  「Botched, huh……?」


  Belfast has never written a script before, so she would not really know if it was botched or not, but no matter how good the content was, the manuscript was an essential part for deciding on the cast.


  「I just talked to Hood-san from the Cast Team. If I don’t get them the manuscript soon, they won’t be able to start practicing the stage play, so I would like to have something that shows the cast at the very least, even if it’s just a little bit.」


  Saying so, Belfast tried to reach out towards the manuscript that was placed on top of the table.


  But then, Elizabeth, who was clinging to the window just a moment ago, flew at an incredible speed towards the table and snatched the manuscript in her hands before Belfast was able to get it..


  「A-A no means no! I’ve been telling you for a while now, but I don’t want anyone reading the manuscript just yet!」


  「Well, Your Majesty, I most certainly did not hear you say the words “don’t read” for a past while, but……」


  「R-Really? W-Well then! I’m saying it now! Don’t look! I don’t want anyone reading it just yet!」


  「But Your Majesty……」


  「It’s still not perfected yet, alright!? I can still be improved! I know it!」


  「However, Your Majesty, at this rate, we won’t be able to make it in time with the stage play if you keep on revising the script.」


  

  * * *


  「Yes! I know! I know it all too well! But still! I don’t want to show it to anyone! It’s embarrassing!」.


  Looking at Elizabeth a little bit closely, Belfast could see that her eyes were all bloodshot.


  That fact alone was enough proof that she must have pulled and all-nighter in order to put this manuscript together.


  「I have been working hard ever since yesterday! I swear! However, no matter what I do, I just can’t seem to get the results I want!」


  When she said that, Elizabeth’s body shook and trembled while she was still cradling the manuscripts in her hands.


  「Your Majesty!」


  Surprised, Belfast and Warspite rush over to Elizabeth’s side.


  The way she was no, worrying that she might collapse at any moment, Belfast and Warspite supported her body as the two gently put her down onto the reception sofa,


  「I can’t write like I thought I would be…… Uuuhh……I will just lie down for a while……but I will get to writing again soon enough…… Guh.」


  Elizabeth lay down and in just five seconds she fell fast asleep.


  While only the sound of her cute sleeping breaths echoed in her office,


  「Belfast, do you have a moment to spare?


  Warspite covered Elizabeth’s body with a thin blanket, then took Belfast out of the office with the majority of the botched manuscripts still placed on top of the table.


  「…… You can read a few of them. But don’t tell Her Majesty what I have shown them to you. She would be very displeased knowing that.」


  When Warspite handed Belfast one of the prototype manuscripts, Warspite leaned against the wall in the hallway while letting out a long and deep sigh, and then she opened her mouth, her thoughts spilling right through it.


  「Basically, what Her Majesty was trying to do here was to re-write what was written in the picture book into the script from scratch, but you do realize just how short that story really is, right?」


  Belfast nodded at those words and looked over the manuscript.


  —— Boo-san, who happened to come to the Home Port to work as a maid, is a hard worker, but she seems to be a little clumsy and ditzy most of the time. And whenever she does even the most basic of chores, she always manages to end up getting into some sort of trouble ——


  It was a simple synopsis of the beginning of the story. Belfast might not know all that much about scriptwriting, but she presumed that most of the scripts would start in this way. She also had a feeling that the notes that Echo took during her interviews and investigation really came in handy here.


  「It does not feel to me like something that would be that much of a problem, but……」


  Belfast raised his head, but Warspite just shook her head in response.


  Could it be that the real problem with this manuscript was still lying up ahead?


  Belfast looked down at the manuscript again and continued to read on.


  —— Before long, Boo-san, who was always causing some sort of trouble, even if it was not intentional, was gradually becoming despised by everyone else at the Home Port. No matter what she would do in order to improve her image and do a good job, it would always end up backfiring horribly, and in time she would hind herself distancing herself from others more and more. So Boo-san still tried to do her best at her job, but being already despised by the majority of the community, she would now become subject to harassment from them, and……


  「But this is……」


  After reading up to this point, Belfast finally realized that something was horribly wrong with this script.


  Compared to the picture book, this script had a number of significant additions and alterations to it.


  The reason for that was simple: if you follow the picture book, the length of the stage play would be extremely short no matter what you do. So Belfast guessed that Her Majesty tried to do something about it, to counteract that effect.


  Which means, in other words,


  「——- Her Majesty, in order to moderate the length of the stage play, rewrote Boo-san to be quite the troublemaker, added an ‘episode that makes the character become hated for a moment’, on top of a few other things?」


  Warspite could only nod her head with a sad sigh.


  「His Majesty seems to have decided that it was a good idea in the sense that it would make the clumsy character stand out a little bit more, but……」


  Seeing just how muddy Warspite’s words were starting to become, Belfast read the same passage again and again.


  Certainly, the clumsy part was getting more and more interesting than before thanks to that.


  For example, while mopping the floor, she would collide with another girl who was doing the same chore, and all of them would get their clothes soaked from top to bottom as a result. It was a little cliche of an action, but one that was certainly quite effective.


  This part of the manuscript was full of comical elements like that , and she thought it would be a fun and interesting play to actually watch from the audience’s perspective.


  「But…… I feel like it’s getting a little bit too heavy when it comes to the point where everyone starts to hate her because of it.」


  While muttering that, Belfast tried to read the script further.


  When she finally got to the point where Rei-san would appear for the first time, an even more uncomfortable scene awaited her.


  —— Today, yet another new “shipgirl” has arrived at the Home Port.


  The name of the new shipgirl was “Rei-san” and it was the kind of a shipgirl with a very noble attitude about her, belonging to a class called the Capital Ship or the Flag Ship.


  And as for Rei-san, she would constantly severely criticize Boo-san for her carelessness and every single one of her mistakes.


  「Why is no one getting angry with a useless maid such as yourself!? I will never get along with a maid like you! Ever!!」


  At first, Rei-san was stubborn with such a stern and cold-hearted attitude,


  「Boo-san and Rei-san don’t seem to get along at all……」


  While looking at the manuscript, Belfast involuntarily held her head in her hands, but no matter how much she read, the way in which Boo-san was portrayed here left no room for the moment when Rei-san would eventually start to open up to her little by little..


  Rei-san was also a problem in her own right. She was a character that corresponded to the so-called “Tsundere” archetype, but because she was only putting out her “tsun” elements endlessly for everyone else to see, only the bad side of her personality was being emphasized way too much.


  To Belfast, who was wondering what the hell was going on with this script, Warspite opened her mouth as if to add yet another blow to already on-the-ropes Belfast.


  「If you read the story up ahead you do know what conclusion the story is going to have, but after reading only this part alone, the only conclusion that you can get from this is that nothing more but a chain of misfortune will occur between those two.」


  「Why would Her Majesty even think of doing something like this……」


  Before writing the script, Elizabeth would have boasted that she would create the happy ending for this story, but judging by her work so far, she was writing those two characters in such a way as if she intentionally wanted them to be miserable and unhappy.


  「I have also told this to HerMajesty, that the way it was right now, this content was way too dark. And her only response to that was that since the story was only written about halfway through it’s just a sample of the true scale of things, and that they would have a major turnaround at a later point somewhere.」


  But seeing this script that was in front of her, was that really going to be the case here?


  「I have never written a screenplay myself before, so when I try to pick up the pen without knowing what the actual situation is all about, I am sure that I am going to make it even heavier because I would try to give the story way more depth based on my own imagination.」


  Hearing Warspite’s words just now only convinced Belfast that her own line of thinking was right.


  Certainly, she got the feeling that this script was trying to add way too much depth to the part that would later connect those two together.


  After reading it again and again, Belfast deduced the direction in which Elizabeth’s line of thinking was heading towards.


  「…… Just a conjecture on my part, but I am sure Her Majesty wanted to pass Boo-san as a character who is “bright and positive” no matter what. She had a philosophical positivity about her that would not waver no matter what, even when she was being harassed by everyone else.]


  

  * * *


  She’s the kind of a character that everyone loves, to the extent that it makes you think it’s utterly ridiculous.」


  「Probably, but she could not draw that characteristic all that well, and Her Majesty rewrote it many times over and over again.」


  Warspite let out yet another sigh.


  「Her Majesty, I am sure it was because of you, Belfast —— No, I am sure that she decided to write that happy ending because of the desire of everyone in the Royal Navy to see the happy ending to this story. “We want Boo-san and Rei-san to live happily ever after”. …… That is why she must have been reluctant to let you see that script in the first place.」


  「Is that really…… what Her Majesty was trying to convey here?」


  Warspite pulled himself away from the wall and asked Belfast if she could return the manuscript to her.


  「Either way, if things continue to escalate in this exact way, then nothing good will ever possibly come out of it. There is no time that we have to just sit and wait until Her Majesty’s ideal performance is achieved. No matter how stubborn she is, I think that there is no way that she is going to be able to finish the script completely on her own.


  「Then what is it that you propose we should do?」


  「It’s actually really simple. From now on, we should manage the quality of the story and make sure that it follows in the right direction.」


  「You want us to serve as Quality Control?」


  「That’s right. We will check the quality of Her Majesty’s manuscript, and make corrections if necessary. It would be a shared task that would assure that the manuscript will be created without delay.」


  In other words, by playing the role of an editor, they would adjust the direction of Elizabeth’s manuscript as she would be writing it.


  —— Hmm, I see. That’s actually not all that bad of an idea.


  The moment Belfast clapped her hands together, she then did the same to Warspite as Warspite put her hand on Belfast’s shoulder.


  「So with that being said —— I shall leave this matter to you for now, Belfast.」


  Belfast unintentionally rolled her eyes upon hearing those words.


  「And here I was actually looking forward to leaving this matter in your capable hands, Warspite-sama.」


  At that moment Warspite bowed his head down in apparent regret.


  「As for me, I…… I don’t think that I could ever bring myself to be very strict with Her Majesty the way you can, Belfast.」


  Certainly, I can totally see that, Belfast thought to herself like that.


  「With that being said, let us both put our entire minds to the tasks before us. If we don’t put our minds to it, the manuscript will never be finished on time.」


  I don’t exactly want to see myself in the role of the Demonic Overseer, but……」


  But right now neither Belfast nor Warspite were in any position to say no to that.


  Since Hood has already asked them to see the script and acquire it for the Cast group to proceed with their tasks, backing out of that now would feel like abandoning a ship before it even had the chance to set sail for the first time.


  「…… I understand. For the time being I will try to figure out how to get the manuscript up and ready as soon as possible.」


  Belfast nodded her head and then she left the office space.


  But having all said and done, what was she going to do about this entire situation?


  She turned her feet toward the conference room in order to report all of those new developments to Hood..


  * * *


  When Belfast returned to the conference room, it seemed that all the shipgirls who wanted to be part of the play’s cast had been decided, and only Hood, King George V and Curacoa were left in the room for the time being.


  Belfast immediately explained to Hood what had happened in the office with Elizabeth and the manuscript.


  「—— And that’s more or less what happened.」


  「……Hm, I see. Very well, I understand the situation, even though it really is a shame that things had to turn out this way. At this rate, we might not really be able to match the script at all.」


  「It does not matter if it’s going to be temporary or not, but the script has to be completed in one way or another. Would you like for us to maybe set some sort of a deadline for Her Majesty to be aware of at all times? It might help to speed up the process.」


  Belfast decided it would be best to consult with Hood about it, and she raised her eyebrows while placing her hand on her cheek, about to concrete and think about the possible schedule of work.


  「If we want to think of a stage play as a three-act structure, “Beginning, Middle Act, and End”, then I would like for the Beginning to be finished as soon as possible, but……」


  Just then, King George V pulled out a table calendar from somewhere and put it on top of the desk.


  「If we consider a stage play to be about an hour long, the ‘Introduction’ part should be about twenty minutes long. With all that being said, let’s say that the deadline for the Introduction to be ready is going to be in about four days’ time.」


  So the introduction had to be done four days from now on, huh?


  Somehow, it seemed to be even way more strict of a request than Belfast would have initially anticipated.


  「With that being said, please don’t let your guard down and make Her Majesty get to work as soon as possible, And bring the Introduction part back to us as soon as possible. Without that part being ready, we can’t even decide on the casting for each part.」


  The words of King George V were actually really painful to hear, especially when they were being delivered in such a straightforward way.


  Continuing on, King Goerge V turned towards Belfast, pointing towards the table calendar and beginning to talk about the plans for the nearby future.


  「After that deadline, the next parts of the script must be completed post-haste. The deadline for the last part should be set about ten days after the Introduction part. Considering the time we are going to need for the actual practice, this is something that is going to be the absolute last line, something that we will have to be able to do and perform, even if it is not going to be the best stage play that ever was.」


  「Very well. I understand. I shall take all that into consideration.」


  Belfast bowed her head deeply and then left the conference room.


  As she was about to return to the kitchen, she came out into the corridor when Curacoa managed to catch up to her.


  「This is starting to turn out to be quite a serious situation, isn’t it? I never would have thought that the auditor’s job is going to be so serious like this.」


  While listening to Curacoa’s words, Belfast was seriously puzzled over what to do next.


  「Anyways, Her Majesty must be tired from staying up all night like that. Let us take her a rest today and ask her how she wants to approach writing the script tomorrow. But the problem is going to be those deadlines that we just brought onto our heads……」


  When they came back to the kitchen, there was no one inside, probably because the audit of the other teams had not finished yet. While Curaçoa began to prepare the meal immediately, Belfast tried to pick up a pre-made Azart that had been stored in the Still Room.


  But on the contrary,


  「The key……」


  The key to the Still Room, which was supposed to be hanging on the kitchen’s wall, was nowhere to be found. Belfast then started to wonder if perhaps someone else had already taken the key.


  「Perhaps……」


  Belfast then left the kitchen through the back door and turned the knob on the Still Room’s door.


  The door turned out to be unlocked and the Head Maid could easily go inside of the Still Room.


  Then she could smell the scent of freshly baked sponge cake and the aroma of fresh cream wafting through the air.


  「—— Ufufu. So, even someone like you got lured in here by the sweet smell of my baking, hm? Belfast the Head Maid?」


  Belfast could easily tell who the other person inside of the Still Room was just by the way in which she said those words, especially the emphasis she put on the baking part.


  「Neptune-sama? You were here for a while, weren’t you?」


  Neptune, who was in the middle of decorating the freshly baked cake, put whipped cream on her finger with a devilish smile. She then licked it softly and cleanly.


  

  * * *


  「P-Please do not worry about it. It is not something that is going to interfere with whatever it is that the Maid Corps is currently doing. I am going to be done in a moment, so would you kindly wait a little bit longer?」


  「Ah, no, I was not going to distract you from your work, Neptune-sama. I am here just to pick up some of the already pre-made desserts, that’s all.」


  While saying that, Belfast passed by the table where Neptune was working on her cake and stood in front of the refrigerator in the corner of the room.


  Apparently, Neptune’s special cake looked like it was already in the stage where it would be finished in just a moment, and the effects of her work were so good that just looking at that cake was enough to make one drool. Of course, Belfast was not affected to this extent by it, but she was sure that some other maids would react like that for sure.


  「I was actually allowed to taste-test the shortcakes that Suffolk made before.」


  Neptune then walked towards Belfast, who was in the middle of taking the desserts out of the refrigerator.


  「It was indeed a wonderful cake. She named the cake she made herself “The Fluffy Cloud Cake In the Sky”, and just as the name suggested, it was a fluffy fresh cream cake that looked just like a cloud…… I was even inspired by it to some extent, and I admit that it might have gotten me a little bit excited.」.


  「Actually, I think it’s a very nice cake. I really do.」


  After taking out the tray with the desserts that were resting on top of it, Belfast closed the refrigerator shut. She was then going to leave the still room, but then she turned towards Neptune, and:


  「By the way, Neptune-sama? Which team did you end up joining?」


  When Belfast asked her that question out of the blue, Neptune lifted her face from the cake that she was still decorating.


  「Are you talking about that acting thing that we are putting up? Because if you do, then I will let you know that I decided to join the Tool-Making Team, and —— 」


  For a moment out there Belfast stayed silent, thinking that for someone like Neptune a Tool-Making Team was certainly an unexpected choice. And just as she was to comment on that, Neptune added the most important part that was missing from her earlier statement.


  「—— I-It’s not like I wanted to join that team, understand? I could have gone and joined any other team that I wanted, but those kids…… those Leander Class kinds, they have done it again…… Umm.」


  The Leander Class girls? Those words made Belfast remember the time of the Pancake Race.


  Looking back, even back then Neptune was on the same team as those three Leander Class Light Cruisers.


  「Come to think of it, you seem to be good friends with everyone in the Leander Class, Neptune-sama.」


  Those were Belfast honest thoughts, with no hidden meaning or anything special behind them. However, upon hearing them, for some reason Neptune started to vigorously shake her head to the sides, as if trying to deny them in a panic.


  「H-Huh!? Surely you jest, right!? M-Me? Being good friends with them!? I-If anything, it’s them who seem to be strangely attached to me! It’s one-sided like that! You understand? One sided!」


  「Hmm, is that so? But even then, at the time of the Pancake Race, you seemed to be…… Not to mention that even now……」


  When Belfast looked down at the cake that Neptune was making, she could see that there was Leander’s name written in bright letters on the chocolate plate that was placed on the cake.


  「T-This is…… Umm…… You know, that! Yes, that! I just happened to realize that today is Leander’s birthday, so I just made it somehow on the spot! Yes, nothing more!


  「…… Right.」


  When Belfast was in a daze at how shaken Neptune seemed to be, she suddenly heard the opening of the entrance door to the Still Room and the sound of footsteps going over the floor.


  「Neptune, is the cake ready yet?」


  「I will be ready in just a moment. You have been waiting for it all this time, so be a little bit more patient, if you would —— Huh, say what?」


  The one to arrive in the Still Room was the Leander Class Light Cruiser called Ajax.


  「You don’t have to be in such a hurry, it’s already complete.」


  Saying that, Neptune turned towards Belfast and Ajax, showing them the finished cake that was in her hands.


  It was a simple strawberry and whipped cream cake with no decorations other than a chocolate nameplate with Leander’s name written on it with white chocolate.


  「For some reason, I know that you always seem to emphasize the look of your cakes above all else, Neptune, but this one is looking even better than the things that you usually make. It looks simply wonderful! ☆」


  Hearing Achilles’ impression on her cake, Neptune smiled and puffed out her chest in apparent satisfaction.


  「However, not only does it look good, but it tastes even better! Its deliciousness is a masterpiece that has been polished even more than ever before!」


  「Wow! Leander sure is going to be overjoyed!」


  Listening to such a rambling of an conversation between Neptune and Leander Class shipgirls,


  「Belfast.」


  Suddenly, Ajax spoke to Belfast from the sideline.


  「There are rumors going around in the Tool-Making Team that I think it would be good to address properly. Is it true that Her Majesty’s script has not yet reached the Cast Team as for this moment?」


  Belfast was at a loss for words at the sudden suspicion that hit the heart of the matter with a frightening accuracy..


  Before she even knew it, both Neptune and Achilles were also looking at her, apparently being able to overhear Ajax’s question.


  After thinking for a moment, Belfast let out a deep sigh.


  「… If you promise that you will not tell this to anyone else, and that what I’m about to tell you won’t leave this room, then I can tell you the truth.」


  「Whether or not we can guarantee you that depends solely on the contents of what you are going to tell us.」


  Achilles puffed her cheeks out as she saw Ajax’s gleeful smile just now.


  「Hey, don’t say that! This is exactly why people tend to misunderstand when you say something like that to them!」


  「You know, it really amazes me just how you can say things like that with a straight face to some degree, but there is a time and place for everything and……」


  While Neptune also looked both shocked and amazed at the same time,


  「Just kidding.」


  Ajax replied with a shy, unapologetically stern voice.


  「Of course we won’t be telling anyone. You have my word. I mean, you have seen some of my embarrassing secrets in the past, Belfast, so of course I would not dare to cross someone who has dirt on me, wouldn’t you agree?」


  「E-Embarrassing secrets? What kind of secrets are we even talking about here?」


  Neptune immediately turned towards Belfast to ask her about that Belfast.


  However, contrary to Nptune’s expectations, when Belfast spoke up,


  「Unfortunately, Neptune-sama, I cannot discuss personal matters of others with parties that are not involved in the matter……」


  Saying that, Belfast smiled in a wry way..


  There was indeed that one time when she dared to peek inside of Ajax’s closet when she was cleaning the dormitory rooms, all that time ago.


  And while there were certainly secrets in that closet that could certainly be called embarrassing, there was no way that Belfast would just go here and reveal them just like that.


  「I trust that as long as we share one another’s secrets, they are going to remain safe and hidden with one another.」


  While Ajax chuckled slightly, Achilles and Neptune whispered to each other while watching that scene with great suspicion.


  「Hey, that’s definitely a dangerous person’s way of laughing, isn’t it……?」


  「You can say that again. I honestly can’t wrap my head around the way in which Ajax tends to operate sometimes……」


  In any case, Belfast decided to discuss the current progress of Elizabeth’s script writing in front of the three of the shipgirls just now.


  「…… And that is more or less what’s been happening now.」


  After saying everything that she had to say about that subject, Belfast once again asked the three of them:


  「Is there any sort of advice on the subject of script-writing that you could give me? It can be anything at all, I will gladly accept it.」


  「Even if you say so……」


  Achilles answered with her hands put behind her head,


  

  * * *


  「Honestly, everyone here is pretty much inexperienced when it comes to writing scripts like that. Besides, don’t you have to do your very best so that the content of the script itself doesn’t turn out to be all silly?」


  「Hm? What do you mean by that?」


  Neptune, who was thinking deeply while putting her hand on her chin, raised her index finger and then told Belfast.


  「Even us shipgirls can lose control when attacked all of a sudden. Even now, Her Majesty is in a situation where she is struggling all by herself while being surrounded by the manuscripts in the sea of words. …… If so, after all, I think we have no choice but to move forward while adjusting the stress of her work and making sure that it stays as close to zero as possible.」


  「Steering Her Majesty in the right way at all times, huh?」


  When Belfast answered so vaguely like that, Ajax herself all of a sudden smiled in a mischievous way, as if she just managed to think of something really interesting.


  「I just so happened to think of something really good.」


  ***


  The number of days left until the beginning of the School Festival: sixteen.


  「—— Work Confinement? What the hell is that even supposed to be?」


  The very next day, Belfast bowed her head down deeply to Elizabeth, who was still blowing soap bubbles through the window inside of her office, seemingly having done no progress on the manuscript she was supposed to write.


  「Yes, that’s right. It is the method that Ajax-sama suggested to us yesterday. Apparently if you subject the writer to solitary confinement, only promising to let them out upon finishing their assigned work, you can see a drastic increase in one’s productivity that way.」


  「Is there really such a magic strategy out there? That sounds really far-fetched to me.」


  After Elizabeth put away her soap bubble set, she excitedly came towards Belfast.


  「According to what you have discussed together with Hood’s group, the deadline for the introductory part is in three days’ time, right?」


  Belfast carefully remembered what Hood had said as she braced herself for facing Elizabeth in what was inevitable to come.


  「Yes, that’s right. This is why it is imperative that starting from today onwards, Your Majesty needs to finish writing the Introductory part in three days’ time. Otherwise, it will be pretty much impossible for the Casting Team to practice the stage play and make it be the best thing ever that it is supposed to be.


