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  1 - It’s Been a Long Time Since I Last Played (POV: Will)


   


  THE time limit Phillip had set had come and gone.


  However, it had been snowing hard outside since before we woke up this morning, and the near white-out conditions were due to last until past noon. The elemental spirits had told me that, so it was certain, and would explain why Phillip and his party were late if they’d been forced to stop and take refuge from the snow.


  “…What are you doing here, Will?”


  Face still dopey from being half asleep, Neema suspiciously glared at me and immediately turned her full attention to Lars, diving face-first onto his stomach. She curled up comfortably on top of him, looking like she might fall back asleep despite Paul warning her not to.


  “We had him move into this tent before the blizzard fully set in,” Paul said. “Even with a holy beast accompanying him, we can never be too careful, and it would be unforgivable if something happened to His Highness because it took us too long to react due to the snow preventing us from getting to him.”


  “…Blizzard?” Neema asked. 


  Paul explained the situation while washing Neema’s face, and Spica waited off to the side, holding her clothes for the day. 


  I know the servants do everything when it comes to bathing and dressing noblewomen, but why aren’t they even bothering to conceal it from my view?


  “There’s so much snow falling outside right now! This is the first time I’ve ever seen a real-life blizzard!” Spica’s excited tail wagging finally broke through Neema’s stupor. She dashed to the door and peeked outside.


  A spell on the tent prevented the wind from blowing in, so it wasn’t cold even with the door open, but when Neema pulled her head back inside, a dusting of snow covered it.


  “I couldn’t see anything!”


  With this much snowfall, you can only see a short distance in front of your face.


  While Spica wiped the mound from her head, Neema’s face fell with the realization that she wouldn’t be able to play outside, especially not in the indoor clothing the servants had just dressed her in.


  “What about Uncle Phillip and the others?” she asked. 


  “We haven’t received word from them yet.”


  The elemental spirits said that the members of Purple Gandal were all still alive, so we weren’t too worried about them. 


  However, there was another concern.


  No matter how many times I asked them where the adventurers were, the elemental spirits would only say, “It’s a secret!” and cover their mouths with their hands, refusing to say another word on the subject.


  This wasn’t uncommon, but it was concerning that they were doing it on Mount Dotal, of all places.


  When I’d first bonded with Lars, I’d been overcome with curiosity and asked the elemental spirits about other holy beasts. They’d been happy to tell me all about the holy beasts, such as the fire dragon who lived openly without hiding from mortals, but when it came to the earth dragon, they refused to speak a single word. I could only assume that was because the earth dragon didn’t want to interact with people.


  The wind dragon never stayed in one place for long, so even if I asked the elemental spirits to tell me its location, it would be long gone by the time I got there. And so, it seemed highly likely that a being the elemental spirits favored was on this mountain, and the spirits were keeping quiet on this being’s behest. 


  Phillip may have been drawn into something unexpected, but knowing Purple Gandal, I felt confident they’d figure it out one way or another.


  Either way, our group would make our way down the mountain the next day as planned.


  Hopefully, all goes to plan…


  While it was blizzarding outside, Neema was bored to tears inside the tent since she couldn’t go out to play. 


  Normally, she would play with her monster retainers, but at the moment, each was relaxing in their own way. Shinki was reading a book in a hammock suspended from the tent’s support beams. Seigo and Rikusei had taken up positions directly in front of the heater and were fast asleep. Kai refused to leave his cot, claiming it was too cold. I couldn’t see Inaho anywhere, but I suspected she was probably sleeping in Kai’s bed with him.


  And so, the only ones playing with Neema were Haku and Gratia. However, Gratia was so small that his idea of “playing” involved running all over Neema’s body. Haku was sitting obediently on Neema’s palm, letting her tug and squish its flexible body to her heart’s content.


  That might be fun for Neema, but what about Haku?


  “Will, you hold on here!” Neema demanded. 


  She wants me to hold onto one side of Haku’s stretched-out body? What is she planning to do? I suppose I’ll do as she says for now.


  I grabbed onto Haku’s elastic body and, grinning, Neema pulled, stretching it out. Neema excitedly cheered, “Wow, you’re incredible, Haku!” as the slime stretched and stretched, showing no sign of discomfort. 


  “When I say ‘now,’ I want you to let go, okay?” she told me. 


  She wants to see what will happen if we both let go of Haku at the same time while it’s stretched out like this?


  “Now!”


  We both released Haku at the same time, and in the blink of an eye, Haku snapped back to its original size.


  “One more time!” Neema cheered. 


  I was forced to hold one side of Haku’s body again, and as I watched Neema stretch the slime out, a mischievous thought darted across my mind.


  What would happen if I released my end before Neema does…?


  Unable to fight the temptation, I covertly let go. Haku snapped back to its normal size and shape with great force again, but the impact transferred to Neema. She fell backward, landing on her rear. Her startled and surprised expression was so amusing that I couldn’t help but laugh.


  “Hmph! Will, you big meanie!”


  “Sorry, sorry.”


  I endured several minutes of grumbling from Neema until she got bored and went to attack Lars. He was much better than I at dealing with her, so I left him to it.


  In the meantime, I’d better work through some of the documents that never seem to stop being sent to me, even in a remote place like this.


  It didn’t matter if I was in a foreign country or on top of a snowy mountain. It was assumed that I could still do paperwork, so the bundles of paper were unrelentingly sent over by magic circle tapestry. I looked over each document, rendering decisions on those I was authorized to handle at my discretion.


  By the time I’d finished, the weather outside had settled down.


  “Snoooow!!!”


  Neema raced out of the tent, eagerly plowing through the newly fallen snow. She’d been playing uproariously in the snow all day yesterday but hadn’t lost any enthusiasm for the activity.


  “Huh? Sol’s not here…”


  Neema tilted her head in confusion at the absence of the figure she expected to see outside, so I informed her why the fire dragon wasn’t there.


  Before the blizzard had set in, the fire dragon had declared the snow to be “dreadfully depressing” and announced he was going flying for a bit before soaring off into the sky. I didn’t know where he was or what he was doing, but I suspected he might’ve found a nice mountain somewhere where it wasn’t snowing to take a nap.


  “I suppose it can’t be helped!” Neema accepted the explanation easily. 


  Deciding there was no need to worry about him because the fire dragon was the most experienced with surviving in the snowy mountains out of all of us, Neema quickly returned her focus to the mission ahead: playing.


  Karnadia also accepted Neema’s invitation and joined her in playing in the snow.


  Watching this scene, I couldn’t help but feel that the Osphes were a very unusual noble family. Normally, aristocrats would never set foot on a snowy mountain in the first place, nor would they engage in such undignified activities as playing outdoors. 


  Most young noblewomen obeyed their parents, devoting themselves to mastering etiquette and the womanly arts in order to marry well. Even the aristocratic young men followed this trend of doing everything possible to ingratiate themselves with those of higher station.


  Come to think of it, not only the Osphes but the members of all five noble families descended from “the founding heroes” are all a bit strange.


  Despite their close ties to the royal family, not a single member of any of the five families had betrayed the royal family since the time of the country’s founding. In modern times, all five families carried royal blood, so it wouldn’t be strange for at least someone among them to be scheming to usurp the throne. 


  However, just because such a thing hadn’t happened yet didn’t guarantee it never would. It was possible I might lose their trust once I became king. In particular, the Osphe family were touchy and even a tad short-sighted when it came to Neema. 


  We couldn’t afford to hand Neema over to a foreign country in marriage. And yet, that didn’t mean that just any young man, so long as he was one of our own country’s nobility, was fine either. Using Neema’s power, it would be highly possible to take over the entire continent. For this reason, we couldn’t allow her to marry an unscrupulous fellow with hidden motives. It would be safest if she married within one of the five ducal families, but unfortunately, the only unmarried children in Neema’s generation were Zelnan’s grandsons…


  If one of the other families produces a male child in the next two or three cycles it might still work out, but… I have a feeling I’d be wasting my time pinning my hopes on Olive or Eugene.


  “You’re wearing a troubled expression, Your Highness. Is something the matter?”


  I responded to Paul’s question with a shake of my head. I suspected that if I admitted I’d been contemplating who to marry Neema off to, I’d be rewarded with a punch in the face. 


  “I was just thinking that both Karnadia and Neema are not very ladylike.”


  “Certainly, they may seem to compare poorly to other noblewomen, but I assure you that they are both highly accomplished, gently bred young ladies who would not bring shame to their family in any situation.”


  “…Seeing Neema’s antics firsthand on a daily basis, you would still describe her as a ‘highly accomplished, gently bred young lady?’” I couldn’t keep the irony from my voice. 


  It wasn’t that the servants merely spoiled Neema. I thought him a tad overprotective at times, but Paul was especially strict with her.


  “Lady Neema is a hopeless tomboy and often quickly forgets being reprimanded only to repeat the same mistake, but when it comes to the speed at which her mind works, she’s on par with Lord Ralf and Lady Karna. If you spent time with other children her age, you would notice the difference immediately.”


  I chuckled quietly at Paul’s choice of wording. Without using words such as “clever” or “intelligent,” he’d instead called her quick-witted.


  I have to admit that, given her age, Neema is quick to assess and judge a situation.