  「That’s way too harsh, no matter how you look at it…… but since things are urgent, so let’s do that Confinement thing right now! What do you want me to do now?」


  「Well then, if you would please follow me, Your Majesty. I am going to take you there right away ——」


  After leaving the office, the two of them went straight out of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory and went somewhere else.


  The place that Belfast and Elizabeth arrived at was the Great Library.


  「What are we going to do in the library, Bel?」


  Belfast continues to guide Elizabeth, who would twist her neck in puzzlement over and over again.


  In the back of the library, there was a staircase that led to the basement of the building, and down there was a closed room used for storage. It was a very simple space where a bare minimum of furniture was prepared in advance: a desk, a chair, and a desk lamp. That was all there was to this room.


  「……… Huh?」


  Elizabeth also involuntarily mumbled while being at a loss for her words. If it was just an environment like that, no matter how you would look at it, it was something that was way below what would be called the acceptable standard.


  「Here in this specially prepared space, Your Highness can shake off any kind of distraction and be immersed in your work without anything bothering you.」


  Even the chair itself was a simple wooden one, something that was way cheeper than the furniture that Elizabeth would have in her office. Of course, its design was also leaving much to be desired.


  「Are you bring serious with me here…… Bel?」


  To Elizabeth’s sudden question, Belfast returned the quiet answer.


  「The deadline is three days from now, Your Majesty. Please make sure to finish it before that appointed time.」


  「Uuuhhh~~~!!!」


  Elizabeth shuddered while she was taking the sight right in front of her eyes, as it was something that she would never possibly expect, even in her wildest dreams and fantasies.


  「T-Three days, huh!? And if I manage to complete it in three days, I get to get out of here, right!?」


  To that question, Belfast only silently nodded her head.


  「…… Guh! W-Well then, I just have to get my act together and just do it! I will show you! I will do it, you’ll see!」


  Elizabeth proclaimed it out loud as she sat down in that simple chair, feeling frustrated beyond belief for some reason as she picked up her pen and started writing.


  「Your Majesty, please do your best.」


  While watching the situation developing behind her, Belfast remembered Ajax’s words from yesterday in her mind ——


  —— Belfast was thinking about what could that “good thing” that Ajax just mentioned possibly be,


  「It’s about confinement.」


  「Confinement? Don’t you mean like, a canned food?」


  Belfast did not understand what Ajax was proud of, speaking about canned food all of a sudden, and she cocked her head in puzzlement.


  「Speaking of canned food, you mean the one that is placed inside of a can with lots of preservatives and……」


  「No, no, no. That’s where the etymology of the word comes from, but the meaning is different. It’s actually called “Confinement Work”.」


  「What do you mean like that?」


  Neptune also seemed to be piqued in curiosity, so she asked that out loud.


  「I have heard that it’s a very effective method to use for novelists and manga artists who can’t meet their deadlines continuously. Until they finish writing their pieces properly, they are being put in a state of soft restraint and thoroughly manage their work in that state.」


  「This girl has somehow come up with an outrageous method completely out of the blue!?」


  Achilles screams while flipping over her arms.


  「But there’s no better way than this, isn’t there? Just like Neptune said earlier, I don’t think it’s likely that the manuscript will be finished in time even if you don’t do this or that if you’re constantly by Her Majesty’s side, steering her in the right direction like a small child.」


  Ajax said so with a very happy expression on her face for some reason.


  「So? What will you do now, Belfast?」


  As Belfast listened to her words, a suspicion arose inside of her for some reason.


  「I think that this method has the potential to be really effective…… but I also see one problem with it.」


  「A problem?」


  「Yes. That is to say, even if Her Majesty is to be confined like that, it is a question of how long this state is going to last.」


  「Of course it’s going to be decided by the time she is finished with her assigned work. When else?」


  Belfast immediately shook her head in response to Ajax’s natural response.


  「The deadline for the entire work to be finished is in ten days from now on. I wonder if it really is going to be possible to keep Her Majesty confined in one place for that long? Being in closed space like that surely is going to be mentally taxing, and there must be the upper limit how long one person is going to be able to withstand such confinement.」


  「Then, why not just tell her that the deadline is in three days from now on?」


  Even Belfast was at a loss for words to that.


  It was yet another shocking remark. She has heard somewhere that it is a common editorial practice to manipulate deadlines like that, and even once the deadline is over, to add yet another one for the author, but


  「Editors around the world, you are such liars!」


  Once again Achilles raised her voice while flailing her hands around.


  「So, at first we will tell Her Majesty that the deadline is in three days from now on. If she won’t be able to meet that deadline, we will extend it to five days. And if she still won’t be able to do it, we can extend it to seven days. All the way until the ten days that are our actual deadline.」


  「And people have the gall to call me a demon, huh……?」」


  Neptune’s sarcasm was so easy to perceive here, in response to which Ajax looked at Belfast once more.


  

  * * *


  「Everything is for the sake of successfully completing the stage play in time…… even if it means becoming a demon.」


  「Becoming a demon, huh……?」


  The words that Warspite also spoke, reverberate inside of Belfast’s head.


  「Honestly, I wish that we wouldn’t have to resort to a solution like that.」


  Belfast was still worried and was having a hard time deciding.


  She could then hear the sound of Elizabeth’s pencil writing, and occasional curse as she would crunch the paper and throw it away.


  「…… Bel, by the way, what time is it now?」


  Belfast quietly checked the pocket watch she brought with her here.


  「It hasn’t even been an hour yet.」


  Hearing this, Elizabeth rested her back on the chair’s backrest.


  「Say, by the way, why isn’t there a clock here?」


  「The cardinal rule of Confinement Work is to eliminate all of the unnecessary distractions.」


  She was very careful not to let Elizabeth know what time it actually was right now.


  「Rest assured, Your Majesty. I will let you know when it’s the time for you to get well, so could you please continue with your work until then?」


  「Okay, okay, I get it…… Goodness gracious.」


  Even as she muttered those words, Elizabeth began to make the sound of her pencil crunching against the paper once again.


  In this way, her writing work, which had been going smoothly for a while, began to come to almost a complete stop little by little after the span of more or less three hours.


  Eventually Elizabeth began to turn her neck and rub her shoulders with her hands more and more often, even rolling her pencil around and moving her chair as she was becoming increasingly more restless.


  And at last there was a point where she was clearly unable to stand it anymore and,


  「B-Bel? Umm…… I was wondering, can I have a little distraction? Just a teensy-weensy little bit?


  She spoke to Belfast in a sweet and appealing tone.


  At that time, Belfast was checking what she had written with a red pen in her hand, seeing if there was anything that needed redaction or being cut out. It was a scene where Rei-san was just about to arrive at the Home Port, and it did not seem to have the heavy atmosphere that the previous manuscripts did, so for the time being it was a reassuringly good scene.


  —— However, it was still lacking that warm atmosphere that the picture book was giving off.


  With that thought in her mind, Belfast returned that part of the manuscript to Elizabeth, cleared her throat and announced to her:


  「Your Majesty, once you are done with correcting the parts in red, we can have a little break time for some tea.」


  「H-Huh!? So, does that mean that it is no good the way it is now!?」


  「Just a little bit more, Your Majesty. I get a feeling that you are almost there.」


  「No! I want to have my break right now! My arm starts to hurt, and I’m already at my limit! Get ready for some tea right this instant, Bel!」


  Belfast then responded to Elizabeth’s temper tantrum in a calm and collected manner, not letting herself be dragged into Her Majesty’s pace.


  「I am afraid that we cannot do that right now, Your Majesty. Not until you are going to correct all the parts that are in the red. We cannot allow ourselves to fall behind schedule like that.」


  「…… Tsk! Demon! Bel, you are a demon! The worst kind of demon of them all!」


  Elizabeth reluctantly began her work anew with teary eyes after cursing Belfast like that.


  As she listened to her words, especially that part about being called a demon, Belfast thought in her mind.


  —— I have made up my mind that I would play a part of a demon for the sake of the Royal Navy’s success…… and this is also for Her Majesty’s sake, even if she fails to see it that way for now.


  Elizabeth wanted for this stage play to be a success no matter what.


  Now, given her emotional outburst just now, Belfast was sure that there must have been a whole lot of things on her mind at the current moment, so she might have actually forgotten all about it, but she was sure that if she was to give in to Elizabeth’s pressure, Elizabeth would be the one who would come to regret it in the long run.


  —— That’s why if I don’t become a demon here, nothing will be able to push forward.


  That was the reason that Belfast was constantly telling herself inside of her mind.


  「……Yes, that’s right, Your Majesty. Right now I am nothing more but a demon who is going to supervise all of your work. So please continue working hard, preferably without getting distracted all the time.」


  「F-Fuhn! I hate you, Bel! And I’m going to do it! Just so that I can spite you even more!」


  Elizabeth sat wildly in her chair, puffing out her cheeks in apparent dissatisfaction.


  When this Confinement Work was going to finally be all over, Belfast thought to herself that she would have to treat Elizabeth for some tea and high quality sweets as an apology.


  But even so, Belfast felt that all she could do now was to watch over the unbalanced efforts that Elizabeth was putting into her work all the time.


  * * *


  Then, just when it was about time for a meal, Elizabeth continued working frantically even after complaining to Edinburgh who brought her her food into the Confinement office.


  From the outside perspective, Belfast could see that she was aiming for a full completion of the manuscript, and as the time went on the amount of red marks and things to be rewritten gradually started to decrease, and before long she was sitting longer and working harder on it.


  And each time she was handling Belfast a fresh portion of the new manuscript, she would try to sweet-talk her into letting her go or having an early break.


  However, at each such time Belfast’s will would stay unbent and she would answer in the following ways only:


  「No, it’s useless to try, Your Majesty.」


  「Please be a little more patient.」


  「Just a little while longer.」


  She continued to answer with only three patterns of lines over and over again, and in the end, Elizabeth sarcastically said, “Oh, I see how it is. Bel has finally turned into a robot!”


  In such a way, she repeatedly asked for corrections of the highlighted red parts, and with thorough management ability of Belfast, the script was being completed with an amazing speed.


  「Haah…… Haah…… H-How about that? Is that good enough for you?」


  It was the night of the third day.


  Belfast would then receive the full manuscript written by Elizabeth.


  The script finally came to the part where the picture book was torn and could not be read any further.


  「So this means that this is the original story written by you, Your Majesty.」


  With anticipation causing her heart to beat faster and faster, Belfast began to read the script carefully line after line.


  —— Many Sirens have recently been sighted in the area where Rei was said to have disappeared.


  According to the survey done by the Reconnaissance Team, the fleet led by Rei encountered Siren patrol while on their way and engaged it in combat.


  The Azur Lane forces fired first in an attempt at preemptive strike, but the Siren forces immediately reversed course towards the southeast. In pursuit, Rei’s fleet also steered southwest and gave chase.


  However, this turned out to be nothing more but a Siren trap. It was said that when the Azur Lane patrol pursued the Sirens, they were surrounded and bombarded with concentrated fire from all sides.


  「You have also received a sortie order, effective immediately.」


  And thus, Boo-san, who was also a shipgirl working in the Home Port as a Maid, also threw herself into the feverish flames of warfare.


  Being assigned as a part of a large fleet, Boo came to a sea area inhabited by the evil Sirens, the same part where Rei’s squad fell into a Siren ambush..


  The Siren forces comprised a huge part of Chasers and Smashers, and their numbers were larger than any other forces that the Azur Lane shipgirls had ever seen. Then, the large fleet was surrounded by Scavenger and Executor Sirens as well and became exposed to the concentrated fire from every possible direction. Soon enough, Boo-san’s companions started to fall one after another and ——


  After reading that far into the manuscript, Belfast once again started to have a really bad feeling about this entire situation.


  「Your Majesty…… Is it not that the story is once again shifting into the territory of a tragedy? Are you sure about this?」


  

  * * *


  When Belfast raised her head to ask her about that, Elizabeth leaned back in shock in her chair.


  「I-I, well…… I am well aware that every story needs a catharsis to be truly complete.」


  「We have been correcting mistakes and deficits at least several times before…… Are you really okay, Your Majesty?」


  「N-No need to worry! It’s going to be one huge reversal from here on out! Just you sit and wait!」


  Belfast continued to read the rest of the manuscript, even though she was getting more and more suspicious of what Elizabeth was saying.


  —— In a situation of utter desperation Boo-san is finally hit directly by Siren’s fierce bombardment. In the sea of ​​flames that rises violently all around her, Boo-san loses the sight of her comrades and even the fleet that they should be pursuing, and before long she passess out from the injuries that she had sustained.


  Boo-san then wakes up on the unfamiliar shore of an unknown island.


  「Where is this place……?」


  Enduring the pain spilling all over her body, she eventually manages to get up, only to see that all of her friends and comrades are nowhere to be seen.


  Just how far has she been swept away from the battlefield?


  「——Ah!」


  There, in the shadows far from the coast, Boo-san discovers that there is “something” watching her all this time.


  Noticing that Boo managed to become aware of the “something’s” existence, it hastily retreats deeper into the island, away from the shoreline.


  「Wait! Please, come back!」


  When Boo started to go forward to chase that “something”, the wounds all over her body started to ache so much that she had to crouch down.


  Then, that mysterious “something” saw that she was in pain, and instead of trying to run away again, it slowly approached her with caution.


  「You, you are……」


  When Boo was able to finally see the “something” that tried to run away from her just a moment ago, she was able to realize what it really was.


  That “something” that was lurking in the shadows before was actually a Manjuu.


  And upon seeing the wounded Boo, Manjuu helped her to get back up on her feet and it started to guide her somewhere.


  「H-Hey! Wait a moment! Where do you think you’re taking me!?」


  Not knowing what to do about this whole situation, Boo could only drag her feet along, hoping for the best.


  Apparently, the place where she drifted ashore was like a deserted island in the middle of the ocean. It seems that the Manju was trying to take Boo to the center of the island, where a safe hideout and food were prepared for her in what appeared to be a temporary shelter. Or at the very least, Boo was hoping that it was something like that.


  With the Manjuu’s help, Boo would eventually reach the hideout, where she happened to see something that was truly unbelievable.


  「…… Rei-san? Could it be…… Is that really you!? Rei-san!?」


  Manjuu had taken Boo to its hideout in the center of the island, where Boo was able to find Rei, who was severely injured, but apparently safe.


  After reuniting with Rei, especially after losing all forms of contact with her for so long, Boo managed to forget all about the pain of her wounds and tried to run over to her beloved friend.


  However, the way in which Rei reacted to seeing Boo was something that would also be completely unbelievable.


  「You…… Who are you?」


  It would seem that Rei has lost her memory as a result of her wounds in the previous battle.


  In addition, it would also seem that her Wisdom Cube, the core of every shipgirl’s being, was also severely damaged, and her body would not last long at its current state.


  And faced with the gravity of the situation that she had found herself facing at the current moment, Boo-san could feel that the world right in front of her eyes was turning all black and dark ——


  Even Belfast could feel as though her vision would black out at any moment now from reading that script.


  「At the rate in which things are going…… Obtaining a happy ending might prove to be impossible here.」


  However, it was already the night of the third day. She had to take that into account.


  They could no longer afford to throw away any parts of the script, not after going so far with it. Of course, there was always the possibility of extending the deadline for two more days, but that was the last resort solution.


  The true deadline according to Hood was ten days later, and since the introduction to the three-act structure had already been completed, it was possible to hand over only a small part of the manuscript that was already approved.


  —— But…… For Her Majesty to rewrite it once again like that, is she really going to make it until the fifth night?


  And above all else, there was yet another matter that was still awaiting them, one that was even tougher than the current problem that they were facing.


  「Bel, you see…… I am almost at my limit here, so……」


  When Belfast raised her face upon hearing Elizabeth say that, Elizabeth was looking at her with tears welling up in her eyes.


  「……I want to go back to my own room in the dorm right now so badly! I want to sleep soundly in my own fluffy bed until noon the next day! I want to drink some fresh and delicious tea while eating some sweet and colorful sweets…… Ufufu…… I am really looking forward to it, you know?」


  「Your Majesty, are you really sure you’re okay?」


  As expected, the stress of the Confinement Work was finally starting to reach critical levels and taking its toll on both Elizabeth’s mind and body.


  Not only that, but it was becoming difficult for Belfast herself to dedicate herself to playing the part of the demon editor any longer. She was also about to reach her limit soon.


  To be honest, Belfast was very grateful to Elizabeth for being able to work so hard all this time all alone and without any help. Because deep inside Belfast knew that she was doing her best to fulfill her own desire of seeing both Boo-san and Rei-san happy.


  「Which is why…… I don’t want to force Her Majesty to do any more work than it is necessary……」


  But if that was the case, then whatever it is that she should do here?


  While Belfast was desperately searching for some sort of a solution, what managed to catch her eye was Echo’s notepad.


  「Can I borrow this for a moment, Your Majesty?」


  When she asked her that, Elizabeth simply nodded her head.


  Belfast then scrutinized the contents written in the notepad, looking for anything that might be a hint that she needed so desperately right now.


  Then, her eyes stopped at a certain page.


  「…… This is it! Based on this content……!」


  It was during the Pancake Race with Neptune. It was probably something Newcastle said when everyone was talking about various episodes just the other day.


  「Your Majesty! Just a little bit more, just a little bit more and I promise you that this is going to be over with!」


  With this, there would be no need to actually rewrite everything in the manuscript, just a few changes could dramatically change the type of content they would be creating.


  Thinking like that, Belfast presented Elizabeth with a revised proposal based on her past experiences.


  「…… The part that needs to be corrected is where Boo-san got to the island. Actually, the uninhabited island that Boo-san landed on was an island for coastwatchers made by the Manjuu who came from the Home Port. 」


  On the island where Neptune and the others were serving the tea, desks and chairs were prepared for the Coastwatchers, and there they found Ark Royal’s forgotten items as well.


  From there, they would simply combine both episodes that Kent and Suffolk mentioned.


  「The Manjuu, who saw Boo in her maid outfit, thought that she came to the island to help it make some sweets, and so it guided her to the hideout. And there, she meets Rei-san, who lost her memory.」


  「Making sweets…? What does that have to do with everything else? I don’t get it.」


  Belfast continued to explain to Elizabeth, who apparently was unable to perceive where Belfast was going with this story.


  「So, even though Boo-san was worried about Rei-san, she did as the Manjuu told her and stirred the whipped cream in the bowl…and then the bowl went flying away.」


  Just like in the episode when Suffolk regained her memories, Rei would regain her memories thanks to a blunt force trauma to the head, and together with Boo they would join up with the Great Fleet to battle the Sirens once again.


  

  * * *


  「And in the end, Boo-san and Rei-san help each other out and manage to defeat the Siren. This should be enough of a happy ending for everyone to appreciate!」


  When Belfast said those words, for some reason Elizabeth looked down and her entire body started to shake and tremble slightly.


  「Your Majesty……?」


  Was it really possible to force Elizabeth even further than this with her work?


  The moment Belfast was starting to wonder about that, Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed red and she raised her face, an expression of great excitement clearly visible all over it.


  「That…… That is the best! Simply wonderful! I don’t know why, but the moment you outlined the scene like that, Bel, the lines started to appear inside of my head all on their own! I will use those ideas of yours as reference as soon as possible, so please wait just a moment! Now we just change that thing right here and adjust that thing over there! That’s it! This is going to be great!」


  Elizabeth snatched the manuscript from Belfast’s hands and she hurriedly started to rewrite it.


  「Ahh, umm…… Your Majesty? Please do bear in mind that the overall purpose of all those correction is the acquisition of the happy ending.」


  「I know! I know! And it’s going to be okay! We are heading there right now!」


  Even though Belfast was still feeling slightly uneasy about this, she decided to wait until the manuscript would be completed in its entirety, not saying anything more unrefined in order to not hinder Elizabeth’s motivation.


  A few hours have passed, and when the date was about to change,


  「Yes! This is it!」


  Along with those enthusiastic words, Elizabeth thrusted out the revised manuscript right into Belfast’s arms.


  「Yes, now just please allow me to confirm it.」


  With those words, Belfast started to carefully check the manuscript once again.


  As for Elizabeth, her nervousness could easily be felt across the small room, and surely it was also oozing out into the otherwise silent library.


  After confirming the very last line, Belfast slowly opened her mouth with a smile on her face.


  「……Thank you very much for all of your hard work, Your Majesty. With this, the script is now officially complete.」


  Slowly, tears began to form in the corners of Elizabeth’s eyes.


  「I…… I did it! I freaking did it! Bel! I… I managed to write a proper script in three days!」


  「Yes, yes you did, Your Majesty. And I am really happy for you because of that.」


  Belfast once again bowed her head to Elizabeth.


  「And I must once again apologize to you, Your Majesty. During the writing process, both my attitude towards you as well as my words were leaving much to be desired.」


  「Huh? What are you talking about, Bel? I could not have done my very best if you were not here with me to watch over me. If I was all alone in here, I would never have finished it in time!」


  「Also, about that part…… I am sorry, Your Majesty, but I do believe that there is one more thing that I need to apologize to you for.」


  * * *


  The next morning.


  With over thirteen days left until the School Festival, Belfast heard news that the cast had finally been decided, and headed to the meeting room alongside Curacoa.


  「Have you already given Her Majesty’s script to Hood-san?」


  Belfast nodded her head in response as she walked along the other maid. Then she cast a quick glance her way.


  「Yes, it was actually submitted late at night yesterday, because Hood-sama said that she would like to read it as soon as it was done. So I just honored her wish.」


  「So, Her Majesty was able to uphold the original deadline in the end, huh……?」


  Belfast smiles wryly at Curacoa’s timid question.


  「Of course…… Initially Her Majesty was really mad at Ajax for conjuring up a scheme like that, but…… But now that the whole schedule, which was originally really tight, has a lot of leeway to it, it seems like she has found it in herself to forgive her. At least to some extent.」


  As for Elizabeth herself, she went to sleep and ordered that she was not to be woken up before noon.


  When Belfast and the others reached the conference room, they knocked onto the door and after a short wait the two of them went inside.


  「Please excuse us.」


  「I have been waiting for you, Belfast. Curacoa.」


  With that said, Hood, who was sitting in a chair in the back of the room, greeted the two maids right away.


  In addition, the meeting room was filled with cast members selected by lottery a few days ago.


  It would also seem that Elizabeth’s script has been copied and spread to everyone in advance. Because of that fact Javelin, who must have read the script right away, went towards Belfast in order to give her impressions of it.


  「Her Majesty’s script was really funny and interesting to read~. When I found out that Rei-san had lost her memory, I genuinely burst into tears, and then……」


  「—— Excuse me, Javelin-san, but can I talk to Belfast for a moment?」


  Hood said so, and Javelin then covered her mouth with her hand, as if only now she realized what she had done. She then slowly backed away, all smiling.


  「Actually, I also talked with King George V, but after reading this script, I would like for you to be able to participate as part of the cast —— as Rei-san, of course.」


  Belfast and Curacoa could not help it but to look at each other in surprise.


  「After reading through this story written by Her Majesty over and over again, I really wanted you to participate in the play as that particular character. Rei-san apparently is the kind of character who is pretty much perfect in whatever it is that she is doing, is also a Light Cruiser, and has a noble aura about her. So you seemed like the perfect match for that particular character.」


  「That’s fine with me, but…… What about other actors? Weren’t there any objections to that?」


  Everyone in the cast nodded their heads obediently upon hearing Belfast’s words.


  「Even though your personalities might be slightly different here, I trust Hood when she was making that decision. And honestly, I also think that you are the best suitable person for that particular role.」


  King George V also flipped through the pages of the script as she was saying that.


  「So, does that mean that you have already decided on who is going to be playing the part of Boo-san?」


  Hood slowly got up from her seat as she took a quick glance at Curacoa.


  「Actually, there is someone I want to recommend for that role in particular.」


  Saying that, she looked at the shipgirls who had gathered as cast members in the conference room.


  「I think she’s the perfect match for the role of Rei-san’s best friend, who plays the leading role! Yes, that is why, you are going to be Boo-san!!」


  At that moment, the gazes of everyone in the conference room suddenly gathered at Cygnet exclusively.


  Looking at Cygnet’s blank expression, Belfast recalled a certain memory.


  If Belfast remembered correctly, Cygnet said a few days ago that she had been invited by the her fellow C Class Destroyers to join the Cast team, but neither Crescent nor Comet was to be seen in the room.


  It would seem that only Cygnet, the only one who did not want to win in the lottery, managed to do just that.


  And what’s more, she clearly did not expect to receive a recommendation from Hood for the leading role.


  「Uh, m-me? Eh… B-But…… Wh-why……?」


  Cygnet’s face gradually turned pale as the gravity of the situation gradually took hold of her.


  And then,


  「HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!?!?!?!?!?」


  Her scream, a mixture of both panic and peer pressure, echoed even outside of the Royal Navy’s dormitory.


  Chapter 3: The Curtain Rises


  And just like that, the time left until the beginning of the School Festival was more or less ten days.


  In line with that realization, the Royal Navy’s dormitory was becoming more and more restless and excited, and once the already finished Elizabeth’s script managed to be distributed to all parties that were involved with it, the preparations for the School Festival could finally begin in earnest.


  However, the same could not be said so easily about the overall schedule. Because all the teams struggled with how to allocate their time properly in order to finish their assigned tasks , and each member of each team worked as hard as they could on a daily basis to make up for that.


  「But even so, I thought that Cygnet-san was going to protest about being assigned that role for a little while longer than that.」


  In the afternoon, on their way back to the kitchen from the audit at the Casting Team, Curacoa opened her mouth to share her thoughts with Belfast.


  「Yes, that’s right. I was worried out there for a moment, but I am relieved that she managed to accept the role and come to terms with it so fast.」


  As per Hood’s recommendation, Belfast was going to play the part of Rei-san, and Cygnet was to play the role of Boo-san. Which was honestly a rather surprising choice.


  When Belfast happened to read through Elizabeth’s script for the very first time, she thought that Boo-san was a whole lot like her older sister Edinburgh, and that she would get recommended for that role as well.


  However, as she would gradually read on, Belfast would come to realize that things were actually different and more and more discrepancies would pop up here and there.


  If anything, Boo-san had a way more shy and reserved personality than Edinburgh, and if that was to be the case, it was true that Cygnet was the closest to that particular image out of the entire cast.


  「The only thing left to do now is to memorize the script before the day of the actual performance and keep on practicing it until we learn it all by heart.」


  「Yes, that’s right. But it’s just that……」


  What was really worrisome to Belfast here, was the actual appointment of Cygnet.


  In the first place, the only reason as to why Cygnet was a part of the Casting Team was because she had been roped into it by her fellow C Class Destroyer friends, Crescent and Comet, but as the way of appointing the members of the cast through lottery, she was the only C Class Destroyer who was left at the end of the day.


  That fact alone would have been more than enough for a cause to worry about her, but now what was added was the extra pressure from Cygnet being appointed the leading role in the stage play as well.


  「Even during the line matching and rehearsals, it seems as though she’s forgetting the lines that she had supposedly already memorized.」


  While talking like that and sharing her thoughts with one another, Belfast and Curacoa returned to the kitchen.


  When they opened the back door to the kitchen, the various members of the Iris Libre were already busy preparing lunch inside, hustling and bustling all over the place.


  While Belfast and the other maids were working on their respective duties for the stage play preparations, as well as performing the audits, it was arranged that the duty of lunch preparations would temporarily be shifted to the Iris Libre shipgirls.


  「But even so, something smells really nice in here~.」


  Curacoa said that while being lured further inside of the kitchen by the wonderful smell that was wafting through it, and then both her and Belfast noticed the beautiful dishes that the Iris Libre shipgirls made, resting on top of the cooking tables. But not only were those dishes smelling really good, they were also neatly organized on the plates.


  「This here is the white fish sauté, and this here is consommé soup, isn’t it?」


  As the Iris Libre’s shipgirls continued to cook and prepare for lunch in a way that would not disturb anyone else doing their respective work, the other Maid Corps members started to return from their audits one after another.


  Once everyone had gathered inside of the kitchen, Belfast resumed their usual debriefing meeting.


  「Well then, I would like to hear the status report for each group, please.」


  First of all, every single day Belfast would listen to the progress of each team and check whether or not their overall progress was falling behind schedule.


  At the same time, the Stamp Table that would set the achievement targets for each individual team would be updated in accordance with the new status reports, and the auditors would directly tell their teams whether or not things were proceeding smoothly, or if they needed to hurry up with whatever it was that they were doing.


  There were no particular problems with any of the teams on that particular day, and the minimum quota set for today has been achieved without any major problems, and the Costume Team was particularly outstanding with the job that they were doing. Not only was their general goal more or less already achieved, but their progress was way faster than that of any other group.


  「Everyone is doing a truly outstanding job so far.」


  That was all that Sheffield, who was in charge of the Costume Team audits, quietly told to the rest of the Maid Corps.


  「Illustrious, Victorious, Unicorn and Fiji are the core of the entire team, and they are all well-versed in the art of fashion and clothes-making. What’s more, Centaur is also helping them out, so I don’t really think there will be any big delay in the future. That, and there is also……」If there is, it is…」


  In the middle of Sheffield speaking, the door to the kitchen was suddenly pushed open with a great impact.


  「Newcastle! Sheffield! I’m here to get our card stamped.」


  With such an energetic voice, the Southampton Class Light Cruiser and the namesake of its entire class, Southampton, came to the kitchen.


  Sheffield, who was so rudely interrupted by her, looked at Southampton with the kind of expression that must have surely been her version of irritation or annoyance..


  「……I do believe that I have already stamped your card earlier today.」


  「Yeah, that’s true, but I managed to achieve something new again, so here.」


  With that being said, Southampton showed to Sheffield the place on the stamp card that read: “get all the fabric for the costumes you need” as its goal.


  「Why suddenly fabric procurement out of all things? According to the schedule table, it should have arrived as early as tomorrow with the transport ship supplies.」


  When Newcastle opened her mouth and said so,


  「—— It’s because I have just returned to the Home Port a little while ago.」


  Everyone’s attention was so focused at what was currently going on here that no one even noticed when a new person happened to enter the kitchen. And that someone happened to be none other than the third Aircraft Carrier of the Illustrious Class, Formidable.


  「Good day to you all, members of the Maid Corps.」


  Formidable greeted everyone while smiling brightly.


  「I heard that you were supposed to be on a long-term military consignment? How come you managed to come back so fast?」


  When Sheffield asked her that question, Formidable smiled even brighter as she started to twirl one of her signature twintails on her finger in a playful gesture.
 Because it’s exciting and exciting,


  「Well, hearing that there was a School Festival coming closer and closer, I just had to make sure that I will get that work done as soon as possible in order to be able to come back in time, wouldn’t you agree? And I see that my timing could not have been better. Once my own tasks are going to be done, I shall support you all.」


  「Support?」


  After swallowing hard for a moment out there, Sheffield immediately followed up on what Formidable had said.


  「I have heard everything about the necessary fabric from Victorious-nee-san, so I happened to bring it with me while being on my way back to the Home Port. I have also made sure to let my sisters know that I am going to join the Costume Making Team upon coming back home.」


  Then, Ignoring Sheffield’s previous words, Formidable pointed to the stamp table where Southampton was currently standing.


  「Now then, think you could give me a hand with that, Sheffield?」


  「Well, I guess it cannot be helped……」


  Saying that, Sheffield put the stamp on the card, although she did that somewhat vehemently.


  Beside Sheffield, Newcastle let out a chuckle as she spoke to Southampton with a smile on her face.


  

  * * *


  「But then, you did not have to come all the way to the kitchen just for this one thing, isn’t that right?」


  「Yes, I am well aware of that fact. And honestly speaking, it was just a pretext on my part. I just wanted to see the faces of my beloved sister ships, that is all there is to it.」


  In response to Southampton’s huge grin, Sheffield stamped her card once again, and then she put it away while letting out a sigh filled with exasperation.


  「Even though you may be of the same Class as ships, aren’t your sisters maids, and you are not?」


  Looking at Southampton, Bel-chan tilted her head in puzzlement.


  「That may indeed be so, but I have always thought that being a Knight under the command of King George V-sama suits me far better than being a mere maid…… But still, with the coming of the School Festival, the Maid Corps looks to be as busy as ever, I see?」


  Southampton took the stamp card from Shieffield’s hands and turned around, apparently getting ready to walk away.


  「Well then, I think it’s high time for me to go back to the Costume Team. Earlier, King Goerge V-sama told me to go to the Casting Team and start taking their measurements for the costumes, so I’d better get to that, pronto.」


  After Southampton waved her hand and went away, Formidable put her hand on the door as well.


  「Come to think of it, where is the storage place for your maid outfits, I wonder? As a reference for the costume, you were asked by Nee-san to borrow one of those.」


  「Well then, in that case, let me show you to the storage. Please follow me.」


  Saying so, Newcastle left the kitchen with Formidable following closely behind.


  When the door closed behind the two of them with a loud sound, Sheffield glanced at Belfast and the others.


  「…… So, as I was saying before I was interrupted like that, at the rate in which things are going, I don’t think that we are going to expect any kind of delays. At least not for the time being.」


  Hearing her words with such implications, Belfast could only smile vaguely.


  * * *


  After that, there were no teams with any significant delays to their assigned tasks, and the remaining days until the School Festival were all spent in feverishly working towards making the stage play into the best performance ever that it was supposed to be.


  All kinds of work was progressing smoothly and without interruptions or setbacks, and finally on the day right before the School Festival ——


  A few days ago, the Casting Team started practicing the actual stage play in earnest, so instead of the meeting room in the Royal Navy’s dormitory, they switched to practicing at the actual theater where the play would take place.


  Since it was the last rehearsal before the actual performance, Belfast had to stay behind in order to make sure that everything was the way it was supposed to be, and Curacoa was left with handling the debriefing meetings with the other groups, after which she was pretty much done.


  「—— I-I want to go, too! Please, let me sortie as well ,so that I can go to the place where Rei-san went!」


  At the current moment, it was already way past dinner time.


  On top of the stage, Cygnet, who played the role of Boo-san, stood right in the center, right in the spotlight. The content they were currently practicing was a scene in which Boo-san was informed that Rei-san had gone missing, and Boo-san herself volunteered to join the Grand Fleet in order to retaliate against the Sirens. .


  In the front row of the audience were Belfast, King George V, and Hood, who had now faded from the stage, watching Cygnet’s performance with serious expression.


  「But Boo-san…… You might die as well if you go with the Fleet.」


  It was Emile Bertin, a Light Cruiser of the Emile Bertin Class from Iris Libre, who came out onto the stage after saying that.


  Emile played the role of a gentle senior character who was concerned about Boo-san from the bottom of her heart. When Belfast did not know she was going to be a part of the cast, she was really surprised to see her making an appearance.


  In response to the words of Emile Bertin, who played her senior role very seriously, Cygnet said the following lines ——


  「——- I’m sorry. I forgot my lines again……」


  After a brief pause, King George V waved her hand at the shipgirls who were still on top of the stage.


  「I know that some of you might still be nervous because the actual performance is so close at hand. For the time being, let us all catch a short break.」


  This was the reason why the practice continued until so late into the night. Cygnet, who should have already memorized her lines little by little until yesterday, was not actually doing so well.


  「Ugh…… I’m so hungry~.」


  Belfast overheard Cygnet’s words, who was about to return to the waiting room for the time being while muttering to herself like that all the time.


  While it was true that because of the practice everyone from the stage crew ate their meals way earlier than usual so that they would not have any distractions, it was around the time that not only Cygnet but also everyone else was starting to become increasingly hungry.


  Belfast then looked at her wrist watch with concern painted all over her face.


  「We could give everyone some sweets to give them more energy…… But it’s so late right now, and we also need to take the sugar content into account……」


  「I wonder what happened to Cygnet-chan to become like that……?」


  Then Hood murmured those words while sounding all uneasy as she descended into the audience and stood side by side with Belfast and the rest of the overseers.


  「…… At this rate, we won’t make it in time for tomorrow’s performance, as bad as it sounds.」


  Said King George V as she let out a resigned sigh, approaching Belfast and Hood.


  「We have been practicing since this morning, but were still unable to bring the play to the ending part. This is starting to become really concerning.」


  Then, Emile Bertin, who should have taken a rest alongside everyone else, came back from the waiting room and approached Belfast and the company.


  「Hey guys, excuse me. Do you think that you could come with me for a moment?」


  Wondering what’s going on, everyone followed after Emile Bertin, just like she asked them to.


  After arriving at the waiting room, Emile Bertin tried to turn the doorknob, but it would not budge even a little bit for some reason.


  「As you can clearly see, Cygnet-san seemed to have locked the door behind her, and she refuses to open it no matter what.」


  「Cygnet-chan!? Is everything alright!?」


  Hood knocks onto the waiting room’s door in a hurry, but there was no response from Cygnet at all.


  「What the heck is going on, Cygnet……?」


  At that moment, Cygnet’s stomach throbbed and thundered so loud that everyone could hear it coming from across the door..


  「…… My stomach… its…… its……」


  Cygnet mumbled those words in a faint voice.


  「I’m so hungry…… And because of that all the lines in my head basically flew away, and……」


  At that time, everyone present fell silent for a moment.


  Then Cygnet suddenly started crying.


  「I-I knew it! It’s impossible for someone like me! I can’t be the main character! I can’t star in a play such as this……!」


  「C-Cygnet-chan? What are you even talking about?」


  Cygnet would then respond in a panicked voice to Hood’s question.


  「T-That’s because…… I have been doing my best for so long to make it all work out somehow…… But I am still not good at acting! Not even a little bit! I’m forgetting my lines all the time…… And now the rumbling of my stomach is making everything even worse……!」


  「It’s a little bit too late for you to be saying that, especially with how the actual performance is tomorrow……」


  Even though King George V calmly told her so, Cygnet’s depression did not stop there. Quite the opposite, it even grew worse.


  「I-I know, but…… This is way too heavy of a burden to me……」


  King George V looked at Belfast with a sign of pity in her eyes.


  「Belfast, do we have some snacks ready here? If not, please go procure some. I think that as long as we manage to fill her stomach with something to eat, this problem will be as good as solved.


  「That’s fine with me, but……」


  Belfast thought for a moment out there before eventually telling to King George V.


  「I don’t think that this particular line of reasoning is going to help us solve this problem right here and right now.」


  

  * * *


  「What do you mean by that?」


  To King George V, whose face turned grim upon hearing those words, Belfast began to talk about her past experiences.


  「I think this is not actually the first time when Cygnet-san happened to lose her confidence like that. And this ravenous hunger that she seems to be feeling right now? It must be something akin to a switch or trigger to her. I think that all this time she must have been under a tremendous amount of pressure, wouldn’t you agree?」


  At the same time, Javelin, who had come to see how things were going with Cygnet, cheerfully raised her hand in the air.


  「That’s right! Cygnet-chan, if I recall correctly, she was really worried about whether she could really be the leading role in the play, and if she was going to meet everyone’s expectations.」


  King George V heard what Javelin said just now and put her hand to her chin while being lost in her thoughts.


  「Then what do you think we are supposed to do in this situation?」


  「Well, that’s actually really easy.」


  It was actually none other than Hood who opened her mouth and spoke up in that moment.


  「… Cygnet-chan, how about I take a moment to elaborate on the reason why I chose you to be the recommended person for the leading role?」


  Hearing Hood’s voice, Cygnet made a quiet noise from behind the other side of the door.


  「When I happened to read Her Majesty’s script based on the story of the “Ghost Maid”, I thought I could not think of anyone other than Cygnet-chan to play the leading role. There is no other shipgirl more suitable than you to play the role of the long-talked-for and beloved girl in the entire Home Port. That was my line of reasoning at the time.」


  「But that’s how…… That’s how you always are, Hood-nee-sama, so……」


  「No, while it might be true, this time around I honestly thought that. Cygnet-chan, do you know what the origin of your name is? Or for how long it was known to our Royal Navy?」


  「Huh……?」


  Hood then gently spoke to Cygnet through the closed waiting room door, trying to appeal to her as gently as possible.


  「The origin of the name ‘Cygnet’ means ‘White Raven Chick’. Many ships have been built with this exact name before across the vast history of the Royal Navy. Do you happen to know why?」


  「No, I…… I don’t know.」


  「And it’s because all of those ships have done great deeds in their respective time. And besides, it’s a traditional name, and I personally like the sound of it really much. As I am sure that you do, too…… I also think that you are destined to do some great things. I am sure of it.」


  Hood then put her forehead against the waiting room’s door and she give Cygnet a soft smile.


  Belfast let out a deep sigh while everyone present looked somewhat relieved from hearing that explanation.


  「…… Hood-sama, don’t you think that what you have said just now was really counterproductive?」


  「Huh?」


  「Due to Cygnet-san’s personality, I thought that saying something like that would only serve to increase the pressure that she was already feeling way too much……」


  As expected, a trembling voice mixed with tears could be heard from the other side of the door.


  「I……But I am not all that great to begin with…… I cannot accomplish anything great on my own like that……!!」


  And then the loud sound of crying could be heard coming from the waiting room.


  King George V then looked at Hood in astonishment.


  「Hmph…… See? This is what happens when you try to lie to someone, and you are doing a poor job at that. If you were to say from the beginning that you wanted to see Cygnet in the lead role simply because you thought that she would look cute that way, that would have been a whole lot more convincing.」.


  「W-Wha!?」


  At that moment Hood’s face turned bright red with embarrassment.


  「W-What are you saying all of a sudden, George!? Why would I want to lie here!? And stop saying things that might be misunderstood so easily!」


  「But was it not you who said it before? That when Cygnet is acting all shy and embarrassed, that she looks the cutest that way? And that she has the kind of face that would make you want to order her to say all sort of dirty and embarrassing things as punishment in a Punishment Game?」


  Hood then suddenly let out a loud, unnatural cough, interrupting King George V’s words with her own.


  「G-Goodness gracious, talk about an opinion that was completely out of place! There is both time and place for things like that, you know? There is no way that I would actually…… I-I mean, this is…… There is no way I would ever want to force someone as cute as Cygnet to say anything pervy or anything like that! But that being said, Cygnet-chan’s face sure is cute, wouldn’t you all agree? But her embarrassed face is also pretty nice, to the point where you would want to bully her ever so slightly just so that you could witness that face of hers……」


  At that moment, Hood suddenly came back to her senses.


  Belfast and King George V, including the other members of the cast, were at a loss for words from what they just heard. No one really expected to hear of such an unexpected side of Hood, seeing her with a bright red face. It was enough to make everyone feel stunned.


  「O-Oh my, is it just me, or has it gotten really hot in here all of a sudden for some reason……?」


  While Hood was fanning her face with her hands slightly, she gently turned her back on everyone present.


  「But we surely cannot leave things the way they are now.」


  Belfast muttered those words more to herself rather than anyone else in particular.


  When she was thinking about some kind of a breakthrough method for the predicament in which they were currently in, and the one that was looming over them since the time of the script-writing,


  「—— Say, I am actually starting to get hungry myself, you know?」


  Emile Bertin called out to everyone in order to break the sudden tension that was hanging in the air above everyone’s heads.


  「I just want the Head Maid of the Maid Corps to prepare delicious tea and sweets for all of us to enjoy together!」


  Belfast nodded at Emile Bertin’s request while she glanced at her.


  「Oh well, it might be as good of a time as any to have some break over some tea.」


  Since they have gotten so off-topic here, I might have been wise of them to actually take a break in order to look at things from a slightly different perspective.


  But just as Belfast was thinking about what to offer for everyone to eat and drink, Emile Bertin suddenly pulled up her sleeves.


  「Hmm? What happened, Emile-san?」


  「Well, seeing that you have Edinburgh’s face, I got this strange urge to go and help you out, you know?」


  When Belfast saw Emile Bertin grinning broadly, she suddenly had a flash of epiphany completely out of the blue.


  「Emile-san, if only I could…… 」


  When Belfast explained the situation to her in a hurry, Emile grinned even brighter.


  「If that’s the case, then I know some people who are just the kind of help that we might need. Let’s try asking them for help!」


  * * *


  When Belfast and Emile returned to the kitchen, the other Iris Libre shipgirls who had come to help in preparation of the meal were already gone, and Edinburgh and Suffolk remained on the spot to clean up.


  「Oh, Bel, welcome back…… Emile? What are you doing here?」


  「Long time no see, Edinburgh!」


  Waving her hand at Edinburgh, Emile came into the kitchen as if she owned the place.


  「What’s wrong? For you to come to the kitchen like that……」


  「But I’m not the only one, you know?」


  Saying that, Emile moved her body to the right and,


  「—— So this is what a kitchen of the Royal Maids looks like, huh?」


  A girl with long golden hair came to the kitchen with a cheerful spitting voice.


  When Edinburgh and Suffolk looked all puzzled at the sight of an unfamiliar face that said that,


  「Ah! That’s right! I haven’t even introduced myself yet!」


  After saying that, she turned around and bowed as if she remembered something.


  「My name is La Temeriere, the Le Hardi Class Destroyer belonging to Iris Libre! I have been invited here by Belfast-san and Emile. I am going to make some Iris Libre’s sweets that I am so proud of!」


  

  * * *


  However, despite such an introduction, Edinburgh and Suffolk remained as vacant as ever.


  「Huh? That’s it? No reaction at all? Or could it be that you did not even hear my awesome self-introduction?」


  Looking at Le Témeraire who wondered about that, Emile smiled brightly.


  「Well, that is also because we have not really started to explain anything yet, so it cannot really be helped for the time being.」


  「Yes, about that. Actually, you see ——」


  And just like that, Belfast explained to the other two step by step what happened earlier in the theater and what brought them here.


  「…… And that would be more or less a gist of it.」


  When Belfast finishes recollecting the recent events, Edinburgh still showed a really dissatisfied expression.


  「Yes, I understand that Cygnet is shutting herself away in the waiting room because of the pressure and stress, but what that does have to do with you coming here of all places right now and wanting to make sweets all of a sudden?」


  Suffolk nodded her head, backing up Edinburgh’s words.


  「Yes, that’s right. And besides, when it comes to making sweets, you’re the best in the entire Maid Corps, aren’t you? But I assume that as a Patissiere, you want me to make something extra special for you right now?」


  「But, please bear in mind that the dessert we want you to make cannot be just delicious alone. It also has to be deliciously fragrant at that.」


  「Deliciously? Fragrant?」


  Suffolk cocked her head slightly, clearly not understanding what it was that Belfast meant by that.


  「Yes, that’s right. It has to be all about fragrance right now. Now, I have a question for both of you, Suffolk and Nee-san: did you know that humans can perceive the scents and fragrances in two distinct ways?」


  「Huh? Two distinct ways? First time I have ever heard of it.」


  Belfast then gently placed her finger on top of Edinburgh’s bewildered nose.