  She was cautious around strangers and carried herself with appropriate decorum in formal situations. However, once she let her guard down around someone, she was naively trusting of that person. Perhaps due to immaturity, she often unconsciously judged that people would let her get away with things to a level far beyond what would’ve normally been acceptable.


  Her behavior towards the imperial family of the Linus Empire was a prime example of that.


  There was no way the king in charge of ruling over an entire country could only ever be a benevolent and good person. There were times when, for the greater good, a just ruler would need to dirty his hands with evil deeds. 


  My father and the Linus Emperor had a side that they never showed Neema.


  Neema always called me “black-hearted” and “scheming,” but she failed to notice I’d inherited those necessary traits from my father.


  “Will, look, look! We made a really big one!”


  Three large balls of snow were piled up on top of one another like some strange religious edifice. The creation was taller than Neema, which I supposed did qualify it for the description of “really big.”


  “…What is it?” I asked. 


  “It’s a snowman, duh! It’s super cute, right?!”


  There she goes again, coming up with some strange idea and charging forward at full speed.


  “I don’t know if I’d call it ‘cute’ exactly…”


  I generally understood the kinds of beautiful items preferred by young noblewomen, but I didn’t possess the innate sense that all females seemed to share for determining “cuteness.”


  When it came to Neema, she would unfailingly dub almost any living creature to be “cute.”


  Although, even she didn’t call the ogres cute…


  “Will, you really need to study the female heart more! How can you not see the cuteness in this?!”


  Although I was sure that was an insult, the irony of her accusing me of having strange sensibilities was not lost on me. 


  “I’ve gone my whole life not suffering any difficulties due to my supposed inability to understand ‘the female heart’…” I retorted. 


  “How can someone like this be the prince all the young ladies go crazy over?”


  I clearly overheard her astounded mutter to herself, but it wasn’t me those girls were interested in. It was my position as the next king. 


  “I’m sure you’ll be popular enough yourself when you come of age. If nothing else, you’ve got your status as the daughter of a duke going for you.”


  “That last part was entirely unnecessary!”


  I’d expected her to puff out her cheeks in indignation, but instead, she puffed out her chest and declared that she was a splendid lady who did the Osphe family name proud. 


  Just take a look around you, punk. Karnadia and Paul are looking at you, a child trying her best to stand straight and pretend to be an adult, with amused and protective expressions. You’ve got a ways to go before you’re a grown lady, that’s for sure.


  But if I said such a thing, she would be furious, so I kept those thoughts to myself.


  “All right, then, Will—you join us for a snowball fight!”


  The line of cause and effect here was a mystery to me, but for some reason, it was decided for me that I would participate in a snowball fight whether I liked it or not.


  If I was going to join in the battle, I figured I might as well give it my best effort. To make it more realistic, I guided the others in preparing the “battlefield” by using snow to build a small hill and create defensive walls. 


  But the result was a little too perfect. I made a few more suggestions to make the battlefield more challenging, figuring that a rougher terrain would make the game more fun. To this end, I asked Shinki to drag over a fallen tree to lie across the battlefield and got Paul to build a target.


  All use of magic and elemental power was strictly forbidden. Whichever team hit the target with a snowball first would be the winner. To make the teams as evenly matched as possible, we divided ourselves with me, Spica, Shell, and Kai on one team and Neema, Karnadia, Paul, and Shinki on the other team. 


  Isn’t it hard for Kai to move around with Inaho sitting on his head like that?


  Our team’s plan was simple: Kai would be in charge of making snowballs, Spica would use her superior speed for interception, and Shell would focus on suppressing Neema and Karnadia. That would leave Shinki and Paul unchecked, but when it came to the two of them, our best chance lay in slipping past their defenses rather than fighting it out with them directly.


  “Are you guys ready?”


  “We’re ready when you are!”


  “I’m not going to hold back!” Karna called out enthusiastically.


  Seigo and Rikusei let out howls, marking the start of the snowball fight.


  Because the snowballs were relatively soft, even a direct hit didn’t make much of an impact, so the only way to create an opening was to aim for your enemy’s face, temporarily obscuring their vision.


  While dodging Shinki and Paul’s snowballs, I unleashed a barrage of my own, hoping to hit the mark on the first try.


  At first, we were attacking one another with snowballs, but as the game wore on, everyone became more and more determined to win, and it eventually devolved into a brawl. My two opponents worked together more cohesively than expected, leaving me with no choice but to give it my all to have any hope of beating them two against one.


  I sent Shinki flying, then turned, narrowly deflecting Paul’s fist as it came racing towards the side of my head. It seemed almost a waste that none of us had swords, but this was fun, too, in its way.


  Right after Paul landed a solid kick to my abdomen, Neema shouted at us, “You guys!!! This is a snowball fight! You aren’t allowed to hit each other with anything other than snow!”


  Be that as it may, sparring with Shinki and Paul was much more fun than throwing a few snowballs around.


  I guess I’ll just have to get Shinki to spar with me later, then. I bet it’ll be both educational and a good form of stress relief.


  Satisfied with our acquiescence to her demands, Neema announced that she was “going adventuring” next and set off traipsing around the area surrounding our campsite, dragging her monsters along with her. As long as she stayed within eyesight, Paul seemed content to let her do as she liked.


  However, this was Neema we were talking about, so of course, she couldn’t resist doing the most Neema-like thing possible…


  “There’s something strange over there!”


  I sighed, assuming she must’ve encountered another animal of some kind, and went to see what she’d found. To my astonishment, it was an atrocious shell-type mamushi. Fortunately, this one seemed to be alone and looked a bit worse for the wear.


  “Neema, that’s an atrocious shell-type mamushi. Why don’t you try using the seeds you got from the village children to scare it away?” I suggested. 


  The children who’d given her the seeds they called “the fountain of tears” had claimed that this spice, with its hard-to-describe flavor, worked as a repellent for atrocious shell-type mamushi.


  This was the perfect chance to see if they really worked, so I suggested Neema give it a try.


  “Aw, but I don’t want to waste them…”


  What does she mean by “waste them?” What other purpose could she possibly have for those seeds besides driving away atrocious shell-type mamushi? She’s not planning to try sneaking them into my food again, is she? I’d better not let my guard down, just in case.


  “I bet he’s hungry! I’ll try giving him some of my snacks.”


  Neema dashed into the tent and came back carrying some baked goods that she tossed on the ground near the mamushi before retreating to watch what it would do from a safe distance away.


  At times like this, her determination and focus were incredible. No matter what you said, she wouldn’t be dissuaded.


  “Oh! He’s eating it!” Neema cheered as the atrocious shell-type mamushi gulped up the baked goods scattered in the snow.


  “Isn’t it dangerous if the others learn there’s food here?”


  “It’s okay; he’ll bring the rest home to share with the others.”


  I observed the atrocious shell-type mamushi for a while longer with Neema, and after eating just a bit of the food, it gathered up the rest and turned to leave.


  “Hey, Ari! If you run into Uncle Phillip out there, help him out, okay?!”


  Just as I thought that most monsters—and even less so mamushi—probably don’t understand language, Neema let out a short cry.


  I’ve got a bad feeling about this…


   


   


   


  2 - Don’t Get Careless!


   


  WHEN I woke up that morning, I was surprised to find Will in our tent, but it turned out there was a blizzard outside, so he’d moved in here temporarily. I was pretty bummed that I couldn’t play outside because of the bad weather, but Will told me that it was supposed to stop snowing after midday.


  The elemental spirits are playing the role of meteorologists again, are they? I wish I could speak with the elemental spirits too…


  As the elemental spirits had predicted, shortly after lunch, the sun peeked out from behind the clouds, and the snow stopped.


  When I went outside, I was surprised Sol was nowhere to be found.


  “The fire dragon said he was going flying for a bit.”


  Ohh… Knowing him, I bet Sol went to look for a nice cave to weather the storm in. Despite living on a snowy mountain, Sol hates snow accumulating on his body. You’d think that, being a fire dragon and all, the snow would melt the instant it touched his skin, but come to think of it, Sol’s scales are always pleasantly cool to the touch.


  Who would’ve thought, huh? I guess snow can accumulate on top of a fire dragon!


  Sol had previously told me that he’d used magic to open a big hole at his home on the northern mountain. When I’d asked him why he chose to live on a snowy mountain if he hated snow so much, he’d responded that the elemental spirits there were rather docile and less annoying than those living elsewhere.


  Well, yeah, I imagine there aren’t many fire elemental spirits willing to live in such a cold place. I bet lots of them swarm around Sol whenever he’s in warmer climates.


  “Hey, Mr. Sol! It’s stopped snowing over here now!” I told him through our link.


  “Has it? Then I suppose I’ll head back in a bit.”


  “When you return let’s play!”


  “I’ll join you if I’m in the mood at the time.”


  I want him to play with me whether he’s in the mood or not! Oh well, I suppose that to Sol, the idea of playing is tantamount to unpaid babysitting, so I won’t force him. Besides, even if he does join us, I have a feeling Haku and Gratia will monopolize his time, demanding a continuation of that game they were playing where he sent them flying…


  Thanks to the blizzard, a fresh layer of sparkling snow covered our campsite, so I started by making a snowman. I packed a small ball of snow together between my palms, then rolled it around on the ground, picking up snow with each turn. 


  Wanting to copy me, Haku bounced up and down, saying something to Shinki in an urgent series of “Mew!”s. 


  Shinki calmly crouched down, formed a snowball with his hands, then placed it in front of Haku. But before Haku could react, Gratia leapt on top of the snowball. Then he tried with all his might to roll the snowball forward, but it was a losing battle.


  Gratia, you look like a dung beetle instead of a spider!


  Haku offered itself as a stool for Gratia to stand on, and together, the two rolled the snowball. 


  “We wanna do it too!”


  “Yeah, we wanna try!”


  Seigo and Rikusei both eagerly announced that they wanted to make a snow-kobold. 


  How are the two of you going to roll a snowball? Curious to see what they would do, I formed a snowball and placed it on the ground in front of them. The way they agilely pushed the snowball with their noses was very un-dog-like. 


  If I had to compare it to something… No, I’m going to stop myself right there. If I say what I’m thinking, Seigo and Rikusei would probably be sad.


  Working together, we all rolled our snowballs around, and mine turned out the biggest. In Japan, we always make snowmen with just two snowballs, but since there were three, I figured we might as well use them all. So, I asked Shinki to carefully stack them.


  Hm, this isn’t quite what I had in mind, but…


  It’s not too shabby if I do say so myself! It just looks more like a western snowman than what I’m used to seeing…


  Even with three tiers, it was still a proper snowman, so I decorated it with a few finishing touches: sticks for arms and leaves stuck on the front to look like buttons.


  “…Something’s missing.”


  Since we’re making a Western-style snowman, he should have a hat and scarf. Oh, and a carrot for his nose! In all the depictions I’ve seen of snowmen from overseas, they always had a carrot nose.


  I asked Paul to lend me one of this world’s equivalents to a carrot, then put my hat on the snowman’s head for good measure.


  “It’s finished!”


  In size and cuteness, it was an absolute masterpiece.


  Karna praised the snowman as well, saying it was cute, but Will wrinkled his nose doubtfully.


  “I don’t know if I’d call it ‘cute’ exactly…”


  What a wretched state of affairs! Our country’s crown prince and future ruler can’t understand this cuteness!


  I told Will he needed to try harder and learn to understand the female heart, but he dryly responded that not understanding it had never caused him any trouble. 


  Tch! It’s so unjust that a person with a personality like this is so popular with the opposite sex.


  I grumbled under my breath about how illogical it was and was rewarded with the “reassurance” that I’d probably be popular myself once I came of age—because I “at least” had the fact that I was a duke’s daughter going for me.


  “That last part was entirely unnecessary! I’ll have you know I am a splendid lady who does the Osphe name proud!”


  I’ve drilled the proper etiquette for formal situations into my head, and I’m working hard at my academic studies. I can’t hold a candle to my brother and sister’s diligence towards their studies, though.


  Will made an astounded face in response to my confident pronouncement and sighed.


  I can tell you’ve got something you want to say. It’s probably something like, “If you claim to be a lady, why don’t you act more docile and refined,” right? But you forget! Although I’m a proper lady, I’m also still a child! So it’s essentially my job to play! Playing is essential to grow up healthy and strong, you know! And I’m playing lots and lots, so please hurry up and start growing taller, oh body of mine!


  It was crucial for the sake of my stunted height that I get plenty of exercise every day. And if we were going to play in the snow, it would be a crying shame to miss out on the opportunity to have a snowball fight!


  With this in mind, I invited Karna and Will to join us for an epic snowball fight for the history books.


  In the process, I made a discovery. As it turned out, Will was extremely competitive!


  Before we could begin, Will complained that just throwing snow around sounded boring. He decided we should dig out trenches and use the displaced snow to make a small hill. Still dissatisfied with the results, he got Shinki to drag over a fallen tree to lie across the battlefield.


  Of course, Will didn’t do any of the work; he stood there with his arms crossed, issuing orders. 


  I suppose that’s the role he’s used to, being a prince and all. And Paul and the others are obeying his every command…


  After that, we divided into teams and decided that whichever team hit the target first would win.


  This is it! Time for a nice, wholesome competition!


  …Or so I’d thought.


  I’d instructed Shinki and Paul in advance not to hold back just because Will was a prince, and the two of them obeyed, pelting him mercilessly with snowballs.


  Perhaps because it was a two-against-one fight, it eventually devolved from hitting each other with snowballs to using fists and legs. By the end, the three of them were full-on brawling.


  There was no way Karna or I were going to get involved in that, so we just stood back and watched them go at it. They moved impressively well despite the harsh terrain that Will had designed.


  Watching this lethal combat, I feel like if I hit the right combination of buttons, I could unlock a special instant kill move.


  …Where’s the controller?! I want to do the instant kill move!


  My wish did not unlock any special moves, but either way, it was just like watching a multiplayer fighting game.


  …Wait a minute, what am I doing just standing here watching this?!


  “You guys!!! This is a snowball fight! You aren’t allowed to hit each other with anything other than snow!”


  That’s right! I wanted to have a snowball fight, not a live-action combat game!


  After firmly outlawing all bodily attacks, I let the snowball fight resume. Will seemed dissatisfied, but he didn’t protest.


  He did lose, though!


  Now that I’d gotten in enough active playtime to satisfy my inherent need to run around, the next thing I wanted to do was go adventuring in the area around our campsite!


  Little more than trees, as far as the eye could see, covered the area where we’d set up, but it seemed like a suitable place to look for animals. With that in mind, I led my monster friends through the woods, searching for animals’ nests and lairs.


  We spotted several pottes—an animal that looked like a squirrel with folded ears—running along the tree branches despite the harsh climate, but we couldn’t find their nest anywhere.


  While we were searching for animals, Inaho—trudging through the snow behind me—let out a short cry. Before I even had a chance to wonder what was going on, she darted ahead, plowing through the deep snow before coming to an abrupt stop in a spot that looked no different than anywhere else to my eye.


  “Inaho, what are you…”


  One minute, Inaho was standing there with her ears twitching attentively, and the next, she was covered in a blanket of snow. Well, except for her tails and hind legs, which were poking out.


  …She looks like Sukekiyo Inugami from The Inugami Family with her face completely hidden behind a white mask like that! I really want to point it out, but no one would understand the reference. Sigh…


  At least now I know the reason for her strange behavior. There must’ve been some kind of animal underneath the snow.


  Inaho was a fox, so it made sense that her hearing was even better than Seigo’s and Rikusei’s.


  I tugged Inaho out of the snow, curious to see if she’d caught the animal, and found that she was holding something in her mouth that looked like a pole. Or maybe a broken tree branch?


  It looks kind of… limp, doesn’t it? Is that thing really alive?


  I picked Inaho up so I could get a closer look at the thing in her mouth.


  “WAAAAAGH!”


  Without warning, a piercing wail like that of a crying baby echoed through the forest. It was coming from the creature in Inaho’s mouth. I was so startled that I accidentally dropped Inaho, but she landed safely on her feet and chewed on the strange life-form.


  “WAAAAAGH!”


  I couldn’t believe such a colossal noise was coming from such a tiny creature.


  It looks like a stick but is indeed alive!


  I had a feeling I already knew what this was, but the larger part of me dreaded confirming it.


  “Shinki…”


  “That’s a mandrake.”


  He answered my question before I even asked it.


  I tilted my head back and groaned in dismay that my sneaking suspicion had been correct. Aren’t mandrakes supposed to look more like a carrot, a daikon radish, or a turnip, or something?


  …Ohhh, I see! This little guy is shaped like a burdock root, not a stick!


  This explanation satisfied my preconceived notion of mandrakes and my observation of the creature before me. Burdock root was a type of root vegetable and looked similar to a tree branch.


  “Waaaaagh!”


  Seigo and Rikusei both seemed curious about the thing Inaho was chewing on. They sniffed it, then tentatively reached out to lick it.


  “Wait a minute! Inaho, you can’t just eat random things you find lying around!” I hurried to snatch the mandrake away from Inaho, but she sensed my intention and deftly avoided my outstretched hands.


  “Waaaaagh!”


  The burdock root’s cries gradually weakened.


  Isn’t hearing a mandrake’s cry supposed to mean that I’m going to die? 


  “Is it okay that we heard the mandrake cry?” I asked Shinki, but he frowned in confusion. I frowned back, equally confused about why he didn’t understand my question.


  “Doesn’t hearing a mandrake cry mean you’re going to die?” I asked. 


  “That’s the first I’ve ever heard of such a thing. Although, some animals faint in surprise after hearing their piercing cry.”


  Maybe those animals looked dead, which caused people who witnessed it to misunderstand? In any case, I’m glad I’m not going to die!


  “Waa…”


  With a final, faltering cry, the mandrake breathed its last breath.


  Inaho’s tails energetically wagged as she finished gobbling it up, conveying her satisfaction. Seigo and Rikusei, on the other hand, seemed disappointed that they hadn’t gotten to eat a single bite.


  “Is it okay to eat mandrakes?” I wondered. 


  Even if Inaho seemed fine, it was possible the mandrake contained some kind of poison. Some species of monsters, like animals, build up a tolerance to specific poisons and eat foods containing them. 