  「The first kind is the aromas that you smell directly through your nose, which is called orthonasal aroma. The other kind is the aromas that passes through your throat and pass through your nasal cavity, and is called retronasal aroma.」


  After sticking her tongue out to demonstrate, Belfast stared at the dinner menu that had just been hung on the wall for a good moment or two.


  「Basically, the Royal Navy models its meals after the Royal Family, and they seem to attach great importance to breakfast in their meals of the day. So much so that our usual breakfast routine is called “Full Royal Breakfast ”, but they do not place much importance on lunch and dinner as a result of that. It’s just a plethora of simple side dishes thrown together, and there are not many dishes that have an appetizing smell orthonasal-wise.」


  「Hmm, I see. But then, why is this, umm…… Ortho-something…… What was it called again……?」


  Suffolk smiled shyly upon not being able to recall the new term she just heard, and Belfast answered her with a warm smile on her face.


  「Orthonasal Aroma.」


  「Oh! Yes, yes, that’s it! That was the one! Why do you need that aroma in the first place?」


  「Surely it must have something to do with the air that you breathe in, right?」


  Emile put her index finger to her chin and answered Suffolk’s question after a moment.


  「And it is precisely because of that fact that Belfast thought that we should prepare some sweets or dessert with a strong citrus aroma to it.」


  Belfast nodded her head to confirm those words.


  「It is said that citrus scents reduce fatigue, make donomines more likely to occur, and have a relaxing effect overall. The Iris Libre faction’s cuisine is devised to consciously bring out the relaxing aromas from the food that they are using in their dishes, and it’s something called Flavor Design. That is why I have consulted in advance with those two to see if we could actually make sweets like that.」


  「I-I see that you have put a great deal of thought into that subject……」


  Hearing that waterfall of information spilling out of Belfast’s mouth, Edinburgh let out a resigned sigh from her mouth while shaking her head slightly.


  「Yes, for you to know that much about Iris Libre’s cuisine…… I must say that I am really surprised.」


  Belfast chuckled slightly upon hearing Emile’s words.


  「Recently, I was able to study how you are cooking your meals on several occasions, so I had a great deal of examples to learn from.」


  After saying those words, Belfast then called out to Le Temeraire.


  「But, this is actually going to be my first time making some of IRis Libre’s sweets. So I would really appreciate it if you had some good and simple recipes that you could share with us.」


  Le Témeraire then posed with a sharp salute in response.


  「Just leave it to me! When it comes to making sweets, I have watched Dunkirque-san make them many times, so I can teach you a little bit about our recipes! And I am also perfectly fine with being a taste tester!」


  「Well, it’s all good and all that, but there I can see one big problem that we will have to face.」


  Standing beside Belfast while letting out such enigmatic words, Emile added a supplement to what her Iris Libre companion said just now.


  「You see, Le Témeraire is a kind of a scatterbrain, so it is more than probable that she doesn’t remember the proper distribution of ingredients.」


  「Well, if it’s something like that, then do not worry!」


  Then Suffolk puffed out her chest and raised her hand high.


  「True, while I have never even made one of Iris Libre’s sweets before, since I like making sweets in general, I can pretty much imagine how it looks and what steps need to be taken!」


  As one would expect from a Royal Navy’s Patissier who was said to be the best in the entire Royal Navy’s Maid Corps.


  「And since we have a taste tester with us, we can surely deliver a product that is going to be as good as the real thing. Or at the very least the closest to the real thing as possible.」


  「That’s actually very reassuring to hear, Suffolk.」


  When Belfast praised her like that, Suffolk began to be all proud of herself.


  「Well then, let us go to the Still Room right away and make ourselves some sweets!」


  * * *


  After some time passed, in the hallway outside the waiting room, Hood, King George V and Sheffield were still waiting for Belfast to make her return.


  Just then, everyone present could hear someone breathe slowly and softly, and when they happened to look at the source of that sound, it would seem that Javelin pretty much dozed off here.


  「—— Oh well, it’s already so late at night, so I can hardly even blame her.」


  With her back pressed against the wall, King George V said so quietly.


  「Tomorrow is the big day, but I guess that being able to doze off like that is just like something that Javelin would do.」


  Hood called out like that towards Cygnet at the other side of the Waiting Room’s door.


  Since a little while ago, Cygnet has remained completely silent and would not respond to any of their words.


  Hood then continued, worrying that she might have fallen asleep in there as well.


  「Just a little while ago…… Belfast-san said that by dumping my expectations onto you like that, I might have put you under even more unnecessary pressure……」


  King George V also stared at the door while listening to Hood’s words.


  「But you know, I really meant what I said to you back then. Even if I might have given you some unnecessary tension as a result, Cygnet-chan, I want to complete this stage play with you as the leading role. Because I know that you can do it.」


  There was still no answer to her words, but Hood continued speaking regardless.


  「And you know, you are not the only one. Me as well…… I am always feeling so tremendously under pressure, that I sometimes think that it is going to crush me.」


  As she said that, Hood slowly lifted her head and stared at the ceiling, and her eyelids flickered despite the unreliable light from the fluorescent lights that were placed there.


  「On the main island of the Royal Navy, they call me ‘Hood the Mighty’, even though I am anything but that. I have been described both as a graceful and beautiful lady who symbolizes the values of the Royal Family….. But even so, I am anything but that. I am also afraid at all times and many of my victories were simply a stroke of blind luck.」


  

  * * *


  It was then that Hood could hear the faint sound of Cygnet moving closer towards the door.


  「So you see, I am not at all like people tend to describe me. Even though I might look calm, I am actually always anxious and frightened of what the results of my actions could be…… So I’m really just like you to some extent, Cygnet-chanb. That is why ——」


  Hood gently put her hand on the waiting room’s door.


  「—— That is why we must support one another to get through the hard times together, you and I…… Hood-nee-sama……」


  That’s when Hood thought she could finally hear Cygnet’s voice from the other side of the door.


  Gugyururururu!!!


  At that exact moment, both Hood and Cygnet’s stomachs rumbled out loud in unison.


  「Guess it cannot really be helped. We have waited here for so long that it’s hardly surprising we are all hungry.」


  While Hood was doing her best of letting her own heart and soul out in front of Cygnet to witness, King George V interjected her words like that.


  「…… Pfffh.」


  But then a sudden gasp like that unintentionally happened to escape from Hood’s mouth.


  「…… I guess that even though we might have our share of problems, we still do get hungry, huh? Seriously.」


  After muttering those words to herself, Hood could hear Cygnet once again raising her voice through the waiting room’s door.


  「Something smells delicious here……」


  At that point, Hood also puffed her nose and sniffed a few times in a quick succession.


  Certainly, something in here had a very unique scent to it with a hint of citrus, alongside a very sweet and sugary scent.


  「…… Uuuhh. It smells like sweets…… But where? Where is that sweet smell coming from?


  Javelin awoke from her nap in an instant, rubbing her eyes with her hands and looking around in search of the source of the sweet smell.


  Also, because the four shipgirls who happened to be here were so unbelievably hungry at the current moment, that smell was truly unbearable for them, making them realize just how hungry they actually all were.


  「—— Everyone, thank you so much for waiting for me to return. I have brought tea and some sweets for all of you.」


  Just then Belfast approached Hood and company while pushing a serving cart in front of her.


  On top of the serving cart that was slowly being pushed forward, there was a teapot, some tea cups for just the right number of people present here, and plates with sweets on top of them.


  「Hmm, while I understand why you would want to bring us some tea, but what about those sweets all of a sudden……?」


  The moment Hood asked that question,, an unfamiliar shipgirl jumped out from behind Belfast and proceeded to answer that matter.


  「Yes, yes, yes! That is a very good question! Very good, indeed! Please allow this here Le Témeraire to explain what this particular dessert is all about!」


  After cheerfully introducing himself in such a manner, Le Témeraire presented Hood with a plate of sweets that they just happened to bring.


  It looked like a dessert made by making a sweet and sandy tart in a mold in advance and then filling it with something that looked like ice cream or whipped cream.


  「This here is a dessert called Vacherin, which uses oranges as one of its main ingredients! It also uses vervese leaves as an ingredient, which makes the whole dessert smell like lemons! Isn’t it amazing!? It’s one of the staple desserts that Dunkirque makes all the time!」


  「Then we have meringue, ice cream, and chantilly cream which are all arranged neatly on a plate, and the ice cream sorbet to finish it all off…… As a result, not only does it smell good, but it also looks really cute.」


  When Hood took the plate and stared at it for a while, there was the sound of the waiting room’s door becoming unlocked, and much to everyone’s surprise, Cygnet came out of the waiting room with her nose all puffing as she was inhaling the smell of the sweets.


  「I…… I would also like to give those sweets a try…… if it’s not a problem.」


  Belfast smiled brightly and handed Cygnet a plate of Vacherin sweets on it.


  「But since I have caused everyone so much trouble in the last couple of days, and especially today…… Is it really alright for me to be just…… eating such a delicious-looking thing?」


  Seeing Cygnet looking all down in the dumps because of her shortcomings, King George V also received a plate of sweets and then she addressed Cygnet right away..


  「No need to be shy about it, after all, we are all in this together, aren’t we? So don’t beat yourself up over it too much.」


  「And since the performance is right behind the corner, I feel that everyone is a little bit more on edge than we would have all liked.」


  Belfast then met Emile’s eyes for a moment there.


  In response, Emile made a small circle with her fingers.


  Belfast had no idea if the scent of the sweets really had any effect in here, but she certainly felt that the atmosphere managed to become much better than before for some bizarre reason.


  Looking at the clock that was hanging on the wall, the date was just about to change in just ten minutes or so.


  Considering the rest of the cast already went back to their respective rooms to get some rest before the actual performance, they would probably not be able to continue practicing for today. After all, before Belfast was worried that they might not be able to practice the play all the way until the very end, but right now that it’s become like this, there was nothing anyone in here could do about it.


  「…… If you think about it, there was never a situation where you could feel safe from the beginning until the end. That would just be wishful thinking.」


  Belfast unintentionally dropped her shoulders and muttered to herself like that.


  All that was left for them to do was to do the things that they were able to do properly.
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  However, at the current moment Belfast knew that she had nothing to worry about, and that everything was going to turn out alright.


  And as to why she thought that way, that’s because ——


  「…… So delicious.」


  Looking at Cygnet right about now, who was showing a smile with her face swollen from tears that she shed before, and Hood was also carrying the sweets into her mouth with a relaxed and happy manner.


  「…… No matter what hardships you may face, as long as you have delicious food in your stomach that you can share with others, you are going to be alright.」


  It seems that Hood and Cygnet were closer to one another thanks to this little incident than ever before.


  She then wondered if there was some sort of a special exchange between the two of them while she was busy making those sweets.


  And while Belfast was thinking to herself like that,


  「……Just for tomorrow’s sake, I am going to become “Cygnet the Mighty”.」


  When Cygnet said those words, Belfast could see that Hood’s hand came to a sudden halt for some reason.


  When Belfast wondered what those words of Cygnet were exactly supposed to mean,


  「And then…… I would like to eat those sweets again as a reward for all of my hard work.」


  Saying that, Cygnet lifted up the plate and smiled at Belfast.


  Seeing that, Hood nodded with a bright grin,


  「Yes, that’s right. In that case, I am going to put everything that I have into making that fresh batch for you.」


  Thinking that there was nothing else to be said in between the two of them here, Belfast bowed her head politely and listened to Cygnet’s wish.


  * * *


  「——-Wake up! Wake up, Edinburgh-san! It’s the morning of the School Festival!」


  「Hiyaah!?」


  Still lying peacefully in her bed, the body of Edinburgh, who had been sound asleep until a moment ago, was shaken violently. When she opened her eyes up in a hurry, she could see that there was a small figure standing by her bed.


  「W-Why are you here so early in the morning, Echo……? Please don’t tell me that you wish to conduct yet another early interview like the last time……?」


  Despite the sleepy eyes of Edinburgh, Belfast opened the curtains in their room and answered her older sister.


  「It was actually a direct order from Her Majesty to wake everyone up early, and for all the members of the Royal Navy who are involved in the stage play to gather up inside of the Grand Auditorium first thing in the morning. As for Echo-chan, she just happened to pass me by in the hallway, and she asked if she could wake you up, Nee-san, in case you were going to oversleep.」


  

  * * *


  「Echo can be really dependable when I want to be!」


  「Yes, you are, Echo. Yes, you are~~~…… Haha… ha……」


  Coming out of the bed while still in her pajamas, Edinburgh immediately began getting herself ready for the day to come.


  「But still, isn’t the time for the meeting like, way too early……? And how time flies by! Until just a little while ago, I was busy looking after so many things surrounding the stage play, but it’s already the day of the School Festival.」


  When Edinburgh said that while combing her hair, Belfast raised her head while folding her own hair.


  「This last year has truly gone by in the blink of an eye.」


  「Yeah, you can say that again.」


  Belfast opened the door to their room as soon as Edinburgh was done changing from her pajamas into her maid outfit.


  「Now, let’s just hope that this is really going to be the most wonderful stage play to ever grace the stage.」


  * * *


  Inside of the Great Auditorium, not only the members of the Royal Navy, but also everyone from the Iris Libre were currently gathered.


  「—— Everyone, it is time! After many trials and tribulations, the day has finally come!」


  In front of everyone else there was Queen Elizabeth, speaking in a loud and strong voice. Right next to her were Warspite, Le Triomphant and the Blueprint Ship from Iris Libre, Saint-Louis.


  「I have already heard about it all, how you were all working really hard until today in order to make that stage play into a reality! And that is exactly why! Because of the amount of hard work and heart that we have put into making this stage play, I honestly believe that it will be the best stage play to ever exist, one that is not going to lose to the performances of any other faction out there!」


  Having said everything that needed to be said, Elizabeth took a step back and let Le Triomphant address her subordinates next.


  「Everyone, for the past few days, everyone in Iris Libre has done a really good job. I think it was a wonderful thing during those days that we were able to cooperate with everyone from the Royal Navy and got to know one another better. I am sure that it was a beginning of a great friendship and that in the future we are going to be able to support one another more and more.」


  Once Le Triomphant was done, Elizabeth stepped forward once more and spoke up again.


  「Now, I know that the hour might be early, but since we were drawing lots as to see what faction would present their performance in what order, it was decided that we are going to be the penultimate ones to do our performance. That is why we need to use all the time that we can get before the actual performance. But we are definitely going to show everyone a stage play so overwhelming that no other faction is going to be able to overshadow us! Do I make myself clear!?」


  After that short speech what followed was a loud round of cheers and applause from everyone present in the auditorium.


  「…… Hey, Bel. Come to think of it, about that little incident with Hood-sama and Cygnet-chan last night……」


  Edinburgh secretly whispered into Belfast’s ear, and the Head Maid only responded by shaking her head slightly.


  「I did not report that incident to Her Majesty yet. But I did report it to Warspite-sama, and we both came to a conclusion that it is not necessary to disclose something so discouraging to the public. That’s actually the last thing that we need right now. That, and in addition ——」


  「In addition ——? 」


  Belfast then looked at Cygnet clapping her hands vigorously in the back of the auditorium.


  Unlike last night, her profile had an expression that seemed to have been blown away, looking all determined and ready to go.


  「—— If it’s Cygnet, I am sure that she is going to do just fine.」


  After all, Cygnet was someone who was able to withstand a full-blown lecture on the intricacies of the Military-Assigned Commissions back in the Academy, so if she was able to get through something like that, this stage play would be an easy task for her to overcome. She only needed to not be discouraged.


  After the morning rally ended, the Casting Team and Costume Team immediately moved to different locations to match the costumes and get themselves ready. The Tool-Making Team carried in large plywood boards with pictures of mass-produced ships of the Siren variety on them, which were placed behind the dormitory up until now. But now they would wait in here so that they would be easily available the moment they would need to use them.


  「The girls of the Sound and Lighting Team have been given a short amount of time to test everything properly. Let’s go and see if everything is the way it should be!」


  When Amazon, the leader of the Sound and Lighting Team, gathered at the side of the stage, Bel-chan, one of the auditors for that team, said to Belfast:


  「Well then, Nee-sama. We are going to be best on our way now.」


  「Yes, please do that. And do your best out there, Bel-chan.」


  After saying that, Belfast and Edinburgh watched Bel-chan, Sirius and Curlew go away together with Amazon.


  After seeing this particular group off, Belfast joined Curacoa with Sheffield and Newcastle, who were the auditors of the Costume Team.


  As for the costume fitting, it was scheduled to be held in the dining hall of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  After leaving the large auditorium, the four maids started walking right after the Casting and Costume teams that had gone ahead of them.


  「But I must say, I am really glad that the costume-making process went without any problems popping out of nowhere.」


  When Curacoa said that in a casual tone while they were on their way to the dormitory, Sheffield made a face as if she just happened to remember something that she particularly would not want to remember at all. She then said:


  「…… But that’s not to say there were not any problems at all, as we have had a couple of occasions where we have worked on the wrong dimensions and had to redo the whole thing from scratch. So I would not actually call it a problemless procedure.」


  「Yeah, you can say that again. It was pretty rough in its own right. According to the story, the Tool-Making Team and the Sound and Lighting Team had to redo their own things at least several times, because always when they thought that they were done, it would seem that some sort of new problem would pop up right after.」


  Hearing Newcastle’s words, Belfast felt somewhat relieved to hear them.


  「I knew it, so it would seem that every team had its share of problems, huh?」


  「…… Well, I mean, when you are doing an undertaking as grand as this stage play, problems are bound to pop up eventually, right? It’s only natural.」


  Sheffield said those words as if it was the most natural truth of the world.


  「But the important thing is not to give up and just push forward in face of adversity. If you do that, you should be able to recover from all the difficulties to some extent with everyone’s strength backing you up.」


  「Yes, that’s right. I’m with Sheffi on what she said.」


  Soon enough the group arrived at the Royal Navy’s dormitory, thinking that all the other groups had made it through the preparation period thanks to solid teamwork, and they headed straight towards the dining room.


  「—— Ah, you are finally here!」


  When they opened the door to the dining room, Illustrious greeted the four of them with her cheerful voice.


  「As for us, we have just finished changing into our costumes……」


  Saying so, she guided the four maids to the rest of the cast that was waiting for them.


  When Illustrious gently flipped up the curtain that was placed in the dining room for the purpose of the shipgirls to change their clothes set up in the corner there the Casting Team members had changed into their costumes for the stage play and were checking the sizes of them all in great detail.


  Since the Costume-Making Team obviously did not have enough hands to carry out their tasks in time, Belfast and the other maids decided to give them a helping hand in adjusting the sizes of the costume, to streamline the whole process.


  「We still need to make final adjustments, so please wait in the waiting room for the time being.」


  Just as Illustrious said that, props were brought in from the Tool-Making Team. But this time, when everyone was helping in installing the props, Belfast and her group heard the sound of something hitting something else.


  

  * * *


  「This sounds like the signal that announces the start of the School Festival.」


  Said Newcastle while pulling her hair over her ear and looking up at her companions.


  「If I remember correctly, the Iron Blood’s Orchestra should start playing in the auditorium soon after this signal……」


  At it was at that precise moment, when Newcastle wanted to say something more,


  「—— Bel! I heard that Bel is here! Where is she!?」


  All of a sudden, Elizabeth opened the door to the dining room with great momentum and entered while asking for Belfast’s whereabouts.


  As Belfast attached accessories made by the Tool-Making Team to each person’s costumes, she raised her head wondering what could it be that got Elizabeth so agitated like that.


  「Your Majesty? What’s wrong? Why are you in a hurry like that?」


  When she called out from behind the curtains like that, Elizabeth immediately pulled back the curtains and stood before Belfast.


  「No time to explain! For the time being, you are going with me to the auditorium! Like, right now! On the double!」


  「To the auditorium, Your Majesty?」


  And then after she asked that question, Elizabeth put her hands on her waist, she puffed out her chest, and she proclaimed with pride in her voice out loud:


  「I have decided! We are going to the auditorium to inspect what the enemy is doing!」


  * * *


  And just like that, once again Belfast found herself descending down the hill from the Royal Navy’s Dormitory and heading towards the Great Auditorium alongside Elizabeth.


  「……A popularity poll, you say, Your Highness?」


  「Yes, that’s right! I knew that it was going to be held in one way or another for this year as well, just like with the Beauty Pageant in recent years! It seems that the people watching each performance will be asked to vote for the best performance that was put up this year! And since apparently both the Manjuus and the Meowofficers will also have the right to vote, reading the enemy’s movements and their chances is going to be increasingly more difficult of a thing to do!」


  「However, Your Majesty…… Even if we go and try to inspect what our “enemies” are doing, there is little to nothing that we can actually do about it……」


  Belfast honestly thought so, but when she actually started to think some more about it, she was soon starting to think that the situation was not entirely all that hopeless as she thought it would be.


  When she pushed open the soundproof door that led to the rearmost part of the audience seats, the beautiful tones of stringed instruments filled the air across the entire room.


  On top of the stage, Bismarck was acting as the conductor for the entire Orchestra, and the melody that they were playing showed a calm and magnificent expanse, reminiscent of the vast blue sea that could be seen from the piers and shorelines of the Home Port.


  「Well, I will be damned to admit this, but…… That melody is simply wonderful!」


  Elizabeth muttered those words in frustration as she was biting on her nails.


  Even the Meowofficers, who could be seen from the back of the audience seats where Belfast and Elizabeth currently were, had their eyes closed as they listened to the splendid performance, letting their small bodies be carried away by the flowing sound.


  「…… Hmm, they all seem to be familiar with the sound effects in this theater.」


  The walls and ceiling of this theater had a complex shape, and when sound would collide with it, it would cause a diffuse reflection. It would leave a special aftertaste in your ears, no matter if you were able to appreciate the sounds of music or not. And it could be seen in the audience that was listening to the performance.


  In this situation, I felt that the Iron Blood faction, who had prepared much more carefully than the Royal Navy, whose arrangement of instruments in the Orchestra must have been well thought out and carefully crafted, was showing off their true strength through this performance.


  「It looks like we can report back to Amazon about the arrangements of the instruments later.」


  Belfast said so to herself, making a mental note as to not forget about it.


  The total time in which Iron Blood was able to present their performance from start to finish was about fifty minutes or so.


  After completing their symphony, Bismarck turned towards the audience seats and bowed down deeply.


  And when she raised her face, she just so happened to meet the gaze of Belfast and Elizabeth at the back of the audience seats.


  As for Bismark’s expression…… It was filled with confidence, and maybe just a little bit smug.


  Looking back, Elizabeth snarled under her nose..


  「Well, that was a challenging gaze if I have ever seen one. But I guess it’s only natural for her to feel so confident about their performance…… But! We are not going to lose here!」


  At that moment the inside of the theater became brighter, and it was announced that the next performance would begin in about thirty minutes.


  In the meantime, a portion of the audience left their seats and some of them remained open for the time being, an opportunity that Belfast used to secure two seats for Elizabeth and herself.


  「The next performance is supposed to be the animation produced by the Sakura Empire.」


  Almost at the same time that Elizabeth opened her mouth to say so, the white screen slowly descended from above the stage where the Iron Blood had performed their symphony not so long ago.


  「I have heard that their animation is going to be modeled after the “Kansen!” of some sort, but truth to be told I have little to no idea as to what that thing could possibly be.」


  「Since it means more or less “battleship!”, maybe it has something to do with naval warfare of some sorts……?」


  While the two of them were actively discussing what the next performance was supposed to be all about, the lights in the theater started to become dim and went completely dark soon after that.


  It looked like the Sakura Empire’s animation was about to start.