  “There are several varieties of mandrake, most of which are non-poisonous,” Shinki said. “In fact, they are so delicious that whenever you find one, it’s almost certain a fight will occur over who will get to eat it.”


  I had a hard time reconciling myself with the idea of burdock root being such a delicacy that people would fight for the right to eat it, but it seemed that mandrakes contained special properties that energized anyone who ate them. Shinki recounted that, back when he was a hobgoblin, he once ate a mandrake, and it increased his power to the point that he could capture a large prey.


  “In that case, let’s search for mandrakes together!” I declared. 


  If monsters considered them a delicacy, I wanted to let the rest of my monster friends eat them as well, not just Inaho.


  Where there’s one, there are probably more!


  And so, we set out on a mandrake hunt.


  Although we were all searching, the only one who successfully found any was Inaho. Because the mandrakes were hiding under the snow, Seigo and Rikusei couldn’t pick up their scent. As for Haku and Gratia, what they were doing was more accurately described as “playing in the snow” than seriously looking for mandrakes.


  “WAAAAAGH!”


  “WAAAAAGH!”


  The loud chorus of off-pitch baby-like wails was grating to listen to.


  Finally, we’d gathered enough for all the monsters, so we quickly divvied them up. Before giving Gratia his, Shinki cut it up into tiny pieces that the little spider could actually eat. The horrific noise Gratia’s mandrake emitted as it died made a shiver run up my spine.


  Inaho chowed down with her customary gusto, and Rikusei likewise showed no hesitation as he ate. Only Seigo stopped to sniff the mandrake cautiously before taking a bite.


  Haku sucked the entire thing into its body and immediately began digesting it.


  “Is it tasty?”


  The answer was clear based on how enthusiastically they were all eating, but even so, I had a hard time wrapping my head around the idea of a raw burdock root tasting very good.


  “Would you like to try some, Miss?”


  Shinki was eating a mandrake of his own, producing audible crunching noises as he chewed. The sound did seem appetizing, similar to eating crisp pickled radishes, but the screaming was unsettling. 


  But I couldn’t deny I was curious…


  I accepted one of the tiny chunks of mandrake Shinki had prepared for Gratia and started by experimentally giving it a sniff. As expected, it smelled like dirt.


  “I’m counting on you, Koku!”


  If it turned out that mandrakes were poisonous to humans, Koku—the slime parasitically inhabiting my body—would take care of it. I might get sick, but I wouldn’t die. I reminded myself of this as I brought the piece of mandrake to my mouth.


  When I bit down with my back teeth, I felt some kind of meat juices squirt out. Then, a distinct scent seemed to pierce through my nose.


  “Bleeeegh…”


  An incredibly unladylike sound escaped from me, but I couldn’t help it—it smelled so terrible! A hard-to-describe scent assailed me that made me think I was eating a bunch of half-decomposed weeds someone had pulled out of a ditch. It vaguely reminded me of how I’d been bowled over by the strong scent the first time I ate cilantro in my past life.


  “W-Water, please…!”


  Somehow, I forced the bite of mandrake down, but I felt like it might come back up at any moment.


  I need to wash it down with water and get Koku to digest it as quickly as possible to get rid of it! I grabbed the water bottle Shinki offered me and greedily gulped down the water. Ugh, that was terrible!


  The unpleasant smell still lingered in my mouth, but at least the nausea had passed. 


  I don’t care how good it might be for my health; I really can’t eat this raw! I can’t believe the rest of them are managing it! I guess monsters’ and humans’ senses of taste are very different… 


  In any case, it had been a long time since I’d eaten anything so disgusting, and it seemed the experience had shocked my system. Suddenly, a heavy wave of exhaustion rolled over me.


  In the first place, our sense of taste isn’t just to make eating enjoyable. It’s a self-defense mechanism to help us identify things that aren’t safe to eat.


  There’s the saying, “Good medicine is hard to swallow,” but in reality, things that taste bitter are generally not safe to consume in large quantities. As such, although mandrake was effective as a kind of herbal remedy, I concluded that humans shouldn’t eat it raw.


  This experience taught me the hard way that even having Koku inside of me couldn’t protect me from foul tastes.


  I have to eat something yummy to wipe this terrible taste from my mouth!


  And so, I headed back to the tent to have a snack. We brought a few extra mandrakes back with us in case Kai and Lars wanted to eat them, too. Their baby-like wailing was extremely annoying, but Shinki stuffed some leaves into what seemed to be their mouths, and after that, they stopped crying.


  I hope they don’t lose their freshness if they die from suffocation!


  As we were hurrying back, we came across another creature!


  I stopped, thinking it was an animal, but it was not.


  “It’s a mamushi,” Shinki said, stating what I already knew.


  Well, yeah, it’s quite obviously shaped like an insect!


  Aside from the size, it was identical to an insect I was familiar with seeing in my previous life.


  “What kind of mamushi is that?”


  There were a whole bunch of different types of mamushi, and I couldn’t tell a shell-type mamushi from a jumping-type mamushi. But if this one was anything like the Earth insect it resembled, my guess was shell-type…


  You can never be too sure, though. God sometimes likes to mix it up in unexpected ways… For example, this mamushi also has some differences from its Earthly counterpart if you look very closely.


  I didn’t think I was in danger from a mamushi, but since I didn’t want to get scolded, I decided to inform the others of my discovery before approaching.


  When I returned to the clearing where our tent was set up, I noticed Will didn’t seem especially busy, so I called to him.


  “There’s something strange over there!”


  Will came over to check it out, but Lars wasn’t with him. Looking around, I couldn’t spot the holy beast anywhere.


  “Where’s Lars?”


  “Lars? He’s taking a nap over there.” As he said this, Will pointed to the small mountain of snow we’d used in our snowball fight earlier.


  …Huh? I’m sure that’s where the small mountain of snow was before, but now it’s shaped more like a big ‘ole rice cake! And, if you look verrrrry closely, there seems to be a pattern of black stripes… 


  Lars was curled up on top of the snow pile, fast asleep. His white fur acted as camouflage, and the light reflecting off the snow made his trademark stripes hard to spot, rendering the illusion of a giant rice cake.


  “Why there, of all places…?”


  If you put a clementine on Lars’ back, he’d look like a super-sized kagami-mochi, like they put out on New Year’s!


  “I’m assuming it’s because it’s warm in the sun.”


  It may be warm in the sun, but it’s even warmer inside the tent. I guess he just likes being outdoors?


  “So, what did you find?”


  “Oh, that’s right! Come over here!”


  I tugged Will by the arm, leading him over to where we’d found the mamushi, and as soon as he caught sight of it, he turned to me with a face that seemed to say, “I can see I’ve clearly overestimated your intelligence yet again.”


  “Neema, that’s an atrocious shell-type mamushi.”


  Hm. So this is the “atrocious shell-type mamushi” I’ve heard so much about? It’s more docile than I would’ve imagined based on the stories I’ve heard. It doesn’t seem injured, so maybe it’s just hungry?


  Will suggested I use the wasabi-like seeds to scare the mamushi off, but that seemed like a waste of my precious wasabi supply, so I refused.


  I’m going to bring those seeds to the Shiana Special Region and use them to season my sashimi!


  When I said using the seeds on this mamushi would be a waste, Will looked at me like I had two heads. Clearly, he was imagining what I could possibly be saving the seeds for, so I changed the topic.


  I announced that the atrocious shell-type mamushi must be hungry and that I would go get it some snacks from our camp, then fled from Will. 


  Phew, that was close! If he misunderstood and thought I was planning another prank, he might’ve taken all my wasabi seeds away! Then, I’d be unable to enjoy authentic sashimi!


  I asked Spica for some snacks, and she obligingly provided me with a large serving of baked goods. I carried them back to where the atrocious shell-type mamushi was and placed the treats on the ground a short distance away from it. Then we hid behind a tree and watched to see what the mamushi would do.


  Through careful observation, I confirmed my hypothesis that this creature was different from its Earthly counterpart.


  Its body was larger than mine, and the exoskeleton characteristic of a shell-type magical insect was a shiny, chestnut-brown color. The resemblance to a chestnut gave me a sudden and intense pang of longing for roasted chestnuts.


  It had antennae and a triangular, rice-ball-shaped head, and its mouth resembled the protruding mandible of a stag beetle. The mamushi had three sets of legs and featured the distinctive swollen torso of an insect.


  Aside from the color, it was almost identical in appearance to the common black ant, except that it had sickle-shaped spikes at the ends of its front legs like a praying mantis. This one’s torso looked almost deflated compared to the ants I remembered seeing on Earth, so I assumed it hadn’t had anything to eat in a while.


  I wonder if it will eat the baked goods?


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi fluttered its antennae and shuffled its legs. Determining that we’d left since it could no longer see us, it made its way over to the sweets, using its antennae to explore its surroundings as it moved.


  I found it strange that although its body was so large and its legs were so thin, it didn’t sink into the snow, instead skating atop the surface. If I remembered my long-ago biology lessons correctly, this actually had something to do with friction produced by the ultra-fine hairs on its legs that were invisible to the naked eye.


  Either that, or maybe it’s using surface tension like a water strider? In any case, I suppose it’s a fruitless endeavor to try and understand things in a world full of magic using earthly science.


  The giant ant used its antennae to deftly confirm the safety of the path it trod and soon reached the spot where I’d left the snacks. Then, it used its antennae to check the snacks out. Compared to the size of its massive body, the food I’d provided looked tiny and pathetically meager.


  “Oh! He’s eating it!”


  After a thorough examination, the mamushi finally took a bite. I was a bit moved by the sight of its mandible moving in time with its chewing.


  Then, all of a sudden, the mamushi stopped eating. 


  A moment later, I thought it had resumed eating, but I quickly noticed that now not only its mandible but also its antennae and front legs were moving.


  Is it eating? I can’t see its mouth because its front legs are in the way… It seems to be making a kneading motion with its legs?


  Hmm… Oh, could it be…?!


  Just as I had a revelation regarding the mamushi’s strange behavior, Will spoke up, pointing out that we’d be in trouble if the other atrocious shell-type mamushi swarmed this area after learning there was food here.


  “It’s okay; he’ll bring the rest home to share with the others.”


  On Earth, ants were known for feeding their young small, mushed-up pieces of foraged food. I was pretty sure that because the baked goods I’d provided were a bunch of small pieces that would be difficult to carry, the mamushi had smushed them all together like a giant meatball to make the food easier to transport.


  Once the kneading motions ceased, I waved goodbye to the ant-shaped mamushi, who picked up the food and turned to leave.


  “Hey, Ari! If you run into Uncle Phillip out there, help him out, okay?!”


  Just then, a familiar sensation crept over me.


  “Oh…!”


  God… No, that’s not it! It’s not what you think!


  “Ari” is not a name!! It’s the Japanese word for “ant!” It just slipped out as a way to address her! And even if I were trying to name her, I would’ve come up with something a little better than “ant!”


  Just now, the usual mark probably appeared on the ant’s mandible, right? I’m so sorry, Ari. Because I let my guard down and said something careless, God went and…


  This is all God’s fault!


  The mamushi, now unfortunately named Ari, stopped and looked at me, seeming to be asking if she should come back.


  It’s fine. Bring the food back to your friends.


  I sent that thought to the mamushi in my mind, and Ari waved her antennae in acknowledgment before disappearing into the forest.


  Live a good life, Ari!
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  3 - Off the Mountain and Into the Cave (POV: Phillip)


   


  THE near-freefall slide down the mountainside deposited us into an inconveniently located crevasse in the ice. Unable to stop myself due to the momentum I’d built up, I tumbled headlong into it. 


  “…Phillip. Wake up, Phillip.”


  The next thing I knew, Eligeena’s voice woke me. When I opened my eyes, the area around me was dusty and dimly lit. Looking around, I found I was surrounded by my friends.


  “Sorry, guys. What’s the situation?”


  Based on the fact that I didn’t seem to be injured anywhere, I surmised that Eligeena had healed me.


  “I remember sliding down the slope and into a crevasse in the ice, but…” Colenan trailed off where he must’ve also lost consciousness.


  I then realized that wherever we were, it didn’t seem to be the interior of the crevasse in the ice. The fact that it had taken me so long to realize that spoke to how slowly my brain was working.


  The air was cold, but the sensation I could make out through my gloves of the ground below me was that of stone, not ice. I’d thought everyone had just gathered around me to see if I was okay, but now I realized they had no choice; the space was so narrow that we had to be crowded together like this.


  “It seems a cave was below the ice, and we were fortunate enough to fall into a hole that led to this cave.”


  I wasn’t sure if I agreed that falling into a cave was “lucky” or not, but by tilting my head back, I confirmed that the hole it seemed we’d fallen through was far above.


  “It looks like climbing back out the way we came is out of the question. Let’s search for another way out.”


  Despite the long drop, our gear was undamaged. We would’ve been sorry excuses for “elite adventurers” if we’d brought gear that would be damaged so easily. It turned out that we’d made the right choice in bringing along an abundance of cave-exploration gear with the reasoning that most of it was useful for mountain climbing as well. I figured it also wouldn’t hurt that I’d spent more time than I cared to admit playing around and exploring the caves at Mount Reitimo. That experience might come in handy at a time like this.


  “Thank goodness, the anniley nectar is safe,” Colenan remarked, holding up the magical item storing the precious nectar. 


  I was certainly glad to hear that we wouldn’t have to go back up against those atrocious shell-type mamushi.


  “I wonder what kind of cave this is.”


  “Maybe it’s some kind of monster’s den.”


  Erid and Shou chatted as they prepared their gear, and Eligeena and Colenan tied the sleeves and hems of their clothing to make it easy to move, checking that the ties were not too tight to the point of restricting their movement. It wasn’t as if they could remove any clothing that got in the way; each article of their clothing was carefully furnished with written magic spells with various effects, so even in a situation like this, they dared not remove them.


  “All right, then! I’m going to find us a path.”


  After paring down his gear to the bare essentials to make his profile slim enough to fit through the narrowest passages, Erid slipped into one such tunnel, which appeared barely wide enough for a large man to slip through.


  “It’s okay, come on in, Colenan!”


  He was bringing Colenan with him on this scouting mission because Colenan was an earth magic user. As such, he could confirm the stability of the cave walls and, to a certain degree, reinforce the iffy areas.


  Like this, the two of them made slow progress, more or less forging an unknown path that would hopefully lead us out of the cave.


  When they came upon an intermediary point where we could all fit into a slightly wider cavern together to rest, they returned to get us, and after a quick explanation of the route, we followed them into the tunnel.


  At some points, we had to remove our packs and drag them behind us until we arrived in a slightly more spacious spot, only to be told that from here, we’d be proceeding vertically.


  “You should probably put on your climbing spikes here.”


  Despite giving this instruction to the rest of us, Erid didn’t take his own advice, instead spreading his arms and legs out to press against the sides of the vertical chute and deftly scrambling his way up.


  I won’t deny that he’s incredibly agile, but he looks like some kind of animal climbing up like that!


  The rest of us wisely decided to do as Erid said, not as he did, and put on our climbing spikes.


  Shou and Colenan made their way up without difficulty, but just to be safe, I attached a harness to Eligeena and had her climb ahead of me.


  Once we reached the top, we discovered that what we’d just climbed out of was a crack in a massive boulder. 


  We hurried over to where Erid was standing, calling out, “Over here!” and found several more boulders of a similar size. The distance between the boulders was far greater than we had any hope of reasonably jumping across.


  We seriously have to cross this seemingly bottomless drop??


  We set up an expandable ladder that we used like a bridge to make our way between each of the large boulders. If we set even one foot out of line and slipped, we’d plummet straight to our death, so harnesses were mandatory for all of us this time.


  Just when I was about to breathe a sigh of relief that we’d safely reached the final boulder, a sheer wall rose directly in front of us. Looking up, I could see a tunnel that ran to the side. 


  Even with the rope that Erid had put up when he went ahead to scout it out, it would be impossible to climb all the way up there just with raw arm strength. Our arms would give out long before we reached the top.


  In a situation like this, we would use magical-item ascenders. 


  Erid climbed up first, then he pulled up our luggage before the rest of us made the ascent. Once he was done, we took turns using the ascension device to scale the wall, only to be greeted by the strong scent of stagnant water at the top. 


  “Next is this way!”


  No wonder it smells like a swamp.


  Water filled the tunnel, and the path ahead was halfway submerged.


  I don’t mind rainwater or run-off from melted snow, but the thought of wading through this… gets me really excited!


  “The walls are sharp in places, so be careful,” I advised. 


  Despite the tunnel likely having been carved by water, razor-sharp protrusions stuck out here and there.


  “Phillip, if there’s ever a time to use our water-repellent magical items, this would be it, right?”


  I understood Eligeena’s feelings, but considering we didn’t know what the path ahead might bring, I felt it prudent to preserve magical items that contained only a limited supply of magic.


  “I’ll let you each decide for yourselves whether or not to use them, but if you use up all the magic and can’t use it later when you really need it, don’t cry to me.”


  After that warning, we all entered the murky water, with only Eligeena and Colenan electing to use their magical items. I knew that the two of them were the physically weakest members of our group, which was why they’d chosen to use the magical items when the rest of us felt we could do without them. If necessary, we could give them our magical items as well.


  “Take care of yourself, by yourself.” That was a kind of “golden rule” among adventurers, but when you were adventuring as a group, it was fine to make up for one another’s weaknesses where you could. 


  Once we’d made our way past the deepest section, where only our heads were sticking up out of the muddy water, we came upon a scene that qualified for the description of “a wondrous sight.”


  Blue light shimmered, illuminating the cavern walls in a world of sparkling blue. I’d seen a similar sight in an ice cave before, so I thought this must also be ice.


  “This seems to be a grotto pool. But, are those… magical stones?”


  Finding underground pools and even whole lakes inside cave systems wasn’t unusual. These were all created by nature, so while some were enchantingly beautiful like this, others were dirty and repulsive.


  Colenan cautiously moved closer and gazed down into the pool. “Phillip, this entire pool is covered in magical stones!”