  「I’ve never actually seen an animation before, but according to some literature I have read about that subject, it’s a strange kind of movie that uses moving pictures to tell its story instead of actual flesh and blood actors.」


  While listening to Belfast’s words, Elizabeth let out a burst of laughter.


  「What are you saying, Bel! There is no way that pictures can move! They are nothing but a static image!」


  「But still, in the books I happened to read on that particular subject it clearly said that ——」


  While Belfast was insisting on saying something still, all of a sudden music started to play from the white screen.


  Unlike the classical music that the Iron Blood was playing not even an hour before, the music that started seeping from the screen was an electronic one, with a tinge of mystery to it.


  When Belfast and Elizabeth stared at the screen to see what this animation was going to be all about,


  「——— “Tensei Kuramichi Mecha Bulin!! This is a blockbuster animation in which the young hero Bulion fights with the use of her strongest shining golden weapon, Mecha Bulin, in order to defeat the mysterious enemy Siren who is attacking the Home Port time after time!」


  Along with such courageous and boisterous narration, an illustration-style little girl started to freely move about the screen while piloting a huge robot.


  Elizabeth, stunned by such a never-before-seen image, unintentionally raised her voice out loud.


  「What the…… What the hell is this!?」


  「What does that supposed to mean?」


  That’s what Belfast wanted to say here, not knowing whether it was about the content of what was happening on screen, or maybe about something else entirely.


  However, she never actually got any kind of answer from Elizabeth, as the two of them were simply overwhelmed by the technique of the moving pictures that was happening right before their very eyes on screen.


  Unlike the show that the Iron Bloods decided to put on, the animation presented by the Sakura Empire ended in less than thirty minutes, but even though the theater brightened up, the afterglow of the events that happened to play out on the screen did not go away for a long while after that.


  「They are moving…… The pictures really are moving.」」


  After a while, Elizabeth said so in a daze.


  The climax of the animation was a heated robot battle between the Golden Mecha Bulin and the Shiny Black Mecha Siren. From spewing lasers out of its mouth to firing missiles from its shoulders, it went without saying that all of this was beyond everyone’s wildest imagination.


  But before Belfast was able to collect her thoughts properly, the theater hall went dark once again before she was even able to notice.


  

  * * *


  Next one in line was the movie presented by the Eagle Union.


  And it was just as both Belfast and Elizabeth were wondering what kind of performance they would show them, the pitch-black screen flashed with a bright light and the eardrums of everyone present were pierced by the loud and violent sounds of firearms being fired.


  Immediately after that, a fighter jet taking off from the aircraft carrier’s deck was shown from a first-person perspective.


  Neither Belfast nor Elizabeth had any idea how in the world that scene was filmed, but both of them got a feeling as if they were thrown right in the middle of an actual warzone with that image. It was that kind of realism.


  The content of the movie that the Eagle Union shot was a fictitious war story. The story itself did not actually have a particularly deep background or meaning behind it, but it was a story about suddenly finding yourself in a dire situation and holding on while waiting for reinforcements from your allies to come and save you.


  「Both Sakura Empire and Eagle Union’s productions were equally as good, I would have a really hard time deciding which one was better here……」


  After the theater hall became bright once again, Belfast turned towards Elizabeth and told her those exact words.


  「Both of them were incredibly powerful images, that’s for sure…… To be honest, even if we tried to compete with this kind of content, we would have no chance of winning, or even putting up a decent fight.」


  That may be so, but Belfast already had her answer ready to that statement.


  「But, Your Majesty, I think that in terms of story quality, our stage play is much better.」


  This was a rather subjective view on Belfast’s side, but she was honestly believing that.


  That’s why she was proud of the fact that she would be a part of a wonderful stage play that was put together as a result of overcoming various happenings together with her comrades. All that was now left for them to do was to convey that passion of theirs properly in the actual live production.


  It would be then left to the audience to decide whether or not they would be moved by their stage play and if they would come to appreciate it.


  「Ah, Your Majesty! There you are! I have been looking for you!」


  At that time, the one to approach the seats where Belfast and Elizabeth were sitting was none other than Warspite.


  Judging from the pencil that she was holding in her hand, she must have been helping with carrying some of the props that the Tool-Making Team made.


  「I am going to see how the Sound and Lighting Team is doing for the time being.」


  Saying this, Belfast stood up from her seat, offered her seat up to Warspite, and headed to the Sound Room where Amazon and her group were to tell them what she thought of the Iron-Blood’s concert.


  After exiting the soundproof door and going up the nearby stairs to the third floor of the building, there was a door with a nameplate that said “Acoustic Room” on it.


  Besides Amazon, there were only two other people in the sound room: Bel-chan and Curlew.


  It seemed that Sirius was probably in the Dimming room and that the lights needed more manpower in order to be handled properly.


  「Oh, Belfast-nee-sama! What’s wrong?」


  Beside Bel-chan, who stood up from her chair to greet her, Amazon continued to fiddle with the sound mixer and various other equipment and consoles.


  「Right now, we are doing some of the final checks. If you have any questions, I would really appreciate it if they could wait for later.」


  「Actually, I realized something during the performance of the Iron Blood’s Orchestra that I happened to see earlier. It was regarding the placement of the instruments on top of the stage.」


  While looking at Amazon with a serious expression, Belfast told her that right away.


  Then, while taking some piece of paper and a pencil that just so happened to be placed on the nearby table, she drew a rough placement map with it, paying close attention to places where specific instruments were supposed to be placed. Especially the string section, wind section and percussion.


  「I do believe that this particular setting is a little bit different from the usual, orthodox one. It seems that they have a special arrangement based on their familiarity with the acoustics of this theater.」


  When Belfast pointed to the specific places on her drawing, Amazon finally let go of the mixer and consoles stared at the paper that the Head Maid had drawn, and said after a moment:


  「……The position of the bass section is strange to dismiss it as just a classic layout. Could it be that the position of the wall is impairing the thickness of the bass strings or something like that……?」


  Muttering to herself like that, Amazon stood up and stared at the walls around the audience seats, then turned to Belfast and pulled two things out of her coat’s pocket.


  「What is this?」


  When Belfast asked her that question, Amazon simply turned away and started to mess with the mixer and consoles once again.


  「The diagram of the Receiver across the entire theater is not all that good to begin with, but later I will send bass frequencies from each of the five speakers across the audience seats that I have checked before, so make sure you can hear all of them properly at that time.」


  「Is that really alright to give me such an important task to handle? Will I be able to understand it?」


  「Oh, don’t worry about it, it’s actually really easy. I just want you to subjectively judge whether the sound is too muddy or too thin.」


  Thinking about what Amazon just told her, Belfast stared at the receiver that was handed to her and the blueprints that came along with it.


  Then, Curlew, who had been silent until just now, finally decided to open her mouth and speak up.


  「Belfast, it’s good that you want to help us here, but once you are done with that, shouldn’t you actually go back to the Casting Team. After all, the time for the performance is almost upon us.」


  「Yes, that’s right. Thank you for reminding me. I will go back to the Casting Team as soon as I will be done here.」


  After thanking the Amazons and leaving the sound room, Belfast went down the stairs and immediately went to the audience to check the bass.


  After somehow being able to help and finish with setting up the speakers across the audience seats, Belfast rushed back to the waiting room, and she could see that for some reason the entire Casting crew was waiting in the hallway.


  「It looks like adjusting the costumes takes a whole lot more time than it was initially expected.」


  The one to say those words was Newcastle, who emerged out of the dressing room and managed to answer Belfast’s question before she was even able to ask it in the first place.


  「Oh my, is that so? I thought that this might actually be the case here.」


  「How was the inspection of the “enemy” that Her Majesty was so eager to conduct? I hope that she found the results to be satisfactory?」


  In contrast to Newcastle’s interlocutor, Belfast said with an indescribable expression on her face.


  「We could have most certainly call it a bountiful harvest, but…… All I can say is that I will do everything in my power to do whatever I can to make this stage play the best performance during this School Festival.」


  Hood, hearing this, chuckled a little bit.


  「As expected of Belfast. But, you could say that everyone feels the same way here.」


  Then King George V announced to everyone present.


  「We still have a little bit of time left. Cast members, please gather here for a moment.」


  As the Cast members were all assembled in one place, King George V put her arm around the shoulders of Javelin and Belfast who were on either side of her.


  「All the Casting Team members, let us form a circle right here and right now, to add ourselves some of that much needed strength and courage.」


  When everyone nodded at that proposal while grinning, before long a large circle of the members of the Casting Team was formed right in the middle of the corridor.


  Cygnet as Boo-san, Hood-san as Rei-san.


  Emile Bertin and Javelin, who were going to be playing the roles of the seniors of both Rei-san and Boo-san.


  Even Curacoa, as the auditor and a part of the team, also joined in.


  「Listen up! We are definitely going to make this stage play into a huge success!」


  

  * * *


  The following “Right!” cry was so loud that, unbeknownst to everyone from the Casting Team, it could be heard all the way to the audience seats.


  「Okay then, everyone! Let’s get out there and get this show on the road……!」


  Wearing the maid outfit made by Illustrious, Cygnet went out on top of the stage.


  Just like that, the stage play was about to begin.


  With that in mind, Belfast headed towards the audience seats.


  * * *


  And just like that, the curtain slowly rose up.


  Behind the stage, you could see the painted pier and the blue sea props. Amidst the perfect reimagining of the background of the Home Port, a lone girl in a maid’s outfit stood holding a large travel bag in her hands..


  「Haah…… I finally managed to safely arrive at my destination.」


  Boo-san, played by Cygnet, wiped the sweat off of her forehead and looked around her immediate surroundings.


  「Is it okay if I simply wait here, or maybe……?」


  While she was tilting her head in puzzlement, of of her shipgirl seniors, played by Emile Bertin, appeared from the wing of the stage.


  「Oho? And who might you be, huh? I haven’t seen you around here.」


  While blinking in surprise a couple of times, the senior shipgirl brought her face closer and peered into Boo-san’s round and adorable face.


  「Could it be that you…… Are perhaps a new shipgirl who was assigned to be stationed here starting today?」


  「Y-Yes! That’s right! My name is Boo!」


  「Wow, as the name suggests, I don’t know if I should feel dazed or spooked by it……」


  Hearing those words, the audience giggled and laughed in a noticeable manner.


  While listening to various sound effects from her seat, Belfast looked up in the direction of the Sound Room.


  In the end, thanks to the speaker check earlier, the acoustics were dramatically improved from what they were originally going to be.


  On top of the stage, Boo-san was in the middle of the slapstick drama before she would meet Rei-san for the first time. Because it was meant to be a comical scene, the audience was completely absorbed in the acting that was taking place in front of their eyes.


  Belfast took that opportunity to leave through the rear soundproof door, and Belfast connected with Amazon’s location via the receiver she got from her before.


  「The sound is mostly fine now. It’s got a lot more power to it than before, and I think it’s a good sound.」


  When Belfast told her so over the receiver, it did not even take Amazon a few seconds to deliver a reply filled with confidence.


  「Well, of course it is, isn’t it? Because I am the one who calibrated it! isn’t it?”


  It was a snarky response, but not something that was uncharacteristic for someone like Amazon.


  Belfast smiled under her nose and then smiled at the receiver.


  「All that’s left to do now is for the cast to perform their respective roles safely to the very end.」


  They have come this far already, surely the most troubles were already behind them. And later on they will be able to laugh at all the little obstacles that they had to overcome in order to get here.


  With that thought in her mind, Belfast opened the soundproof door to the theater and decided to enjoy her time watching the rest of the play as it would unfold.


  —— Boo-san was not completely out of the woods yet.


  But still, given just how nervous around everyone she initially was, she managed to get a whole lot better since that time.


  And before long, yet another shipgirl has arrived at the Home Port.


  「…… What a dull and uninteresting place this Home Port seems to be.」


  Rei-san, played by none other than Hood, spat out those words while looking utterly bored out of her mind.


  「It is really unbearable for someone such as myself to be assigned to a dull and boring place such as this. I wonder if I will even be able to get the desired results here fast and return to the main Royal Islands before long?」


  She brushed her hair off of her shoulder while muttering that to herself, and was about to head towards the Royal Navy’s dormitory with her luggage in tow, when ——


  「Uh… Uuuhhh…… Heavy~…… So heavy~~~……」


  Boo-san entered the stage, holding in her hands what seemed to be a cartoonishly large pile of documents in both of her hands, constantly staggering from left to right because of the weight in her arms. However, by the time Rei-san was able to realize what was going on, it was already far too late to do anything to counteract the impending catastrophe.


  「W-Whoa!? Oh, no! No, no, no, no!!! It’s going to fall…… WHOOOAAAHHH!!!」」


  「H-Hey, you there! Stop fooling around and watch where you step! It’s dangerous!」


  However, since Boo-san was unable to see in front of her because of the piles of documents, she ended up kicking Rei-san’s luggage and sending it flying right into the sea next to the pier.


  While Rei-san was standing still while completely dumbfounded by this situation, Boo-san just realized what had happened.


  「Oh my gosh…… Who put something in the middle of the road like that? It’s dangerous to do something like that! Someone might accidentally trip on it!」


  The encounter between the two shipgirls began with such a situation that could be easily described as the worst situation possible ——


  —— And unlike yesterday, Cygnet seemed to be working on her acting in a much more relaxed manner, coming as way more natural Boo-san that she was during the rehearsals.


  But the one who seemed to be the most awe-struck by that change in Cygnet was Hood herself.


  I could not believe that she could play such a role in such a natural way, especially that the role of Rei-san was that of a tsundere character, something that was far away from her usual calm and soft demeanor.


  Her performance seemed to be even more polished than that she presented during yesterday’s practice.


  She had a degree of perfection to her acting that was incomparable to what she had during practice during previous days.


  After that, the play continued without any problems at all, and the story finally reached the scene where Rei-san disappeared from the Home Port.


  Under orders from the headquarters, Boo-san joined the Grand Fleet in pursuit of Rei-san’s last known whereabouts.


  It was here that the scene faded to black and there would be a scenery change.


  In the coming darkness, the members of the Tool-Making team lined up the plywood boards with drawings of Siren’s mass-produced fleets on top of the stage.


  Up to this point, everything seemed to be going just fine.


  * * *


  「—— Sirius. It’s time for a change.」


  Sirius, who had turned off the lights and waited as instructed, turned around upon hearing that voice just now.


  The owner of the voice was Curlew. At the scheduled shift time, Sirius passed the baton to her without any problems.


  「……Is this the end of my role as a part of the Sound and Lighting team?」


  「Yes, but if you still feel like helping us out for a little while longer, why don’t you go to the side of the stage and ask the leader of another group if there is something that you can do to help them?」


  Sirius nodded her head and left in a hurry.


  And once she went outside through the soundproof door, she decided to go around the area where the waiting room was and go to the other wing of the backstage.


  By the time she reached the right-hand side of the stage as seen from the audience’s point of view, the stage had already gone completely dark.


  「Fire as many bullets as you can at this Siren! Don’t give it any quarter to retaliate!」


  When Sirius peered into the stage from the corner of the backstage Emile Bertin was in her full Rigging Mode and firing blank shots from her guns one after another at the imaginary Siren.


  「…… Even for blank shots, this looks quite powerful.」


  Sirius muttered quietly to herself, and then she suddenly saw King George V watching the progress of the play from the other side of the stage. She was the leader of the Casting team, so if she was to ask her for some work to do, she would surely be able to find it for her.


  「…… King Goeorge V-sama, if there is anything I can do to help you, please do not hesitate to order this here Sirius around!」


  When she whispered that right into her ear, King George V stared at Sirius and immediately shook his head in denial.


  「…… I’m sorry, but there is nothing that you could possibly do to help us at the current moment. Everything like the curtains on the stage is left in the hands of other shipgirls, so it’s really okay. But thanks for asking.」


  

  * * *


  She said so while pointing her finger above her.


  Following the tip of that finger, Sirius slowly raised her head.


  Usually, the stage has a kind of a separate curtain that separates the audience seats from the backstage, and even an additional curtain that is there for the sole purpose of hiding the section with the lights that are used to illuminate the stage.


  Also, there was also a scaffolding hung above the stage, almost up at the ceiling level, which could be used to hang various lights, reflectors and props from there. As a matter of fact, there was a single Manjuu up there right now, responsible for operating all the lights and devices.


  「I didn’t know that Manjuus can go up to such high places on their own like that.」


  As Sirius stared blankly upwards, King George V began to wave at the Manjuu above them, apparently wanting to get its attention.


  「…Hey, you there! We are going to have a blackout soon, so prepare yourself for that!」


  In response to King George V’s command, one other Manjuu saluted her and began to climb up the scaffolding above the stage to let the other Manjuu out there know what’s what.


  「By the way, is it really okay to send someone like Manjuus out there so high? Especially with how wobbly and unsteady their steps seem to be?」


  King George V shook her head when Sirius asked her that question.


  「Oh, don’t worry about it, they do that kind of work all the time, so there is nothing for you to —— Oh my, looks like it’s about time for the scene to change. I’m sorry, but can we discuss that some other time?」


  It would seem that it was best not to bother King George V anymore now.


  Sirius stopped talking any further and looked around the ceiling of the room.


  She could see something like a steel frame out there, the likes of which you could often see on construction sites. According to what she was told beforehand, that was called an introduction, and Sirius, the Sound and Lighting Team’s auditor, used this introduction to change the lights before the play began.


  While thinking that the highest point of that frame was more than five meters up in the air, she suddenly looked at the Manjuu from earlier.


  「……! I knew it!」


  As if it had lost his footing, the Manjuu was hanging on its head until just now.


  「At this rate, this is going to end up really bad……!!」


  Now, even though Manjuu’s hands looked pretty much like wings, said wings were resembling those of a little chick rather than a normal bird, so there was no way Manjuu would be able to fly with those.


  No, but more importantly, the stage play was still in full swing out there.


  Even if it was able to fly, it would be completely out of place for a lone Manjuu to appear on the stage right in the middle of the play.


  Sirius looked at the Manjuu that was about to fall from the scaffolding, and thought of a way to save it.


  There, she was able to see a metal rod hanging on the wall.


  It was quite long because it was a tool used to change the direction of lighting in a high position.


  「If I hold this metal stick and bring it closer to the Manjuu, it might be able to help……」


  Then, once Sirius would get to the rod, all that was left for her to do was to slowly move the metal rod and allow the Manjuu to hang onto it.


  Immediately, Sirius grabbed the stick and jumped onto the metal scaffolding.


  Holding the rod in one hand, she climbed up the scaffolding like an acrobat.


  After all, if there was one thing that Sirius was proud of, it was her flexibility and physical prowess.


  「Fuh.」


  When she reached the top of the scaffolding, Sirius slowly guided the rod to the Manjuu hanging from the metal catwalks.


  The play was just shifting into the middle of the Siren fight scene.


  「Please hold on to this……」


  When the rod was moved closer, the Manju properly understood Sirius’ intentions and tried to transfer itself onto the metal rod.


  Somewhat confused by its clumsy movements, the Manju somehow managed to cling onto the stick nonetheless.


  Sirius could breathe a sigh of relief at that time.


  All that was left for her to do was to collect the rod and the stick from which Manjuu was previously hanging by alternating between them.


  At that moment when she thought that the Manju could finally move back to the catwalks,


  「—— Now! Shoot!」


  At the same time someone on stage shouted that, a heavy low-pitched sound of gunfire resounded from the loudspeakers placed on both sides of the stage.


  Surprised by the sudden powerful sound, the Manjuu let go of the rod it was holding onto. the stick.


  「Ahh!」


  A pale Sirius held out her head in order to support the falling Manjuu.


  Even though she had pulled it all the way here, it was still dangerous for it to do something like that, especially at this height.


  「A-Are you okay……?」


  She hurriedly tried to put the Manjuu that was about to fall down head-first back onto the top of the catwalks, only to see that it already fell down quite a bit. However ——


  「…… Haah, what a blessing in misfortune.」


  Luckily enough, the place where the Manjuu fell down was right behind the picture of the mass-produced Siren ships painted on top of a large plywood.


  And as luck would have it, there was also an open sunshade parasol meant for the Coast Watcher from the deserted island, which was supposed to be used in the next scene, and it seemed that this exact prop managed to soften the impact of the Manjuu’s fall by quite a lot.


  Now, it would be ideal if the Manjuu happened to fall down there without anyone from the audience being able to notice that.


  However, even though it was right behind the plywood board, that place was above the stage, so on one hand it was good that the view of this place was fairly obstructed.


  But on the other hand, from her current position there was very little that Sirius could do in order to go and try to rescue the poor Manjuu.


  Just as she was thinking really hard as to what to do here, Sirius could see the Manjuu standing back up on its feet, its eyes all swirly and rolling back from the impact of its fall.


  「Ah! Please, for the time being just stay there! Just try to stay quiet there until the play comes to an end, and……」


  When Sirius turned her head back towards the stage, she could see that it was already at the scene where Boo-san and the Grand Fleet that was sent after Rei-san had been defeated by the overwhelming force of the Siren’s ambush……


  However, even though everyone has already fallen, there was no reversal of the scene change for a while.


  「……Ahh! That’s it!」


  Sirius held her head again.


  In the first place, she remembered that the Manju behind the plywood had the role of informing the other Manjuu on the left side of the stage when it would be time for the scene to go dark.


  Not only the audience, but also the cast members on stage seemed to find it strange that the timing of the blackout was getting so late now.


  「W-What should I do now……!?」


  The flustered Sirius looked down at the wobbling Manjuu behind the plywood board.


  In the next moment, the Manjuu got caught in the stand at its feet and fell over once more.


  That particular stand was a lighting stand that illuminated the stage from the backstage, and when the stand was pulled by the Manjuu, it would wobble and topple, and the other stands that were leaning against it were also knocked down one after another, like pieces of dominos.


  「O-Oh no……! You have got to be kidding me……!」


  By the time Sirius thought how bad this situation was, it was already to late to try and do anything about it.


  A large number of lighting stands leaned all at once, and the scaffolding, unable to withstand the weight from one of its sides, creaked loudly and fell onto the stage.


  Sirius made a split-second decision and jumped to the baton from the top of the crumbling steel frame.


  And in this way, the steel scaffolding crushed all the plywood Siren ships on top of the stage at the current moment.


  「——— Huh?」


  Javelin, who was pretending to be defeated by Siren and lying down on top of the stage, unintentionally let out a voice like that.


  Even Cygnet, who was closest to the fallen plywood board, had a hardened expression on her face, wondering what had happened.


  

  * * *


  Directly above the stage, there was Sirius handing from the catwalks, just like the Manjuu was hanging not all that long ago.


  Seeing that, both Queen Elizabeth and Warspite, who were sitting in the audience seats and enjoying the play thus far, opened their mouths in shock and their eyes widened considerably.


  Even Belfast, who was watching from the back of the audience seats, held their breath and stood still for a moment out there, unable to comprehend what just happened right in front of her eyes.


  While everyone was dumbfounded in front of the picture now depicting broken and utterly crushed Elite Siren, Emile Bertin, who had guessed the situation before anyone else was able to figure it out, raised her voice out loud.


  「…… H-Hooray! We did it! We have defeated the Siren!」


  Although it was nothing more than an ad-lib on her part, Javelin immediately became aware of the situation after being startled for a moment, shouting the lines that would go well with Emile Bertin’s proclamation just now.


  「O-Oh yeah! That’s right! We did it! We managed to bring that Siren down! Hooray! I cannot believe it!」


  In sync with the two’s ad-libbing, the other cast members also smiled wryly as they raised their victory cries while retreating towards the backstage in a hurry.


  And it was at that time that there was first a static coming from the speakers, and then there was an announcement from Amazon playing across the entire theater.


  「Umm, and with that, the first half of the story has come to an end, so let’s take a short break here—–」


  Along with the announcement that did not seem to be calm and planned at all, the stage curtain came down and the hall brightened up in an instant.


  * * *


  As soon as the Cast Team moved backstage, all of its members alongside the Tool-Making Team and Costume Team went to the meeting room in order to have an emergency meeting there, and soon enough they were joined by Queen Elizabeth, whose complexion had turned completely pale as a result of the disaster that she witnessed first-hand.


  「W-W-W-What the hell is the meaning of this!? Why is the entire stage messed up like that!?」


  Queen Elizabeth started to walk in circles in place in apparent frustration, and it was at that time that both Belfast and Warspite managed to finally catch up with her.


  「This is the worst possible development that we could have had here! If we happened to defeat the Siren right here and right now, what would happen to Boo-san who was supposed to end up being washed away on a deserted island? This basically changes the content of the entire play drastically!」


  「Your Majesty, first of all, please calm down!」


  「Calm down? How the hell am I supposed to calm myself down in a situation like that!?」


  Elizabeth lashed out violently against Warspite’s words, even though Warspite only wanted her to remain calm and composed.


  「E-Everyone…… I, what am I supposed to do……?」


  Hearing Cygnet’s words behind their backs, not only Belfast, but everyone else looked back at her.


  「M-My costume…… It’s……Uhh…… 」


  She must have been caught in the board that fell on top of the stage earlier, for the skirt part of Cygnet’s uniform had been torn really badly, to the point where it was almost cut out from the rest of the costume.


  No matter how you tried to look at it, it was impossible for her to go on stage while looking like this.


  Amidst the chaos, Amazon and Bel-chan also arrived from the Sound Room.


  「I tried to buy us some time with that announcement just now, but what are we even supposed to do now? The maximum time limit we can earn this way is thirty minutes at best. After that we need to keep the play going.」


  「…… Ah! That’s right!」


  At that moment, Elizabeth looked back at Belfast as she remembered something.


  「This is the time to listen to Bel’s opinion! Hey Bell, I’m sure you can come up with a way out of this hellish situation, right? RIGHT!?」


  Belfast quietly casts her eyes down at Elizabeth, who asks her that question in a flustered manner.
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  「……I am really sorry, Your Majesty.」


  Belfast slowly bowed her head down towards Queen Elizabeth.


  「As expected, with this much of the scenography being destroyed…… I don’t really think that there is actually a way in which we can recover from this.


  After that, the entire waiting room was filled with awkward and dreaded silence.


  At that exact moment, Elizabeth fell onto her knees with a loud *THUD* sound.


  Chapter 4: Their Own Happy Ending


  Even Belfast could not have imagined that something like this would happen right now.


  Although the stage was now covered with a curtain, it was in such a state that no matter how you looked at it, everyone was at a loss for words as to what to do..


  In the center of the stage, the steel-framed scaffolding was lying, all broken and collapsed.


  The cloth in the background of the stage was all torn, and the plywood board depicting the large Elite Siren was cut cleanly in half. Not to mention the fact that the story has been changed quite drastically now, and the costume of the lead actress, Cygnet, had been damaged beyond repair.


  Moreover, in such a situation, the maximum amount of time that they could have for themselves in order to try and fix things was thirty minutes at best.


  It was a miracle that none of the cast members got hurt as a result of that calamity.


  How should they even overcome this current situation?


  Belfast tried to frantically rack her brain in order to find a solution, but no matter how hard she tried, she was still unable to find any useful method.


  「Really now…… I guess that this is the end of the line, huh?」


  While sitting on the floor, Elizabeth let out a quiet voice like that.


  None of the shipgirls gathered in the meeting room at the current moment were able to come up with anything useful that would allow them to find a sensible solution.


  It was at that time, when everyone present were pretty much ready to give in to the despair of their situation, when……


  「—— I’m sorry for disturbing you like that.」


  Suddenly, with that sounding behind everyone’s back, the door to the waiting room opened.


  Everyone turned their eyes in unison in that direction, then showed surprised expressions.


  It was none other than Erebus who came to the waiting room.


  Behind her was the figure of Terror as well.


  「Since the situation is as serious as it is at the current moment, I thought you all might want to listen to something we have to say —— And it’s something fairly important. Terror, the thing, if you’d please.」


  After giving a Erebus a small nod with her head, Terror stepped forward from Erebus and showed everyone the notebooks and thick files he held in both of her hands.


  「…… And what the hell is that even supposed to be?」


  Elisabeth asked while still crouching on the ground and looking all hopeless.


  「The materials regarding the Ghost Maid…… We actually managed to find some of them.」


  Terror’s sudden words left everyone, especially Elizabeth, at a huge loss for words for a moment out there, and then everyone present in the room erupted in sudden burst of excitement.


  「After all, it’s just like we all thought…… The Ghost Maid actually existed in this Home Port.」


  Belfast, too, listened to Terror’s words in utter disbelief.


  Terror then handed Erebus the file and backed off a little bit.


  「…This here file contains data on the strength of the shipgirls that were on duty at the time of the joint exercises held at the Home Port in the past.」


  Like that, Erebus quietly begins to speak to everyone.


  「After staying in the library for a long time, we finally managed to identify the shipgirl that seemed to look like our Boo-san and Rei-san, mostly thanks to outfitting their features depicted in the picture book —- And here.」


  Erebus flipped through the file’s pages, stopped her hand at a certain point, and slowly lifted her head.


  「All the equipment back then was outdated, and I did not think there would be that much meaning in comparing it to the current situation in the Home Port……but even with that in mind, their results are phenomenal. I can say that with utmost certainty.」


  Belfast saw the file and then pointed at something inside of it.


  「This right here, it’s……」


  It was just as Erebus had said.


  The total strength of the fleet when the ships that they believed to be Boo-san and Rei-san’s sorties were on an order of magnitude higher than the current fleet consisting of every shipgirl combined together in the current Home Port, both when it comes to the Main Fleet and the Vanguard Fleet.


  「According to the materials we analyzed thus far, they dramatically improved their maneuverability, durability, and firepower when they sortied together in the same fleet. It seems that the bond between these two was so strong, that they were by far the most supportive of each other.」


  After closing the file and returning it to Terror’s hands, Erebus turned to everyone and handed them the notebook that she had brought with her.


  「Also, I happened to find a very interesting notebook in the basement of our hut just a little while ago.」


  When Belfast looked at it, she saw the name of someone she had never heard of written on the cover, but she had the feeling that she had seen it somewhere before.


  Or at the very least, that’s what Belfast had thought at the moment.


  「Most probably, but this is the notebook of the same author who drew that picture book from the library…… In other words, this is most probably the diary of our Ghost Maid.」


  Once again, a shocking remark flew out of Erebus’ mouth, causing the entire meeting room to be at a loss for words..


  Right after that, Belfast was taken aback, and no wonder, because that name just now was giving her a tremendous sense of deja vu.


  That’s because the name written in the notebook perfectly complemented the name of the author of the picture book, which had faded and could not be deciphered by any means.


  「But before we are going to discuss the contents of that notebook, it would be better to talk about and explain the contents of this thing first.」


  Saying that, Erebus took out a strange piece of paper from the inside of the opened notebook.


  It was a folded stack of at least a few different papers, and everyone could see that there were countless small and big wrinkles all over them.


  It seems that it had been handled rather roughly over the years, and at the first glance it might have looked like plain old garbage.


  「To sum it up in a word or two……Is that perhaps some sort of a manuscript that was deemed to be a failure?」


  Hearing Erebus’ words like that, Belfast opened her mouth, thinking that the impossible was happening right in front of their very eyes.


  「Don’t tell me…… Is the part of the picture book that was torn out of it —— No way, is this the continuation of the story that was missing from it?」


  At those exact words, all the members of the Maid Corps seemed to have held their breaths in anticipation.


  「That’s right. Strictly speaking, it’s a continuation of the story that was torn out of that picture book that you guys have found.」


  After saying that, Erebus carefully unfolded the wrinkled bundle of papers.


  After carefully unfolding everything, Erebus held it up for everyone to see.


  Without a shred of a doubt, it was the same size as the picture book they had all read in the library before, with similar pictures and style of letters on the pages. However, the color of this picture book was even stranger than that of the picture book itself, and the damage done to those pages was quite severe.


  「Well, as you can clearly see, the method of storage for those papers was quite sloppy. The author herself must have intended to throw them away as garbage at some point in time.」


  「But why would she even want to do that in the first place……?」


  Warspite unintentionally leaked those words out of her mouth.


  Belfast honestly felt the same way as her.


  Until just now, she had believed that the continuation of the picture book had been torn apart from the book simply due to someone’s mischief.


  Even if it is said that it was actually the work of the person who drew the actual picture book, that fact would only lead to further confusion.


  Why was it even necessary to do that in the first place?


  「I somehow managed to decipher the majority of the text, so would you like for me to read it to you all?」


  Erebus held out the torn picture book for everyone to see.


  When Belfast took the book from Erebus’s hands, s then quietly read it to everyone in attendance——


  —— Recently, many Sirens have been sighted in the area where Rei-san and the others headed towards.


  It was also an absolute situation that could not be competed with using only half-hearted means. However, the sea area around that part was a very important point for the transportation of goods and had to be recaptured at any cost.


  

  * * *


  Naturally, emergency orders were issued to all ships in the Home Port, Boo-san included.


  「I’m going too! I’m sortieing to help Rei-san!」


  Boo-san said strongly.


  However…… She was the only one who happened to receive special orders regarding that mission.


  It was an order for her to return to the main Royal Navy’s island.


  She was instructed to undertake a special mission that only she could do.


  「No! I don’t want to! I’m worried about Rei-san!」


  However, no matter how many times she tried to refuse the orders and go after Rei-san, the decision was already set in stone and would not be overturned.


  And now it was finally the time to say goodbye to everyone in the Home Port.


  Boo-san’s smile, which had brightened up the Home Port until now, was completely gone from her face, and everyone was saddened to say goodbye to her in such a manner.


  「Everyone, please, don’t cry…… It will only make me want to cry as well……」


  That was the only thing that Boo-san was able to say.


  A large bouquet of flowers was then handed to her, a sign of gratitude from everyone else for the sheer amount of devotion that Boo-san showed to her work as a maid.


  And then Boo-san simply left the Home Port all alone.


  「…… What the hell? What the hell was that supposed to be!?」


  Elizabeth squeezed her fist tightly upon hearing that part of the story.


  「This is not the ending at all! This way…… This way nothing gets solved! Such an ending would be better off not being written at all!」


  「…… I know how you feel, Your Majesty, but this is, without a doubt, the missing part of the picture book.」


  Erebus said so in a cold, as-a-matter-of-fact tone.


  Belfast continued to stare at the last sheet of paper in her hands.


  The words written on that page were exactly as the ones she spoke just now, followed by the lone “The End” at the very end of the page, indicating that this was indeed the end of the story.


  「No matter how much I look at it, the fact that things never changed for the two of them…… I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right.」


  Belfast unconsciously said so before she even knew what she was doing.


  「What do you mean, it doesn’t seem right?」


  Erebus asked her frankly.


  「Even though she was so opposed to following the orders to go back home…… Why did Boo-san decided to follow through with them in the end?」


  Belfast murmured those words while staring at the decaying paper in her hands.


  Then Elizabeth suddenly stood up as if she had realized something important.


  「Y-Yeah, that’s right! I’m sure it must have been something like this! As far as the punchlines go, this one is really something that is anti-climactic, especially for a story about a Ghost Maid! And besides, no one would have liked an ending like that, so the author of the picture book must have removed it after the fact, actually hoping for the story to have a happy ending! Yeah, that has to be it! So, it’s decided now!」


  Hearing that, Erebus slowly shook her head and flipped through the notebook in her hands.


  「From what I have read in here, I can only think that the actual Boo-san must have been more resigned to her fate than we think.」


  「…… What do you mean by that?」


  When Belfast asked, Erebus said with a sigh.


  「The contents of the picture book are the actual facts of that time. The notebook is the diary that Boo-san has been writing ever since she first arrived at the Home Port. When I read it, it was mostly the same as the story that the picture book told. The reason she wrote the picture book in the first place was to make a gift for Rei-san so that she could always remember the fun days they have spent together here. She said she intended to give it to her before she set sail on that mission, but she did not know how to finish it, so she did not make it in time.」


  On the way back to the main Royal Navy island, Rei-san was attacked by a Siren and ever since then her whereabouts were largely unknown.


  Before long, Boo-san was ordered to return to the main Royal Navy island via a different route, and it was said that she was desperately thinking about how to end the picture book in the short time she spent in the Home Port with everyone else.


  「But in the end, she was unable to make a proper happy ending to this picture book, so she simply decided to keep straight to the facts of what actually transpired here…… And on the very last page of her diary, she wrote as follows ——」


  —— I am going to leave the unfinished picture book behind, because the days we have spent here happily together will remain in the Home Port forever that way.


  「So, does that mean…… She ultimately gave up on the picture book having an ending in the first place?」


  Belfast mumbled something like that to herself, to which Erebus closed the notebook she was holding onto and looked at her.


  「Yes, that’s right. Because you see, as long as you do not continue on with the story, it is effectively as if the time had come to a halt. If you want to be happy forever, it’s better to tear the story in the middle and stop the rest from appearing rather than poorly writing the facts afterward, which would make everyone, including yourself, unhappy ——」


  Erebus looked as if she wanted to say something more here, but she stopped herself from doing that.


  「—— Belfast. As per your earlier request, I have helped you to find the Ghost Maid that was rumored to roam about the Home Port.」


  She then looked Belfast straight in the eyes.


  「However, is this what you were hoping to find? Such a tragedy instead of a heartwarming story with a happy ending?」


  To such words coming from Erebus’s mouth, Belfast found herself unable to answer them. And then,


  「—— Bel! And everyone else! I really need you all to come and help me! Right away!」


  Suddenly Edinburgh appeared through the door and called out to everyone in the waiting room.


  * * *


  Edinburgh headed for the wings of the stage with everyone else in tow.


  When you were looking at the stage once again, it was nothing short of a jumbled mess.


  Parts of everyone’s riggings were littering the stage all over, the plywood with Sirens drawn on them were in splinters, and and the parasol that had been prepared as props, as well as the corrugated palm trees that were going to be used when Boo-san would be washed ashore of the uninhabited island, were also crushed and lost their original shape, unable to be mended back to their original shape.


  「Anyways, if you don’t hurry up and clean it all up here, we won’t be able to make it in time, so I want everyone to split up and clean the stage up while there is still time to do so! It’s impossible for the Tool-Making Team to do this on our own!」


  Edinburgh announced the cleaning order just like that.


  But where do they even start with this literal warzone?


  When Belfast was actually pondering that matter for a moment,


  「…… H-Head Maid?」


  Sirius, who was sitting at the side of the stage, stood up as soon as she saw Belfast and approached her.


  「What’s the matter, Sirius?」


  「A-Actually…… Edinburgh-san helped me when I was in a bind earlier.」


  Not knowing what it was that Sirius was talking about, Belfast cocked her neck slightly.


  Edinburgh, who was right next to her, pointed to a tall step ladder on top of the stage.


  「Earlier, I just so happened to rescue Sirius from the catwalks using that step ladder…… Because she was hanging from there the entire time.」


  「Speaking of catwalks…… You mean that?」


  Sirius squirms in embarrassment as Belfast pointed up above her head.


  「Why were you there in the first place?」


  It was a very natural question to ask in that situation.


  「This is actually going to be a long story……」


  Then Sirius explained to everyone the whole story that had led to such a disastrous conclusion.


  「I don’t really know what to even say to that…… Aside from the fact that this is all my fault!」


  At the end of her story, Sirius said so with regret in her voice.


  「I did my best to help, and someone I ended up making the situation even worse than before……」


  「No, Sirius. I’m rather relieved that you weren’t hurt as a result of all that. Please don’t be too reckless like that in the future.」


  

  * * *


  Belfast gently stroked Sirius’s head.


  「Now then, where did this particular Manjuu-san go?」


  Bel-chan looked around, wobbling and wobbling.


  「For the time being, it was transported to Akashi-san and put to treatment because it passed out at the time with its eyes rolling about. It seems that the reason it was in such a high position in the first place was because it was entrusted with the operation of the lighting fixtures……」


  After Sirius said that much, Edinburgh threw her hands together as if she just happened to figure something out.


  「Bel-chan and Sirius, let’s stop the conversation for now!」


  Then she turns to Belfast right away.


  「And you too, Bel! What’s wrong with you today? You seem to be way more carefree today, and that’s like so not you!」


  After hearing that, Belfast finally came back to her senses.


  Apparently, it would seem that hearing the full story of Boo-san managed to get under Belfast’s skin way more than she would have liked to admit at the current moment.


  And because of that, Belfast was unable to start acting like her usual, graceful and dignified self.


  「Ah, no, it’s just that…… I was actually thinking for a little bit, that’s why ——」


  Yes, that’s right.


  It was really just a thought that came across Belfast’s head.


  What would she do if she was in Boo-san’s shoes?


  Rei-san…… If she was the most important person in the entire world to Belfast, and she was right in front of her ——


  All of a sudden, Belfast felt like she was recalling many memories that had happened in a far, far away corners of her memories..


  「…… el? Bel! BEL!」


  As Belfast was slowly descending into a state of a daze once again, Edinburgh squeezed her cheeks with a strong force with both of her hands in order to get her little sister’s attention.


  「Geez! Just look at you! Looking all gloomy like that! You look totally not like Bel right about now! Now give me my little sister back!」


  「N-Nee-san, it’s not that, it’s just that…… I was just ——」


  Without actually giving Belfast any chance to make excuses or explain why she was acting the way she did, Edinburgh was currently squeezing Belfast’s cheeks with so much force that Belfast could feel her entire face go numb as a result of that.


  「N-Nee-san, please…… Stop it……」


  「Oh no, I won’t! Now hurry it up! Hurry up and start behaving like the usual Bel! Unless I won’t get back my usual dignified Head Maid of a little sister, I’m not stopping!」


  「Yes, I get it, I understand, just…… Can you please let me go now……」


  But before Belfast was able to finish speaking what she was going to tell, Edinburgh let go of her cheeks in an instant.


  「You don’t have to feel lonely or sad, you know? Since you’ve got me and everyone else in here.」


  「……Huh?」


  Holding onto her swollen and slightly numb cheeks for a moment, Belfast raised her head in surprise, but Edinburgh immediately turned around as if to dodge Belfast’s questioning gaze.


  「Is this perhaps…… a reverse version of the ‘A Certain Question” that you were previously asking me all the time, and I was telling you to stop it?」


  「W-Well yeah, that’s right! But now I’m telling you to don’t feel sad or lonely anymore! It’s an arranged version like that! Arranged version!」


  Edinburgh answered while looking shyly behind her, right into Belfast’s eyes.


  「So, that is exactly why! K-Knowing you, Bel, you must be thinking about what happened to Boo-san, am I right? Because you are such a good person, almost to a fault…… But you know! Since she was such a good maid, I think that she was alright in the end! That’s what I think!」


  With those words, Belfast finally come to realize something.


  「Did you happen to hear the full story from Erebus-sama earlier, Nee-san?」


  Hearing those words, Edinburgh first opened her mouth, and then she started to mumble in an incomprehensible way before she eventually gave up and nodded her head frantically.


  All the while, Edinburgh’s face was so beet-red that you could almost see smoke coming out of her ears.


  She then let her breath out of her mouth for a moment, and then she placed her hands on top of her chest in an attempt at calming herself down.


  Belfast then shook uncontrollably and covered her mouth with her hand. She was sure that if Edinburgh happened to realize that she was about to laugh right now, she would get really angry with her.


  「Thank you very much. I’m actually ashamed of myself for being all timid like that, but…… Bel, I see that you can still get embarrassed like everyone else. Which is a good thing. As it should be.」


  Then, Edinburgh turned around for a moment.


  「Well, since I seem to have worried you so much that you had to give me a good talking-to, I apologize for that.」


  「…… Really? Was I acting a little bit like an Older Sister just now?」


  Yes, yes you did. And it was a perfect score performance. But there was no way that Belfast was ever going to admit that to Edinburgh..


  Helfast then pressed her hands on her cheeks once more, which had been loosened up nicely thanks to Edinburgh, and called out to all the other maids on top of the stage.


  「Everyone, can I ask you to come here and gather up for a moment?」


  Anyways, in face of a sudden crisis just like that one, the only choice that they all had here was to just struggle as hard as they could in order to accomplish their goal.


  Just as Amazon said earlier, they could use thirty minutes of technical break at the most here. In the meantime, anything on top of the stage that was no longer needed or has been damaged beyond repair must be removed in a hurry and stored somewhere else for the time being.


  「—— Belfast, everyone is here, just like you asked.」


  When everyone gathered around as per Belfast’s request, Sheffield informed her about it in her usual emotionless expression.


  「Everyone, I would like you to listen to me for a moment. From now on, we, the fifth group of the Maid Corps, will do our best to assist each group in their respective duties so that we can restart the stage play in approximately thirty minutes time. Then ——」


  Belfast turned around, spreading her arms all over the stage, pointing towards the fallen debris and pieces of the shattered scaffolding that were lying about all over the place.


  「——- I would like to ask you to help with the cleaning up of the stage from all that debris.」


  「…… Head Maid. If that is the case here, then I have a suggestion: would you allow me to take over that role?」


  When Sirius put her hand on top of her chest and said so, Kent, who was in the of the gathered crowd, immediately raised her hand as well.


  「Me! Me, me, me! Kent is pretty good at cleaning, so if you need it done, then you can assign me to it as well, Head Maid!」
 Let me!」


  The two of them then went to clean up the heavy items first, and then they proceeded with the small items, upon which they were joined up by Edinburgh, Coracoa and Suffolk.


  「Sheffy. Do you think it would be possible to somehow repair Cygnet-san’s costume?」


  Sheffield muttered to herself for a bit while staring at the place where the Costume Team was currently.


  「If it was only just a little tear, then we could simply fix it on the spot with some basic first-aid measures…… But, looking at that costume and its tear, I am afraid that there is nothing that can be done about it.」


  Sheffield glanced at Cygnet sitting in a chair while looking all restless.


  「It would be much better and faster to prepare some replacement. But, that is only the case when you have spare costumes in the first place.」


  Judging from the way Sheffield sighed in a heavy way, it was likely that something like that was not even prepared by the Costume-Making Team.


  「—— If you are looking for some spare maid costume, then I have some on me.」


  All of a sudden, Belfast heard a voice behind her back, and turned around in its direction.


  Then, standing right there was none other than Formidable.


  「I am sorry for intruding on your gathering like that all of a sudden.」


  Right behind Formidable there was Victorious, peeking from behind her back. She said so in a lighthearted voice, and after that Formidable procured a maid outfit that she was carrying in her hands.


  「Is that……?」


  Upon seeing Formidable’s maid uniform from up close, Belfast suddenly happened to remember.


  

  * * *


  In the past, Cygnet had attended a class to participate in a military commission for the very first time, and at that time her clothes were covered in mud from head to toe.


  What Formidable was holding in her hands right now was the exact spare maid outfit from that exact time.


  Seeing that Belfast was looking at the maid uniform so very intensely, Victorious hurried up with an explanation as to why they had it in the first place.