  What I’d thought was ice was actually hundreds, if not thousands, of magical stones, giving off a harsh light, and each stone was uncommonly large. However, there were also some mysterious stones among the others that I’d never seen before.


  “I’ve never seen so many high-quality magical stones growing in one place like this before.”


  Eligeena was right. Even when I’d lived as an aristocrat, I’d never seen even one magical stone as high-quality as these before. All that “blueness” filling our field of vision was essentially a giant mountain of treasure.


  If we can bring a few of these home with us, I bet Cerulia and Karna will be overjoyed.


  “Is this white thing also a magical stone?”


  Colenan responded to Shou’s question by making a dubious face. I got the feeling that he probably didn’t know either. “There are no naturally occurring white magical stones. If it really is a magical stone, it would change everything we think we know about magic.”


  Maybe he really believed that because Colenan’s voice sounded a bit excited as he said it.


  Magic users all seem to have one thing in common: a passion for discovering new things about magic.


  “More importantly, let’s focus on finding a way out of here. If we can’t leave this cave, magical stones have no more value than normal rocks,” Eligeena said. 


  It’s incredible that women can stay focused on the goal without being distracted, even by a possibly history-making discovery.


  “You’re right. Let’s warm ourselves up a bit first, then keep going.”


  My body was so chilled to the bone that, given the temperature, I’d easily believed the magical stones to be nothing but ice. I suppose this was only to be expected after wading through stagnant water up to my neck in a frigid climate such as this.


  Colenan used his magic to dry our clothing, then cast a cleansing spell on each of us. Once we were clean and dry, Eligeena made some tea for us all.


  Ahhh, I feel like I’ve come back to life!


  My core temperature had dropped so low that I swear I could feel the hot tea moving through my body, warming me up from the inside out.


  We all eagerly accepted a refill of our tea, and while we were at it, we broke out our dried rations and filled up our bellies while taking in the beautiful scenery.


  After we had sufficiently rested, Erid rose and searched for our path forward. Using our current location as a base, he took an inventory of the possible routes. One tunnel turned out to be a dead end, while the other eventually broke off into two separate directions, one to the left and one to the right. After giving this report, Erid asked the group which way he thought we should proceed. 


  “My gut’s saying we should go with the path on the right!”


  The path on the right was dark and narrow. At first glance, the path to the left seemed the safer bet, but my gut told me there was more to the path to the right than met the eye.


  “Phillip’s gut always seems spot on at times like this…”


  “Yeah, but sometimes it leads us to strange places.”


  Caves were filled with danger, but also the perfect place to experience the pure thrill of adventure.


  All men must experience a longing to go cave exploring at least once in their lives, right?


  I’d explored countless caves but could count the times I’d discovered anything noteworthy on one hand and still have a few fingers left over. It might not be a particularly fruitful endeavor, but the possibility of making some kind of discovery was addicting. 


  We gathered our gear and headed into the tunnel to the right.


  Unlike the typical, cave-like passageways we’d traversed thus far, this tunnel was more like a straight and well-maintained man-made road.


  It was easier to get lost in a tunnel like this with no distinct landmarks, so we placed baalrite gathered on Mount Reitimo at regular intervals to mark where we’d come from. This stone had luminescent properties, making it valuable for various uses in addition to cave exploration.


  The tunnel continued straight for a while with no intersections, but I got the distinct impression that the ground was sloping downwards ever so slightly. The tunnel opened into a wider cavern containing three offshoot tunnels, one of which was a short distance from the other two.


  “There’s wind blowing from that one,” Colenan said, pointing to the tunnel off by itself, but I shook my head.


  It made sense that if you were trying to find your way outside, you would follow the path that had a breeze blowing out of it, but my gut was steering me towards the right-most tunnel of the two that were close together.


  “It’s this one.”


  The ceiling of the path I’d chosen was so low that Erid had to crouch down to fit inside, and it was equally narrow. Erid passed his spear to Shou and entered the tunnel. Once he disappeared from sight, it was only a matter of a few minutes before he reappeared, crawling out of the tunnel on all fours.


  “It’s a tight fit, but we can make it!”


  Whatever drew me to this specific tunnel had also infected Erid.


  Eligeena made a disapproving face at the way Erid’s excited voice echoed loudly in the enclosed space, but she didn’t bother scolding him, leaving it at an eyeroll.


  “The path splits in two up ahead, so I came back to get you guys before exploring any further, but I heard the sound of water for sure.”


  The presence of water gave me pause. The path ahead could be entirely flooded, and if the water were as cold as the stagnant water we’d waded through earlier, we’d be forced to use magical items.


  “I’m going to go take a look, too,” I announced.


  I crawled into the tunnel on my hands and knees and quickly caught the scent of water. The tunnel became narrower and narrower as I progressed, and I was army-crawling on my stomach by the time I made out the sound of flowing water.


  When I got to the point where the path diverged, I chose the path where the sound of the water seemed to be coming from. The further I progressed, the louder the noise became, telling me clearly that this was a huge volume of water we were dealing with.


  I reached out to pull myself forward and was surprised when my hand hit nothing but air. I cautiously inched forward to peer over the edge and spotted an impressive waterfall.


  I can’t go any farther from here, so I’d better go back to where the tunnel is divided and try the other tunnel.


  With this in mind, I made my way back to the fork in the tunnel. It was difficult to army-crawl in reverse, but eventually, I made it back and entered the other tunnel.


  This tunnel gradually widened to a more comfortable size, but the ground was undeniably sloping downward again. Before long, the downward slope became pretty steep, so I stopped and went back to where the others were waiting. 


  “Welcome back. How’s it look?”


  “I found the split in the tunnel that Erid was talking about, but the right fork ended at a waterfall, and I couldn’t go any farther. The left fork slopes downward, but I’m not sure what the situation’s like at the bottom.” 


  “So you want to go with the sloping path to the left?”


  I answered Eligeena’s question frankly. “If possible, I want to see what’s at the bottom of the waterfall.”


  My gut’s telling me there’s something down there, and I want to see what it is.


  “But, a waterfall inside a mountain, huh? That’s not something you hear about every day!”


  “A klutz like you is better off staying far away from a place like that, Shou.”


  “Give me a little more credit than that, will you? I’m not going to fall down like that again!”


  Based on Erid and Shou’s good-natured bantering, they were both on board with the idea of going to the waterfall. 


  At times like this, Colenan would normally make some kind of sarcastic remark, but he was uncharacteristically quiet. I glanced over at him and found him staring intently at a magical stone with a serious look. While they were waiting for me to return from scouting out the path, Colenan had started examining one of the magical stones we’d collected from the blue cavern and was now so focused on his work that he wasn’t hearing a thing the rest of us were saying.


  This isn’t uncommon for him at all.


  “Good grief, you men are hopeless…”


  Despite her protests, I could tell that Eligeena was enjoying the thrill of this situation just as much as us men. She could’ve just as easily fallen in love and settled down, starting a family in the village where she was born and raised. As a healer, she could’ve easily supported herself and lived a simple, easy life. The fact that she’d chosen to become an adventurer and travel around with us was proof that she was cut from the same cloth as the rest of us: an adventurer at heart.


  “Who knows, maybe there are even more impressive magical stones down there!”


  “Colenan’s the only one who would get excited over something like that. As for me, hm… I’ll settle for an all-you-can-eat buffet of the Linus Empire’s finest meat,” she countered. 


  That crafty smile must mean she already gathered intel while we were at the imperial palace, right?


  Eligeena’s favorite food was meat. Any kind of meat was fine with her. In all the places we’d traveled to work, she always made a point of trying the local meat dishes. Sometimes, this ended with her happily devouring the meat of strange lifeforms that the rest of us didn’t dare touch. According to Eligeena, eating meat was the secret to maintaining her beauty.


  There’s no denying that she’s a great woman. Whether meat has anything to do with that or not… Well, I’m not brave enough to try and refute it to her face!


  “You’ve already got a restaurant picked out, don’t you?”


  “Hehe, you’ll love it. Just wait and see.”


  “If they’re selling the Linus Empire’s finest meat, it must be a fancy restaurant, right? I wonder if they also have sanpegrim on the menu?” Erid speculated, drawing a disgruntled sigh from Shou.


  The sanpegrim he’d won in their bet the other day would cost Shou dearly at a fancy restaurant like that.


  I can almost feel the gold coins flowing out of my purse already…


  “Now that that’s decided, let’s get going! If we don’t hurry, we’ll worry Lady Karnadia and Lady Nefertima,” Eligeena chirped.


  “We can’t leave Belgar and the others to their own devices too long either. Especially not now, when I finally felt they were ready to challenge themselves by taking on a difficult job.”


  I’d honestly expected the band of brats whom Neema had asked me to train to dissolve into tears at the first sign of difficulty, but they’d surprised me with their backbone, taking every hardship in stride. Shou, in particular, took a liking to young Belgar, saying he had guts. The other kids were learning magic from Colenan and the basic education necessary to succeed as an adventurer from Eligeena. Both reported that the kids showed promise, and we were all looking forward to seeing what they might achieve in the future.


  As we chatted light-heartedly, our hands constantly moved, preparing our gear. We knew that we’d almost certainly be entering the water up ahead, so we rearranged our packs, placing items such as ropes, flotation magical items, and so on in easy-to-reach locations.


  Considering the steep incline, Erid, who was taking the lead, wore a harness, and the rest of us followed at measured intervals, leaving plenty of room in between to avoid anyone being injured by a companion’s climbing spikes as we crawled through the narrow tunnel.


  Where the path diverged into two, we drove a peg into the ground to anchor the harness, and Erid went to check out the situation at the base of the steep slope where I’d previously turned back. 


  It took a while, but eventually, Erid returned to report that an underground lake was at the end of the sloping tunnel.


  “Colenan, you figure it’s okay to use the term ‘underground lake’ in a situation like this?” I asked. 


  We slid down from the top of the mountain and fell into a crevasse, but even so, this cave was probably still well above sea level. I wasn’t sure if “underground lake” was technically correct for a body of water that was still at a high elevation despite being inside a mountain.


  “What are you splitting hairs for now? We’ve encountered plenty of lakes and pools in the caves on Mount Reitimo, and you never seemed to care about semantics then… But speaking technically, while the term ‘underground lake’ works fine, it’s more accurate to refer to it simply as a ‘lake.’” 


  I knew I was the one who’d posed the question, but I was dissatisfied with the answer. “Underground lake” sounded much cooler and more exciting! 


  “It looks like there’s a shore on the far side of the lake, so if Colenan checks the water and confirms it’s safe, we can swim across.”


  And so we changed our order, with Colenan taking up the lead so he could make sure the water was safe to swim in. He would need to do it in an unsteady position, so it would take longer than it might otherwise.


  “Prepare your flotation devices, everyone.”


  “Ugh, swimming is so exhausting.”


  Shou was not crouching; he was lying prone on the ground resting.


  We didn’t know exactly how large the underground lake was, but it was large enough that even using a flotation device, swimming across with all the gear we carried would be a trial.


  If not for the flotation devices, we’d sink under the weight of our packs.


  “But Shou, you’re a strong swimmer, aren’t you?”


  “Sure, I love swimming in the ocean when it’s clean, warm, and gentle.”


  “Yeah… I want to go to the beach again soon!” Eligeena chimed in.


  The last time we’d been to the beach was five cycles ago. We’d safely completed a big job and took a well-deserved break in a small country called Racalpha. The weather in Racalpha was balmy, and the majority of the citizens were kind and welcoming. Plus, the beaches were gorgeous. Racalpha was a part of the Alliance of Nations, located towards the southern end of the continent, so it seemed probable that the once beautiful country was now in a state of ruin. 


  I was vaguely listening to Shou and Eligeena recounting their happy memories of that trip when Erid signaled to us. The hollow-sounding THUNK, THUNK! noise meant “come on down.” The source of the sound was a mechanism we’d affixed to the bottom of the rope. Originally, it was something we’d attached to the fences running along the perimeter of Mount Reitimo to prevent the monsters from accidentally touching the barrier, and its structure was quite simple. When the two pieces of suntate hanging from the rope struck one another due to someone bumping into the contraption, it produced a noise that was amplified and projected over a large area using magic. The kobolds improved the set we were using, making it possible for us to adjust the distance the sound would be projected. That was especially useful when exploring caves, where loud noises could cause a rockslide.


  “Looks like it’s time for that swim you’ve so eagerly awaited.”


  We took turns using the rope to slowly, carefully make our way down to where the water’s surface glimmered with the hues of the night sky, a shade of blue so dark it bordered on black.


  “It’s so beautiful!”


  Eligeena had stopped moving and was gazing awestruck at the scenery, but I was more shocked by the sight of Colenan floating on the surface of the water, waiting for us.


  “The light in this cavern is being produced by lucense bugs?”


  Lucense bugs were tiny, fragile aquatic insects that could only live in an environment with pristine water, and their only real identifying feature was that they glowed faintly. However, with this many of them gathered in one place, their individual faint glows combined to illuminate the entire cavern. 


  “Wow! The water isn’t cold at all! Guess this means the Goddess has been watching after all and seen my many good deeds!”


  Personally, I was of the opinion that Shou was a bit delusional. Even if the Goddess bothered to take notice of any of us, it would surely be Eligeena, not him. Despite how much he’d been whining about not wanting to swim earlier, Shou was horsing around in the water, sending up great splashes in all directions.


  I dipped my hand experimentally into the water and found that although it wasn’t cold, it wasn’t warm either.


  If it’s not melted snow run-off, then maybe it’s a hot spring? Although, after all my experience soaking in the hot springs at Mount Reitimo, I wouldn’t deign to recognize this underground lake as a “hot spring.”


  A hot spring should at least be hot!


  One by one, we turned on our magical flotation items and dropped the last few feet to the water’s surface until we were all bobbing in the underground lake.


  “Sanmoura Cresiolle.”


  I was startled by Eligeena’s sudden use of healing magic, assuming it must mean something was wrong, but then a group of lucense bugs began gathering around her.


  “I wanted to try something that Master Hanley taught me.”


  Eligeena explained that she’d heard from Hanley that if you wrapped healing magic around yourself, living creatures would be drawn to you. However, on Mount Reitimo, there were always monsters of some kind or another nearby, so animals didn’t dare approach. On the other hand, if Neema happened to be around, animals would swarm the area no matter what we did, so it had been difficult to find an opportunity for her to test the validity of this technique before. However, these lucense bugs seemed like the perfect test subjects: they were tiny, so it wouldn’t be overwhelming even if a whole bunch of them converged around her, and despite being insects, they weren’t the type of creepy-crawly that would provoke intense feelings of repulsion.


  “Next time, I want to try this with cute little furry animals so I can experience what it’s like to be Lady Nefertima!”


  I muttered that she didn’t need healing magic for that when she could just invite a few of the kobold kids to play, but Eligeena pointedly ignored me. 


  When we eventually made it across the lake, we discovered that the “ledge” on that side was quite narrow. In fact, it was more like a jutting protrusion of land just big enough for an adult to stand on. So, we were left with no choice but to use our climbing talons to help us grip the wall so we could pull ourselves out of the water.


  “Our next goal is up there,” Erid said, pointing to a spot above our heads. It was at an awkward height, where you may or may not be able to just barely grab onto the ledge if you jumped.


  Erid, agile as always, jumped up and clung onto the ledge, and a moment later, he’d pulled himself up and disappeared into a tunnel. Then he turned and poked his head back out.


  “There’s a cavern a bit further ahead. Let’s regroup there and dry our clothes.”


  Shou jumped next and scrambled up into the tunnel as well. I knew Eligeena and Colenan probably wouldn’t be able to do the same, so I gave them each a boost, electing to go last myself. To do this, I put my back flat against the wall directly below the tunnel and crouched down, bracing myself against the wall so I didn’t slip and tumble back into the water, then instructed my two companions to use my thighs like a stool to climb up. Shou was waiting at the top to help pull them up, so I only needed to bear their weight for a short moment. 


  “Thank you, Phillip.”


  “Yeah, thanks, man.”


  Eligeena went first, then Colenan, mercilessly placing their entire weight—including their heavy packs—on my legs. Just as Colenan pushed off, I finally lost my balance and pitched forward, landing in the water with a mighty splash.


  “Oopsie-daisy! Are you okay?”


  No, I am most certainly not okay! I thought, internally cursing Shou for his teasing comment.


  The weight of my gear quickly dragged me down, but I stayed calm, and instead of panicking, I felt around until my hand landed on the flotation magical device that I’d only just put away minutes earlier. Then, I turned on the magical item and kicked hard for the surface.


  “Pleh!”


  The moment my head broke the surface, I greedily inhaled a massive breath of glorious air.


  Whoever knew that air could taste so sweet?!


  “Oh, he came back up!”


  Shou was the only one who’d been worried enough about me to come back down. I gratefully accepted his hand when he reached out to haul me out of the water and followed him up to where the others waited.


  “Sure took you long enough!”


  “Thanks to you two, I took another swim!”


  Colenan apologized with a good-natured chuckle, then used his magic to dry me off. 


  But I’m really going to have to thank the sirens and my “savior.”


  When I was exploring the caves on Mount Reitimo, the sirens loved to play pranks on me by suddenly popping out of a nearby body of water where they’d been hiding and pulling me in. At first, I would always be so surprised that I accidentally ended up breathing in water and even passed out a time or two. The sirens most likely thought of it as “just playing,” but it was a dangerous game that made me acutely aware of the very real danger to my life. So, I formulated a plan for dealing with the sirens.


  In the water, they had a clear advantage.


  I tried practicing to see if I could master moving underwater, but I always ran out of air and had to give up. And if it was that hard in lightweight swimwear, I had no hope in hell of succeeding decked out in full gear.


  Just when I’d come face-to-face with a proverbial brick wall, a job brought us to the Mieuxga Province.


  By sheer coincidence, I sat next to a man in a bar who turned out to be a member of the monster extermination force under the direct supervision of Lord Mieuxga, and he told me about techniques for fighting aquatic monsters. The monster extermination force sometimes used magical items that allowed them to breathe underwater so they could fight the monsters on their own turf. The man had told me that when fighting underwater, it was important not to waste energy on unnecessary movements. The more you moved, the heavier your breathing would become, and you would exhaust yourself much faster than when fighting on land. In any case, he said that the most effective technique was to wait for your chance and, at the exact right moment, act in one decisive attack.