  「Oh, you see, as to Cygnet-chan’s costume, I have made it using that one as a base, but it seemed that the skirt part was torn so much that she cannot possibly wear it in front of other people anymore, right? It was that kind of accident, correct? But, if we use this spare uniform to make some arrangements, like this for example, we can probably do something that looks really similar really quick. Of course, that’s only if the Maid Corps gives us their permission to use that spare uniform to that end.」
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  「Yes, please. By all means, please do that.」


  When Belfast nodded her head in affirmation of their request, Formidable immediately borrowed a suitable table and put the clothes on top of it while saying the following,


  「Nee-san, it would be best if we made those arrangements while bearing in mind that accidents like that might happen in the future, so we need to minimize the risk of something like that happening ever again, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Victorious first nodded her head at Formidable, and then she spoke all happily.


  「Yes, that’s right! But, I will leave it to you for now. After all, damage processing of various sorts is your exact area of expertease.」


  「…… Hm? What the hell was that even supposed to mean, I wonder?」


  But, before anyone in here could open their mouth to comment on that matter, Formidable boldly put her scissors to the spare maid uniform, beginning her work on it right away.


  Even Belfast herself was at a loss for words here, especially just how fast and precise her movements were.


  「Just to let you know, since earlier on we have received permission to match the uniform to my personal tastes a little bit, so I will try to make it into a fashionable style that is a little bit different from the original maid outfit that we all know and love.」


  The finished maid outfit was finished in a flash, and in a way that skillfully incorporated the damages that were done to it earlier, as well as adding a few new additions and arrangements.


  「Formidable, as always, the quality and the tempo of your work does not disappoint.」


  Sheffield murmured those words, a tinge of amazement clearly present in her voice just now.


  「But I must admit, the practicality of this outfit seems to be a little bit low.」


  「Well, there is only so much that can be done on the spot, and with so little time to work on it ——」


  Just then, Formidable noticed Victorious’s gaze, looking at the finished maid uniform right in front of her.


  「…… E-Ekhem! A-Anyways, this should solve the problem of the damaged costume, is that right?」


  She said in a slightly panicked tone after clearing her throat loudly.


  Looking at the beautifully tailored maid uniform that Formidable procured seemingly in a flash, Victorious immediately started walking towards where Cygnet was currently standing.


  「Well then, since the uniform is all ready, there is nothing else to be done here but to get you all dressed up right away!」


  「In that case, I am going to go and see just how others are doing at the current moment.」


  After that, Sheffield immediately left the stage and went towards where the other teams were working right about now.


  「Belfast.」


  It was then that Newcastle called out to Belfast in a calm tone.


  「The situation might seem to be quite serious right now, but regarding the cleaning of the stage, we, the Royal Maids, will do everything we can to make sure it will be all done in time. So in the meantime, you should focus on doing the things that only you can do here.」


  「…… Doing something that only I can do?」


  When Belfast parroted those words involuntarily, Newcastle raised his arm and pointed towards the center of the stage.


  「Earlier, in the stage play, you mentioned that Emile Bertine defeated the Elite Siren with some much needed adlib at the time, right?」


  Come to think of it, Belfast did recall something like that taking place not so long ago.


  「I think it’s really wonderful that the dialogue did not immediately give the audience a sense of incongruity to that action, but…… Thanks to that witty dialogue, another problem arose completely on its own.」


  「Just like in the original script was supposed to go…… But now we cannot quite make a development in which Boo-san gets washed away on that deserted island, isn’t that right?」


  「Yes, that is exactly right. Originally, the shipgirls were supposed to lose to the Elite Siren and drift away, because of which we had the opportunity to create a reunion scene between Rei-san and Boo-san. And now we are very pressed for time to come up with some other sort of development.」


  Hearing Newcastle’s words, Belfast involuntarily looked up towards the ceiling of the theater hall.


  Whether or not they were going to actually come up with a plan or strategy to get that problem fixed, they had only about twenty or so minutes in order to do that before the technical break would end. And it was understandably a rather delicate matter.


  「However……」


  「However?」


  Belfast lowered her gaze towards the floor and started thinking deeply for a moment.


  「Since we have heard that the story of the Ghost Maid was actually a true story based solely on dry facts, this means that our stage play is merely……」


  「You actually feel bad for the actual Ghost Maid for changing the story so much?」


  Newcastle cut into what Belfast was trying to say here, actually managing to hit a proverbial nail to the head with her guess.


  「Belfast. Isn’t it right about time that you started to stop thinking of Boo-san as your own reflection?」


  Belfast’s eyes widened at Newcastle’s words, and a sudden change of the tone of her voice.


  「W-What are you talking about, Newcastle-san? Boo-san is all about being the Ghost Maid, and besides ——」


  「No. That’s wrong, Belfast, and you know it. The Ghost Maid’s name is not Boo-san. And it is not Rei-san either, or whatever the name that you want to call it with would be.」


  「What does that even…… No, wait. “Boo-san” was only a temporary name we had conjured up for that character, simply because her real name was illegible in the picture book! That was the only reason!」


  To those words, Newcastle simply shook her head.


  「In the beginning, it should have been decided with that in mind, just like you said just now. But on that day, the character who was tentatively given the name “Boo-san” in the library was not the one from the picture book that we were reading, but rather a character created by Her Majesty, based on her own experiences involving you, Belfast. You could say that this “Boo-san” is nothing more but a stand-in, a self-insert of sorts that reflects the author’s thoughts and feelings about a certain person.」


  「Well, yes. Yes, you are correct. But, that was also exactly the reason why we were going to remake it, and ——」


  「Except that nothing was remade, and everything was kept as it was.」


  Newcastle let out a small chuckle here.


  「In truth to be told, it was actually your story from the very beginning. That picture book was just an idea that we have come up with. From the very beginning right to the very end, it was all about the various events that happened to the Maid Corps, and the only elements of that picture book were the maids and the nobles, weren’t they?」


  When Newcastle delivered those words onto Belfast, she felt at a loss for words right there on the spot.


  「Speaking of which…… there was also a story in there about that time when you happened to catch a cold, Nee-sama!」


  Bel-chan, who had been listening to Newcastle’s story for a while now, began to talk happily.


  「The scene where Boo-san caught a cold and ran out of the room in search of Rei-san despite being told to rest! That was on our birthday!」


  「That’s because Her Majesty thought it was so fun that she wanted to have that skit in there no matter what……」


  When Belfast dropped her shoulders in sheer shock, Newcastle looked at her again and chuckled.


  

  * * *


  「Belfast. There is no need for you to worry about and be considerate about the Ghost Maid anymore. After all, this story is nothing else but your own story — the Episode of Belfast.」


  And with that, Newcastle gave Belfast a huge wink with one eye.


  「And as a Former Head Maid, I hope that your story is going to continue being a happy one.」


  Placing her hands on top of Belfast’s shoulders, Newcastle continued to speak in a warm and gentle tone.


  「And I am sure that our audience wants that as well. Alright then, with that being said, I will better go now and help Sheffy. After all, we need all the help that we can get right now.」


  With that said, Newcastle started to walk away towards the place where the Costume-Making Team was doing their thing.


  「Belfast-nee-sama, I will also start heading towards where Amazon-san is.」


  Saying that, Bel-chan turned around and she also walked away just as she said she would.


  「I am well aware that it is not going to be all that easy of a task, but I would really like for you to be able to help Boo-san out in the same way as you helped the Little Birdie at that time.」


  Hearing those parting words, Belfast waved her hand at Bel-chan until she eventually disappeared from her sight.


  「This is my story, you say……」


  Upon recalling Newcastle’s sudden and unexpected words, Belfast could not help it but to let out a loud and long sigh.


  And then,


  「Belfast」


  She was suddenly called from behind her back and when she turned around, Erebus was standing there.


  Belfast thought that after she was done talking about the Ghost Maid, Erebus would be well on her way back to her derelict hut, but she was still here for some reason. This got Belfast to think what could have happened to cause her to stay like that?


  「There was one thing I forgot to mention earlier, you see.」


  Saying that, Erebus procured a small blue glowing stone from the inside of her pocket. It looked like something that could have been taken out of a pendant or something similar.


  「Ever since I happened to see that pendant that Rei-san was wearing in the picture book, I was wondering if there was some sort of theme or motif behind that thing. It seems to be a special material stone that can be found on the islands in the surrounding sea area, but there is actually a little anecdote about this stone in particular.」


  「A little anecdote?」


  Belfast listened to Erebus as she handed her the stone so that she could inspect it in greater detail.


  「In the first place, there is an anecdote regarding the area where you can find it in general, that this “Clear blue stone that you can find in the area surrounding the Home Port possesses the power to grant any wish of whoever ends up finding it”. And apparently there are quite a lot of people who believe that rumor.」


  Belfast’s expression hardened upon hearing that.


  「No matter how you look at this thing, it does not look like any kind of natural ore that can form on its own, but…… Maybe it would be a good idea to show this stone to Akashi-san later and listen to her opinion on it. So, maybe that way we are going to know more about the Ghost Maid in general ——」


  「This stone…… Do you think I could borrow it for a while?」


  Upon seeing the stone that was in Rei-san’s pendant in the illustrations in the picture book, Belfast became convinced of something.


  It looked exactly like the Wish Granting Stone that Belfast happened to witness during her vacation at the hot springs resort.


  When she happened to bring it back to the inn with her in a drawstring bag, it was later recovered by Manjuus, but because Erebus was holding onto the exact same-looking right now, a sudden flash of inspiration flashed through Belfast’s mind.


  「I mean sure, I can lend it to you for the time being, but what exactly are you going to do with it?」


  「I mean, this stone is said to grant wishes and perform miracles, you know?」


  Really, of all the times in the world to get greedy like that.


  Even though it’s been a year since that time at the hot springs town, she was still trying to get God to listen to her selfish desires and grant them all.


  「… But I am going to have to make you forgive me this one more time. After all, it would seem that everyone is sincerely wishing for a happy ending to this lowly maid right here.」


  Belfast grips the pendant with the stone in it tightly and muttered the following words: “Pro Tanto Quid Retribuamus.” (What Shall I Give For So Much?)


  Those were the words that were always engraved in her heart at all times.


  —— What can I do to repay you for all the good things you’ve done for me?


  And Belfast continued to pray for the success of the stage play while rushing to the waiting room where Elizabeth was still staying.


  「Please, I beg of you. Watch over the future of this stage play until the very end.」


  * * *


  「We would like to extend the Break Time for approximately five more minutes. We apologize for the delay, and ask you to wait just a little while longer.」


  Amazon’s voice could be heard coming from the theater’s speakers, and Bismarck, who was sitting in the audience seats, let out a long sigh in response.


  「……It looks to me like the Royal Navy must have encountered some sort of trouble. With that state of affairs, they are most probably in need of tidying up the stage and rebuilding the scenography.」


  Mikasa, who was sitting right next to Bismark, widened her eyes in surprise.


  「Wait…… Wasn’t all that destruction just a part of the actual performance?」


  「Obviously, when the scaffolding behind the stage collapsed, they made sure to ad-lib that part accordingly, but it must have been something completely unexpected.」


  No matter how you look at it, you can only think of that part of the play as an unforeseen happening.


  Bismarck rested her chin on top of her palm that she had been resting on top of the armrest of her seat until just now. She couldn’t actually help it but to feel disappointed that things turned out like this, even though Elizabeth was so ostentatious about their stage play at the time of the delegates’ meeting.


  Despite minor failures here and there, the previous three factions were generally successful in their performances, so it was a huge win for them. It was a pity that the Royal Navy faction had suffered such a tragedy halfway through their performance.


  「……Yes, it is most certainly a tragedy that something like that ended up happening.」


  「…… Bismarck-dono?」


  As if she had not heard Mikasa’s words, Bismarck stared blankly at the hanging curtain right in front of her eyes.


  It might actually be a waste of time to keep on watching until the very end.


  「I think that I am going to excuse myself here and take my leave.」


  When Bismarck stood up all of a sudden, Enterprise, who was sitting right behind Mikasa, called out to her right away.


  「Aren’t you going to watch the play until the very end?」


  「No, I don’t think I will. There is hardly any point to do that now. I think I will be back with the rest of the Iron Bloods for the evening part of the School Festival. Until then, I think I am going to take it easy somewhere else.」


  「Hmmph…… it was certainly a very pleasant stage play, but it’s such a waste that it turned out this way.」


  Bismarck waved her hand at Mikasa, who groaned and folded her arms at her chest as she muttered those words to herself.


  「I’m sure that Queen Elizabeth did not want us to see what a mess their stage play would turn into after that accident. So with that in mind, it would be wise for us to use our time during the School Festival in a more meaningful way.」


  When Bismarck was about to leave the theater for good,


  「 ——— Please wait just a moment, Bismarck!


  A sudden yell came from the speakers around the theater, causing Bismarck to stop right in her tracks.


  The voice just now was not the voice of Amazon that has been making announcements all this time until now.


  「……Elizabeth?」


  With a dubious expression, Bismarck looked up at the Sound Room above the audience seats.


  And surely enough, Elisabeth was right there, holding the microphone in her hand, pompously boasting in her usual tone.


  

  * * *


  「The play is not over yet! I won’t allow you to slip away now and badmouth it later just because you were not there to witness the ending!」


  「…… And what are you even saying now? Can you even hear yourself?」


  Saying that, Bismarck laughed through her nose in a mocking way.


  It would seem that at the current moment Elizabeth was being so delusional that she would even refuse to admit that her great endeavor had failed quite spectacularly. But such denial was also amazing to a certain extent.


  「Ah, that expression on your face! I see what’s going on here! You think that the play is now finished, and that there is nothing else for you to see here any longer, huh!? And instead of wasting your time here, you might as well go somewhere else and kill some time until the evening part of the School Festival, huh!? —— But that’s just a guess on my end!」


  Seeing Bismarck looking all shocked and surprised at just how accurate Elizabeth’s guess was here, Her Majesty’s expression became even more boastful.


  「Fufufufu. I have hit the nail right to the proverbial head, haven’t I? It was totally just a guess, but you are so predictable in what you think that it was a piece of cake for me! SO just sit back and wait patiently! And watch as the rest of the play unfolds!」


  Bismarck then looked up at the Sound Room once again.


  She had no idea if Elizabeth would be able to hear her words coming from all the way down here, but,


  「……Well, look at you being all talk. But you know what they say, right? Actions speak louder than words.」


  Having said that, Bismarck started to walk towards the exit of the theater once again.


  「Ah! Yeah, I admit that! That happening just now was completely unexpected on our part! SO I only ask you to wait just a little bit longer! As we speak, Bel and the rest of the maids should be putting the finishing touches to the cleaning process, and —— Hey! I’m not done talking, Bismarck! Hey! Come back here, I said!」


  At that moment, the sound of the buzzer spread out across the entire theater, and all the lights went off once again.


  「A-Ahh, it looks like they made it in time after all! …… Hehehe, Bismarck! You may not be saying that out loud, but I know that you are looking down on us because you think that we failed! But that’s naive! Oh, so naive of you! What you are about to witness is the full power and potential of the Royal Navy! We have excellent people and wonderful maids who can overcome any adversity as long as we stay and work together! And as I said earlier! The story is not over yet ——」
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  Then, for some reason, a static noise ran through the microphone that Elizabeth was holding onto, and instead of Elizabeth’s voice, Amazon’s voice resounded throughout the hall once again.


  「—— Umm, everyone, thank you for waiting all this time. Well then…… At the current moment, the play is going to pick up where it left. We would like to sincerely apologize for taking so long to get everything ready and in place. Now, without any further ado, please enjoy yourselves~.」


  In response to those words, a thunderous round of applause erupted throughout the dark theater.


  「…… Good grief.」


  Bismarck then leaned her back against the wall, pulled her hat over her eyes, and gazed at the top of the stage once more.


  「If you are going to go that far with your persuasions, then you’d better show me the real power of what the Royal Navy can do once they put their mind to something.」


  As the curtains slowly rose up, a dazzling light shone into the pitch-black audience seats.


  The final stage of the Royal Navy’s stage play was about to begin.


  * * *


  When the curtain rose up again, the stage that appeared in front of the audience was as if nothing had happened earlier, and everything had been neatly put away. What’s more, everything seemed to be even more orderly than before, with only downside being that there were way less decorations than before.


  To everyone’s eyes, the space above the stage seemed to be strangely wide, but this was the only thing that could not be helped at that time, so everyone decided to just roll with it for the time being.


  「…… But how can you recover from a tragedy like that in such a short amount of time? And to this extent?」


  Bismarck was frankly impressed by this sight before her eyes, if nothing else.


  On top of the stage, Boo-san, played by Cygnet, stood in the center with her head hung down.


  Her maid outfit, which should have been torn before the curtain came down, was blackened in certain places as if it had been covered in soot, and has been damaged to some extent, making it look as if she had imagined this situation from the very beginning.


  The audience was stunned upon seeing that, wondering what the hell happened here and what was currently going on.


  In front of everyone in the audience, Cygnet slowly lifted her head.


  「…the Elite Siren has been defeated, but what about Rei-san? Rei-san? Where are you, Rei-san!?」


  Boo’s seniors, played by Emile Bertin and Javelin respectively, appeared from the left side of the stage and approached her.


  「Boo. We would like you to calm down for the time being and listen to what we have to say, alright?」


  With a severely depressed expression, Emile Bertin said so, and continued to speak after a brief moment of pause.


  But when she was about to say something to Boo, she swallowed her words. Perhaps it was because she could easily imagine how Boo-san would be deeply saddened by the words she was about to say.


  As Emile Bertin turned away and pulled back from Boo-san a little bit, this time around it was Javelin who stood in front of Cygnet.


  「Boo-san, listen to me. Actually, you see…… This is what came out of the Elite Siren that we have defeated just now.」


  Saying that, Javelin handed out to Cygnet the pendant that Belfast borrowed from Erebus earlier, which was supposed to be worn by Rei-san. It was the pendant with a clear blue stone in its center.


  「…… Huh? Why……? Why would an Elite Siren have this on her……?」


  Saying so, Cygnet took the pendant from Javelin’s hands and stared at it for a long moment.


  And then, as she continued to stare at the pendant, his whole body started to shake in an uncontrollable manner, and eventually Cygnet crumbled onto her knees.


  The audience was also stunned quite visibly to see Cygnet fall to the floor of the stage so hard like that.


  Ever since the curtain rose up, there was a certain dampness to Cygnet’s words, and some of her words were also articulated in a strange and erratic way, as if her throat was shaking the whole time, as if she was trying so hard to not burst into tears.


  Rather, Cygnet’s current acting was spot on, accurately representing Boo-san’s current mental state, and it was a powerful conduit, indeed. Cygnet seemed to be a completely different person from her usual self right about now, as if she was really possessed by the character she was portraying.


  「No……」


  Tears started to overflow from Cygnet’s eyes.


  「No…… This can’t be true…… It has to be a lie……」


  She hoarsely prayed through her tears, her trembling legs barely being able to support her body’s weight at the current moment.


  「Rei-san is alive…… Rei-san MUST be alive…… Ahh, if she were to see me crying like that, she would surely scold me for being an unsightly mess once again…… And then she would smile at me….. .and she would say…… and she would say……」


  Squeezing Rei-san’s pendant with both of her hands, Cygnet hugged it closely to her chest.


  「“I am right here, so it’s okay. You don’t have to cry, or feel sad or lonely anymore.” …… She would surely say something like that, wouldn’t she……!?」


  After that desperate shout, Cygnet’s sobs echoed throughout the theater.


  By the way, this sobbing of Cygnet’s was not an act, it was a genuine thing.


  —— Uuuhhh…… I knew it, this script…… Is WAY too sad for me to handle……


  As a matter of fact, Cygnet had already been on the verge of crying for a while now, and now she pretty much reached her limit.


  During the rehearsals, and especially in front of Belfast and Hood, she tried her best to keep her eyes from getting all wet and swollen, but during the actual performance there was no respected figure right next to her who would inhibit her from doing so.


  

  * * *


  「…… Good grief, I guess it cannot really be helped, huh?」


  The one who appeared in front of Cygnet while saying that was Sheffield, the auditor of the Costume-Making Team.


  Then, she made sure to apply a thick layer of foundation to Cygnet’s face while asking “So, how is it now?”, in order to deceive others and not let anyone else know what was up.


  So far that trick seemed to have been working really good, for Cygnet was able to hide the fact that she was on the verge of tears from everyone else, both actors and the audience. But that was all coming to an end right now.


  「Boo-san…… Higuh!」


  Javelin unintentionally started to sob, moved by Cygnet’s emotional performance.


  As for Emile Bertine, she sensed what was going on, and she hurriedly switched places with Javelin in order to give her some time to collect herself. So while Javelin was currently hidden behind Emile Bertin’s back, she started to wipe her teary eyes in a hurry.


  After that, the story changed to a scene in which everyone returned to the Home Port after they successfully managed to eradicate the Elite Siren.


  As for Boo-san, she was plunged into the depths of despair.


  Even though she was trying her best to be as bright and cheerful in front of everyone else, she could not hide how depressed she really was.


  She would always show a bright and warm smile when someone was calling out to her, but even though she was doing that, she was lacking her usual energy and vigor that she would always exhibit at all times.


  And it was during one of such days at the Home Port that ——


  「—— Please pardon the intrusion.」


  An unfamiliar person appeared before Boo-san while she was in the kitchen.


  「Yes? And who might you be……?」


  Boo-san, who was played by Cygnet, asked the newcomer that question.


  「You have been ordered to return from the Home Port to the main Royal Island by noon tomorrow at the latest.」.


  Saying that, the silver-haired girl slowly bowed her head and got ready to leave at once.


  「—— My name is Bel. See you later.」


  「R-Right…… 」


  Then, to the new character named “Bel” played by Belfast herself, Cygnet bowed her head in the same way she did.


  「Oh, t-that’s right! I need to prepare some tea right away!」


  Saying that, Cygnet got ready to prepare the tea.


  As for Bel, instead of leaving, she sat in a chair in front of the small desk and watched Boo-san make tea while she acted to boil the water on top of the stove that was placed as a prop on top of the stage.


  「Uhh, umm…… I’m pretty sure that it was somewhere in here…… Ouch!」


  When Cygnet fell down and dropped the kettle that she was holding in her hands, the dispatcher from the Royal Islands named Bel stood up from her chair and gently told to Boo-san.


  「No need to rush. We are not in a hurry here. Take as long as you need.」


  「I…… I am really sorry for that……」


  Cygnet picked up the kettle and she started to make preparations in order to brew the tea once again.


  After Cygnet pretended to pour the tea into the cup, Bel slowly picked up the cup while sitting in the chair, and after a moment she said.


  「……Did you know? You can tell what kind of person you are by the way you brew your tea.」


  「……Huh?」


  Bel brought the cup to her mouth, and she slowly returned the cup to the saucer on top of the table after a moment in front of the audience who were all watching the play develop in complete silence.


  「Your brewed black tea has a very simple and gentle taste to it. I’m sure it’s a taste that I would be unable to reproduce even if I tried really hard.」


  After saying that, Bel slowly raised her face and stares at Cygnet.


  「However, I do also feel a little pinch of astringent somewhere in there as well.」


  「Huh ——」


  「Could it be, is there something that is troubling……」


  At that moment, Bel stood up while being a little flustered in line with Cygnet’s performance that averted her eyes.


  「I really do apologize…… I can see from your reaction how it is. It was rather insensitive of me to ask. Please forgive me.」


  In response to Bel awkwardly trying to extend her hand towards Boo-san, Cygnet just shook her head.


  After a short pause, she began to speak slowly.


  「—— Y-You see, the truth is……」


  At the side of the stage, both Edinburgh and Bel-chan were watching the two on stage with their mouths hanging wide open.


  「I guess that this is Bel for you…… Acting in such a natural way that does not seem to be forced or artificial at all……」


  「But, Edinburgh-nee-sama, I would hardly call that thing just now acting! It was more like Belfast-nee-sama was being her usual Head Maid self.」


  「W-Well, when you put it that way, I guess that it certainly is true, but still……」


  In fact, by changing the content of the stage play, it became necessary to create a new character who would have the role of announcing to Boo-san that she was bound to return to the main Royal Navy islands from the Home Port, so Belfast suddenly decided to step up and offered that she would take that role on.


  At that moment, while also watching from the backstage, King George V crossed her arms at her chest, looking all impressed by the performance she was witnessing.


  「But even so, I must say that I am really surprised. It’s the first time I get to see Belfast act on top of the stage like that, and it is a performance that is every bit as graceful and elegant as you might have expected it to be. She really does look like some high-ranking official who just got here from the main Royal Navy islands to deliver a message.」


  「She has been a person who was full of grace and dignity in the first place, so it’s actually hardly even surprising. She must be more proud of being a Royal Maid than anyone else in here, for sure.」


  That’s what Hood said as she was preparing herself to venture onto the stage once again.


  「—— We are all ready in here as well!」


  Then Newcastle came over and poked both Edinburgh and Bel-chan on the shoulders in a gentle manner.


  「You two, you’d do best to go and change your clothes as well. Iris Libre girls prepared them specially for you once again.」


  Seeing Newcastle’s smiling face, Edinburgh gave her a wry smile in return.


  「But Newcastle-san…… Are you absolutely sure that we really want to do this?」


  「Yes, I am absolutely sure. Besides, Her Majesty also seems to agree with me on that subject. She said that this will be a rather suitable ending for our story.」


  While Newcastle and Edinburgh were still busy talking to one another, Bel-chan already decided to head towards the waiting room.


  「Edinburgh-nee-sama, Edinburgh-nee-sama! Let us hurry! I never thought I would be able to wear a party dress once again so soon!」


  「Goodness gracious, this girl…… But really now. We are not even going to pretend and hide our true motives here anymore, huh? I guess that’s yet another Episode to be added to our collection, huh?」


  While mumbling like that, Edinburgh glanced at Belfast in the middle of the stage.


  And then she simply smiled in a happy way, and followed right in Bel-chan’s footsteps.


  * * *


  Soon enough, the news about Boo-san having to go back to the main Royal Navy islands spread across the Home Port.


  Feeling regretful about that order, everyone decided to hold a grand dinner party on the final night that Boo-san was supposed to spend in the Home Port.


  At that moment, the stage went dark once again.


  As the audience waited patiently, the lights soon turned on and the elegant music began to flow from the speakers.


  As expected, the Royal Navy shipgirls were not able to prepare the necessary background in time, but by cleverly arranging the small items they have brought from the Dormitory with them, they somehow managed to create the atmosphere of an elegant tea party.


  And all the cast members who have appeared on top of the stage thus far made an appearance while wearing formal party dresses.


  「Now then, let us dance and be merry! Let’s have a whole lot of fun, so that we can get Boo-san a proper send off!」


  As soon as Emile Bertin said that, she took Javelin in her arms and the two started to dance across the stage in a way that completely captivated the entire audience.


  

  * * *


  「Uuuhh, umm…… I don’t really know how to do this properly, like this? Or maybe like this?」


  As Javelin struggled to keep up with Emile Bertin’s movements, she needed to take initiative and guide her properly.


  「Easy there, just relax! Just focus on repeating the steps I taught you earlier and you will be fine!.」


  After speaking in a low voice, Emile Bertin smiled at the audience and raised her voice.


  「Come on, everybody! It’s time to get even more excited!」


  At Emile Bertin’s call, the members of the Maid Corps all at once appeared from the wings of the stage in formal dresses, filling the stage with a large number of people at once, and the music gradually faded out.


  The scene darkened once more.


  Then, a spotlight was shone on a single point on the pitch-black stage.


  「…… Everyone, I can’t believe you’ve done such a gorgeous and magnificent job for someone like me!」


  Boo-san, played by Cygnet, was also dressed in a party dress.


  There was a quiet sound of waves coming from the speakers. It seemed that the scene was taking place outside of the party’s venue.


  She looks back at the audience as if staring into the distance.


  「Ah, but even so…… For some reason, my heart is still feeling all empty on the inside.」


  Saying so, Cygnet slowly extended her arm in the direction of the acoustic chamber.


  「I would like to…… be able to meet with Rei-san one last time…… before leaving the Home Port……」


  Then, while still in her dress, she lifted up the pendant that she had cherished around her neck, like a memento of sorts.


  「Please, Dear God…… Please let me meet Rei-san that one last time……!」


  Cygnet suddenly turned around, when a voice sounded from behind her.


  Right next to her, under the new spotlight, it was Belfast who appeared on top of the stage..


  「Where did you get that stone?」


  「This is…… a memento of someone dear to me who was stolen by the Sirens.」


  When Cygnet said so, Bel approached her and took her pendant and held it in her hands firmly while saying the following words:


  「This is a kind of stone that can make miracles happen.」


  「A miracle…?」


  Bel nodded her head.


  「Yes, that’s right. This blue, transparent stone is a special substance that can project and embody the ‘image’ of the human mind, although there are still many mysteries left unsolved about the specifics of how it manages to accomplish just that.」


  Bel held the pendant and raised Cignet’s hand to her chest.


  「Believe in miracles…… And pray into the stone. Then surely, your loved one is bound to hear it and answer —— 」


  「Pray to the stone……?」


  Cygnet then clasped her hands around the pendant as she held it to her forehead, singing her prayers inside of her mind.


  It was a little bit different what she would normally do when praying, but she was sure that it was not something that was completely irrelevant, either.


  This is because “shipgirls” are built according to people’s thoughts, wishes, and intentions.


  And then —— she prayed.


  「Dear God…… Please, let me see her! Let me see Rei-san one more time!」


  A high-pitched sound resounded from the speakers, and the entire stage was instantly enveloped in bright light.


  「Aahh!!」


  Even though they could all hear Cygnet’s voice, the audience in the audience seats could not understand what was going on due to the radiant shine.


  After slowly turning down the light that was so bright, everyone’s eyes finally got used to the unusual glow on the stage.


  「…… Rei-san.」


  Right In front of Cygnet, there was Rei-san, played by Hood.


  「I’m back, Boo.」


  Hood said so and gave her a small smirk.


  「Why are you crying?」


  「……B-Because…I have always wanted to see you…… But you were no longer here……」


  The two, facing each other, slowly approached each other.


  —— Maybe it was all but an illusion.


  In an attempt to express Boo-san’s feelings, Cygnet made her steps seem especially heavy.


  Even if she wanted to check it out right now, she couldn’t get close to her right away because she was afraid that Rei-san would disappear like soap bubbles if she was to touch her.


  Was she able to capture the frustrating emotions of the character for the audience to see?


  Or maybe that’s what Rei-san, who was a noble character, should do.


  She then dared to gently pull her body away from Hood ever so slightly.


  「Rei…… -san……」


  Hood then grabbed Cygnet’s hand when she tried to withdraw it.


  Then, when she slowly places her hand on her cheek, Cygnet’s eyes open wide.


  Even when she touched her, it was an unmistakable figure of Rei-san.


  When she thought about it, her emotions gradually rose up and overflowed.


  When Cygnet hugged Rei-san, Hood gently received her, and the two hugged each other in the center of the stage —- At that moment, the music that could be heard coming from the speakers was a happy ballad congratulating the two friends at finally being able to reunite with one another, playing across the entire theater.


  「You’re such an idiot…… Boo.」


  「Geez…… No more, Rei-san…… Promise me that you will never leave me again…… That you will stay by my side forever…..」


  「I won’t leave you ever again, Boo……」


  Immediately after reaching the denouement, a loud round of applause erupted from the audience seats.


  Before the curtain came down, many of the shipgirls who had seen this reunion scene could not hold back and began to stand up.


  「H-Hey, what are you doing!?」


  Amazon, who had been watching the situation in the Sound Room in a rough manner, called out to the radio.


  「It’s a change of schedule! Don’t lower the curtains, just turn off all the lights at once! Then shine a spotlight on them and attend the curtain call!」


  Hearing Elizabeth’s reply, who was watching the situation from the side of the stage, Amazon immediately gave instructions to the Destroyer shipgirls who were handling the lighting around the stage.


  The stage went all dark without warning.


  Still, the applause did not stop at all.


  After a short pause, the stage lit up again, and all the cast members gathered together in the center of the stage.


  As the representative, Hood raised his voice with all her might.


  「——-Today, thank you very much for watching our Royal Navy’s faction stage play titled “The Noble and a Maid”!!」


  Cygnet also wiped the sweat from her forehead and bowed in a whirlwind of applause that seemed to drown out her voice.


  The maids in party dresses that solidified the surroundings also curtseyed together and looked around in excitement. And while the audience was still surrounded by thunderous applause, the Royal Navy’s stage play, which had been so full of happenings, somehow came to a successful end.


  * * *


  Each faction’s competition was held in the auditorium next.


  Despite the fact that the voting has ended, Mikasa and Enterprise, the representatives of their respective factions, were still in the audience seats, exchanging opinions on various programs they were able to witness.


  「—— Oh, Bismarck-dono, why are you still here?」


  For some reason, looking at Bismarck, who had just returned to the audience, Mikasa stroked her chin and made a strange face.


  「The stage play ended some time ago, you know? And it was a really magnificent performance! You should have stayed here to witness it to the end.」


  「It’s okay, I was watching it to the end, too.」


  Saying that, Bismarck sat next to Mikasa and Enterprise.


  「Here, I will wait with you for the results of the voting.」


  Even so, in Bismarck’s mind, it was as if she already knew the outcome of the voting.


  She never thought that the Royal Navy would be able to actually recover from that disastrous situation.


  「…I am actually the most amazed at the unexpectedness of the Royal Navy’s Queen.」


  That was Bismarck’s honest evaluation.


  「But, I wonder if the script is going to score them a victory. Perhaps our faction should have been a little more particular about the script instead of focusing only on the visuals.」


  As Enterprise said so, she heard a voice that was coming not from the theater’s speakers, but from the speakers installed throughout the entire Home Port.


  「…… Erm, the results of the votes for each faction’s program have been decided just now, so let me announce them to you all really quickie, nya ——」


  Listening to Akashi’s voice, Mikasa burst out laughing.


  「Well, we are not going to concede defeat that easily, but…… Well, the outcome seems to be more or less decided at this point.」


  「Yes, that’s right. But to be honest, I don’t think it’s actually a laughing matter.」


  Bismarck muttered to herself like that, putting her hat back onto her head.


  「Oh well, it cannot actually be helped that the Royal Navy, a faction which made everyone feel so many emotions after overcoming so many tribulations, would emerge victorious this time around. If we have another chance next year, I think we will make a comeback eventually.」


  As Enterprise said so, Akashi’s voice echoed across the Home Port once more.


  「Here are the results, everyone! The most interesting performance of this School Festival —— 」


  Epilogue: “May Your Story Be Filled With Happiness”


  The school festival was thus over, and a good number of days already came to pass after that.


  Surrounded by mountains on three sides, this Home Port has now completely returned to its usual day-to-day routine.


  「Haaaaa……」


  Queen Elizabeth let out a big sigh on purpose as she put the documents riddling her desk to the side, only for a fresh batch of documents to take their place right away.


  「I don’t get it…… I just don’t get it. I’m not convinced…… not convinced at all……」


  「Your Majesty. I understand that it must be really frustrating for you, but if you do not let go of that matter soon, I am afraid that it might as well affect your official duties……」


  Warspite, who as per usual was right next to Elizabeth’s side, smiled wryly as she checked the signed documents and started to segregate them with the order of importance in mind..


  「I know, but…… Can you really blame me? I mean, just look at it! We managed to make such a great turnaround, even in the face of tremendous adversities like that! And while I know that it was mostly all thanks to Bel and her quick thinking as usual, everyone else was also working pretty damn hard to make it happen! And if you think about it as per the last year’s performance, the increase in quality was huge! We really outdid ourselves with that! It was a wonderful stage play, after all!」


  「Well, I mean…… You are mostly right, Your Majesty, but……」


  「Then why!? Why is it that the ones to receive the First Place were not us, but those bloody Iron Bloods!?」


  Elisabeth cried out in a loud voice, as if she was trying to get out all of that pent-up frustration from her system all at once.


  Just like she said, once the results of the voting came back in, it turned out that the ones to receive the First Place in the competition were the Iron Bloods with their Orchestral performance.


  It is said that even Bismarck herself was greatly surprised by hearing this result, but come to think of it, there was a major problem with the Royal Navy’s stage play to begin with, mainly —— their stage play turned out to be way too long.


  As a result, many of the audience seats that were originally supposed to be filled became vacant at some point, and as a result of that action alone, it seemed that the number of votes cast for the Royal Navy fell short of the ones being cast for the Iron Bloods.


  「So in the end, what proved to be our undoing was that way too long of a break period we used to clean the stage up.」


  「But it was something that simply couldn’t be helped!! On the other hand, don’t you think that it was actually amazing that we were able to recover from such a disastrous situation in mere forty minutes!? Because I think that this act alone was something that should guarantee us some high score!」


  At that moment Elizabeth slammed her hands onto her desk in a surge of excitement, and as a result of that action, an avalanche of documents started to fall right on top of her head.


  「KYAAAHHH!!!!!!」


  「Y-Your Majesty!?」


  Warspite scrambled to her feet, but the avalanche of papers had already swept all over Elizabeth, knocking her over and even turning her office chair upside down.


  「Uuuhhh…… What the hell was that all about —— Huh?」


  It was then that Elizabeth found a sealed letter amongst the pile of knocked papers and documents.


  「What is this? Do you know, Warspite?」


  「Unfortunately no, Your Majesty…… But it would appear that the letter does not even have the sender’s address written on it.」


  However, upon seeing the sender’s name on the envelope, both of them had a strange sense of déjà vu that overcame them.


  It appeared to be addressed to Queen Elizabeth herself in the Home Port.


  「It looks like it was sent from the main Royal Navy’s islands……」


  While saying that, Elizabeth carefully opened the seal and read the contents of the letter.


  Then, what was written there was actually ——


  * * *


  「—— How about we take a short break for the time being?」


  Having finished her assigned duties for the time being, Belfast turned towards the other maids and said that.


  「A break so early, huh……? Until just recently, when the School Festival was just around the corner, we would have so much work to be done that there was hardly any time for breaks of any sort.」


  Edinburgh stretched out on her desk and said something like that. She had been learning about gardening from both Kent and Suffolk until just a little while ago, so she seemed exhausted from her first real job in a long time.


  「It’s almost less than a month until this year’s Halloween.」


  While Bel-chan was looking at the calendar hanging on the wall, she suddenly said that out of the blue.


  「Oh, I wonder if anything strange is going to happen this year, too.」


  「Kent, that’s not a good way to say things like that. It sounds like you’re asking for something to happen, you know?」


  「H-Hey, it’s not like I’m actually trying to jinx anything here! Geez, Suffolk, give me a break
 !」


  Kent hurriedly waved her hand at Suffolk, who burst into laughter right after that.


  「Helloween, huh……? I wonder what we should do?」


  Curacoa and Curlew nodded their heads in the same way, while Sirius said so.


  「Oh it will certainly not be that big of a deal to begin with. Us maids are sure to make some sweets for everyone at the Dormitory, as per usual.」


  Beside Sheffield, who said so calmly, Newcastle smiled in a gentle way.


  「But you never know what will happen, because the ordinary and the extraordinary are always two sides of the same coin.」


  At that moment, the wooden door to the entrance of the kitchen was suddenly pushed open.


  「Bel! We have a problem!」


  Elizabeth rushed into the room in a hurry, Warspite following closely behind her.


  Belfast pulled out a teapot and widened her eyes when she saw the two visitors whose faces were looking rather distressed at the current moment.


  「What’s wrong, Your Majesty?」


  「I-It’s about this letter…… We just happened to receive a letter, and……」


  As she was completely out of breath, Elizabeth held out the envelope in her hand and Warspite started to explain things in detail, as she was less tired than Elizabeth was.


  「You see, Belfast, it’s about that letter that we happened to receive today. And when we saw the name of the sender, we were actually taken quite aback in the first moment.」


  Belfast received the envelope and took out a neatly folded piece of writing paper that was inside of it.


  When she opened it slowly and read its contents, Belfast involuntarily raised her voice.


  「No way……」


  「W-What’s wrong, Bel!?」


  Surprised, Edinburgh also peered in from the side at the contents of the letter, and immediately raised a loud scream of surprise.


  「Hey! I don’t know what it is, but is it really something that is so bad!?」


  When Kent finally managed to pull herself together and asked the two of them about the letter in question, Belfast slowly raised her head and said:


  「This letter seems to come from the Ghost Maid-sama.」


  Upon hearing those words, shock ran through the spines of those maids who were currently in the kitchen.


  「……Yes, that’s right. We were really surprised when we read that letter a little while ago.」


  Warspite calmly looked over everyone and began to speak after a brief moment of pause..


  「The letter basically says that the person who sent it had learned that the Royal Navy had put on a ‘Ghost Maid’ stage play during the School Festival just the other day. It seems that the event at the Home Port and the news surrounding it got around from one shipgirl to another, like a chain letter. It seems that it has spread to even the main island of the Royal Navy. The sender’s name was the name of the owner of that notebook that Erebus brought us earlier, as a matter of fact.」.


  「So? What was it that the Ghost Maid had to say?」


  Belfast replied to Suffolk’s question while looking at the paper letter in her hands.


  「…… It would seem that she briefly heard the contents of the stage play, and that is why she wrote this letter.」


  The letter also contained a continuation of the diary from that time.


  After returning to the main Royal Navy islands, she seemed to have been able to contact one of the shipgirls of the same class that Rei-san was modeled after. She somehow managed to save her life during that time, and at the current moment the two of them were actually performing military commissions together on the main Royal Navy’s islands.


  

  * * *


  Hearing that Boo-san made it back safely into the main Royal Navy islands, everyone present let out a deep sigh of relief.


  「I was very surprised when I heard that even though a whole lot of years had passed since then, and that a stage play based on my picture book was being performed in the same Home Port that I knew and loved so much.」


  Belfast then continued to read the rest of the letter.


  「On that day, I completely abandoned the completion of the picture book and left the Home Port for good. I made up my mind to leave as much as possible out of things that were not necessary for the mission, and I have no regrets about doing so. I did not even imagine that it would be passed down in this way to the new generations of shipgirls. I wish I could have seen the ending of that unfinished picture book that you performed on top of the stage with my own eyes…… It was something that made me want to draw a happy ending for my own story as well. As a maid, and as a shipgirl first and foremost, it would serve as a way for me to draw a line between those parts of myself, the one who spent that happy and precious time in the Home Port and my current self ——」


  That was the reason for her writing and sending the letter in the first place, and she was apparently asking if they could send her the picture book back to the main Royal Navy islands.


  「There are still some paragraphs left before the end of the letter ends.」


  Saying that, Belfast moved her attention to the next piece of writing paper that was in the envelope.


  「—— But, I digress.


  I have heard from a trusty source that the person responsible for the script was Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth herself, and that the actors were all excellent and gallant maids. I have even heard that the current Royal Navy faction has a large part of its structure that is called the Royal Maids Corps.


  Even now, with the stories that include your own events and your own experiences, it can be seen that now and back then there is a strong bond between the maids and those who they wish to serve. And that this bond is not going weaker with new generations, but even stronger than before.


  That kitchen is a place that is filled with lots of precious memories, and I hope that it will continue to be a place that fills the stomachs of everyone in the Royal Navy to the brim as it brings them a whole lot of happiness. Well then ——」


  After reading all the way to the end, Elizabeth finally managed to catch her breath and got closer to Belfast.


  「It would seem that we need to send the picture book back, Your Majesty.」


  「Yeah, it would indeed seem so.」


  A smile naturally spilled out onto Elizabeth’s lips..


  Seeing that the two of them were still on good terms with one another was something that couldn’t possibly make anyone in here happier.


  「Well then, let’s go to the library right away and collect that picture book. Come to think of it, the place where Erebus lives also has a diary, a pendant, and a white prim, in it, right? Anyways, we will have to send those together with the picture book as well.」


  When Elizabeth lowered her fist, Bel-chan muttered with melancholy in her voice.


  「I want to read it one last time before we send it back……」


  「Well, after listening to what everyone just said, I’d like to read it one last time as well, you know?」


  Edinburgh nodded her head as she lifted her glasses and wiped the corners of her eyes from tears that accumulated there.


  「Somehow, I don’t know why, but…… *Sniff*…… but I know that those two are going to continue to be happy from now on…… I’m so relieved……」


  「I-I get you…… I totally get you……~~…… Uuuhhh……~~!!」


  「What!? Look what is happening right now! Even Suffolk is crying her eyes out!」


  Curacoa and Newcastle chuckled at Kent, who seemed to be horrified at the sight of Edinburgh and Suffolk crying their eyes out upon hearing a happy ending like that.


  As if to blow away that strange atmosphere in the room, Elizabeth once again raised her voice cheerfully.


  「Okay, everyone, follow me! Today right after dinner, we are going to have a reading session, where, the Queen, I am going to personally read the picture book to you all! Now then, I am sure that there are other shipgirls who would also love to hear that story, so make sure to gather them all up in once place, so that we can get it done in one fell swoop!」


  It was then that Warspite also whispered right into Elizabeth’s ear.


  「Your Majesty, in that case, you might want to also include the contents of this letter into the reading session. Otherwise this is going to look like a bad ending of the worst possible kind……」


  「I know! I know that! So, everyone! Let’s go!」


  Then everyone left the kitchen all at once.


  「…… Belfast. are you not going?」


  Sheffield, who seemed annoyed and tried to leave on her own, called out to Belfast, who was still in the kitchen.


  「Ah, no, it’s just that…… I will just lock the Still Room and the kitchen before heading out. That’s all.」


  「…… If you say so.」


  Without saying anything more than that, Sheffield abruptly left the kitchen as if she heard everything she wanted to hear.


  Belfast, who was left alone in the kitchen, smoothly traced the cooking table with her index finger.


  Then, she touched the open window and look around the cupboard, sink, and stove all in turn. And then she came to a small stop while on her way out of the kitchen.


  「…Now that I think about it, this kitchen has been very clean ever since the first day I arrived at the Home Port.」


  She said so with a quiet, almost inaudible voice.


  「Now that I have read your letter, I can finally understand…… That stove, that window, that table, and that shelf all have been taken care of by you for so long.」


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  Slowly pinching the hem of her skirt, Belfast lowered her head.


  「Thank you very much for your service, Ghost Maid-sama ——」


  Just as she was politely curtseying, a gentle breeze gently blew in from the opened window.


  As if stroking Belfast’s head and cheek, Belfast then gently combed her bangs.


  With the swaying wind, she involuntarily smiled and raised her head.


  After closing the window and quietly closing the kitchen door, Belfast rushed towards the library where everyone was supposed to be.


  It was an afternoon when the signs of autumn were just around the corner.
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