  When I explained my situation of being repeatedly dragged into the water by sirens, the man invited me to the extermination force’s training facility, where he gave me a lesson in swimming in full gear. Thanks to this training, I not only gained the ability to deal with the sirens’ mischief but also improved my effectiveness at defeating aquatic monsters. If not for that experience, I probably wouldn’t enjoy cave exploration as much as I do now.


  After drying our clothes and taking a quick break, we pressed on.


  We didn’t encounter any particularly noteworthy issues as we made our way through the tunnel, and once we reached the far end, a waterfall appeared before our eyes.


  “Incredible! Oh, it looks like there’s a cave behind the waterfall!” Shou raced headlong towards the waterfall, leaving us all behind.


  The pool at the base of the waterfall was full of more lucense bugs, and the way their shimmering light reflected off the ripples created by the falling water was breathtaking. 


  Taking more care with our footing than Shou had bothered to, the rest of us slowly made our way into the cave behind the waterfall. After a short, straight stretch of tunnel, it opened into a wide cavern brimming with flowers in full bloom.


  “These flowers are…”


  “It can’t be, right?”


  Colenan and Eligeena’s eyes were wide in disbelief, and I was frankly shocked as well. As for Erid and Shou, who didn’t understand the significance of this flower, something else had caught their attention.


  “Phillip… Is that a…?” Erid was pointing straight at a water holy beast.


  Nobody bothered to tell me this mountain is the home of a water holy beast!


   


   


   


  4 - A Chance Encounter With a Holy Beast (POV: Phillip)


   


  THE figure standing solemnly amongst the lush, beautifully blooming flowers gave off an air of isolation.


  While we were all scrambling to process the shock of encountering a holy beast in such an unexpected place and trying to figure out how to react, the holy beast made the first move, addressing us.


  “It’s been a long time since the children of man have ventured here.”


  The holy beast gestured for us to approach, so we hesitantly stepped forward. Unlike the water holy beasts we’d seen at the imperial palace, this one was very small and looked a bit like a falphanius. I hadn’t expected them to be this small, but I was fairly certain this was a type of holy beast known as an ice monkey. 


  Based on the timbre of her voice and overall presence, I pegged this ice monkey as having a distinctly female energy about her.


  “Please forgive us for unknowingly intruding upon your home, noble holy beast.”


  I apologized with the gravest sincerity to the holy beast, who easily forgave our transgressions, saying to think nothing of it. When the holy beast went on to say that she had been waiting for us, we were all left bewildered.


  “My time is nearing its end. Before that, I wanted to entrust these flowers to someone.”


  “Nearing its end…? You mean…”


  I’d recently heard that a water dragon who lived on another continent had returned to the God of Creation. Was this holy beast also approaching the start of this final journey?


  “I will return to the God of Creation. For so long, I’ve been waiting for the beloved child. But I’ve given up now.”


  “If you want to meet the beloved child, she’s on this mountain as we speak, just outside.”


  If the holy beast had been waiting all this time to meet a beloved child, I wanted her to postpone her journey for just a little longer. I was certain Neema would happily make her way through this challenging cave for the sake of meeting with a holy beast.


  “I’m not speaking of the fire dragon’s beloved child. I’ve been waiting all this time for the reincarnation of my beloved child to come find me.”


  It was believed that after death, souls traveled to the world of the dead, where the Goddess Cresiolle healed the wounds inflicted on the soul throughout its past life so the soul could move on to be reborn.


  It seemed that this holy beast had bonded with a beloved child, and following the beloved child’s death, she had been waiting patiently for the beloved child’s soul to be reborn into this world once more.


  However, once a soul is reborn, all memories of its previous life should be lost…


  “Are beloved children still beloved children even after being reincarnated?”


  “Because beloved children exist outside the divine balance of this world, I have no way of knowing what form their reincarnation might take.”


  Divine balance?


  I didn’t understand what that referred to, but if it was true for beloved children, the same must apply to Neema.


  “It’s possible he might have been pulled away from this world and reborn into another.”


  “Another…world?”


  “Yes. A world created not by our God of Creation but by another god. If that is the case, my power will be insufficient to reach him.”


  “Other worlds… They truly exist?”


  Shou, who’d been listening quietly up to this point, couldn’t hold back his burning interest when the topic of other worlds came up. He’d always spoken about his belief that other worlds existed beyond this one, but he had no way of proving it. Aside from the God of Creation’s chosen, ordinary people had no contact with such existential things.


  “They do indeed. Because the laws governing each world are different, only the God who created each world is allowed to interfere with it.”


  I see. In short, the gods who created other worlds aren’t allowed to butt in on matters here in Asdyllon. If the gods have their own hierarchy of sorts, it would be nothing but trouble if the higher-ranked gods started interfering with the worlds created by the lower-ranked ones.


  “What kind of person was your beloved child?”


  “My beloved child was an elf but also had human blood. His mixed heritage caused him many hardships, but he possessed a rare charm that drew people to him. People of all species gathered around him, and together, they founded a great country.”


  The holy beast answered Eligeena’s question with a nostalgic look on her timeless face. As I listened to this description of the holy beast’s beloved bond mate, I got the feeling I’d heard this story before somewhere…


  “Could it be that the beloved child you’re speaking of was His Imperial Majesty Emperor Roslan, the founder of the Linus Empire?”


  Oh, that’s right! The first emperor of the Linus Empire was of mixed elven and human blood and was also a beloved child. Wait… That would mean that this holy beast is…


  “That is correct. My beloved child’s name was Roslan.”


  From what little I knew of the history surrounding the first emperor, Roslan’s holy beast, it had also bonded with Roslan’s child following his death and continued supporting the emperor who built the foundations of what was at that time called “the Roslan Empire,” leading to the emperor’s bonded holy beast coming to be referred to as “the winged holy beast.” Ice monkeys didn’t have wings, but I could only imagine that the fact that many of the Linus Empire’s emperors over the course of history had bonded with blue pegasi had helped to form this image in the people’s minds.


  “…Are you really okay with giving up now?”


  Eligeena seemed to believe in miracles such as being able to meet again in this world, but close to fifteen ages had already passed since Roslan died. In the unlikely event that his soul had somehow retained the memories of its past life, it should have come to find its holy beast partner long ago. More likely than not, Roslan’s soul had forgotten its past life and been reincarnated several times since then. Or maybe it really had been carted off to some other world?


  Even as a holy beast, this ice monkey must have greatly suffered spending such a long, long time secluded deep inside this isolated mountain, waiting endlessly for someone who might never come. 


  “Eligeena, it’s the holy beast’s decision to make. However, if there’s anything we can do to help, we will do all we can.”


  After lightly scolding Eligeena not to say unnecessary things, I asked the holy beast to tell us if she had any final requests.


  “Thank you, child of man. If possible, I would like you to give these flowers to Roslan’s descendants so that those of his bloodline might continue growing them for all time.”


  The flowers the holy beast referred to were the Linarus flowers in magnificent bloom all around us. It was said that the present name of the Linus Empire stemmed from the Linarus flower. However, its very existence was little more than a myth at this point because it was believed to have disappeared from the continent entirely after the second emperor of the Linus Empire journeyed home to be with the Goddess.


  The flower’s five distinctive petals were outlined in a dark purple, while the petals were translucent. The overlapping purple edges of the petals appeared to create a pattern, which changed depending on the stage of bloom the flower was in, producing a fleeting and ethereal beauty.


  “The God of Creation has heard my selfish request. These flowers contain all of my precious memories with Roslan. So I wanted to avoid them falling into greedy hands at all costs.”


  According to the holy beast, the God of Creation created this mountain to be its home. Allegedly, the God of Creation had transformed the cave itself into magical stone to make it easy for a holy beast to live here. However, when the holy beast explained that no one could enter these caves without the help of elemental spirits, I had a hard time believing it. 


  “If the power of elemental spirits is required, how did we enter the caves?”


  I had an inkling of what the answer might be, but I still had a hard time wrapping my mind around the fact that we could’ve been granted passage without actively and intentionally seeking it.


  “You children of man are associated with the current beloved child, are you not? The elemental spirits were seeking help, so I gave them permission to bring you here.”


  I didn’t think Prince Wilhelt or the fire dragon would assign elemental spirits to us, which could only mean that some of the elemental spirits on this mountain knew of us. They must’ve recognized us as people who looked out for the beloved child and, seeing we needed help, acted on our behalf.


  “Thank you very much, both to you revered holy beast and the elemental spirits.”


  If not for the elemental spirits stepping in to save us in order to prevent the beloved child from mourning our loss, we might very well have died during the tumble down the mountain and into this cave.


  And our connection to the current beloved child seemed to be enough to convince this holy beast to entrust us with its final request. Even though Neema wasn’t here with us, she was still saving the day.


  Wishing to express the utmost gratitude, I performed the customary bow according to the Kingdom of Gaché’s etiquette for “gratitude to a person of higher status.”


  “We will take responsibility for transporting the flowers. Is there anything we need to convey to the descendants of Roslan so they can grow them successfully?”


  “Just leave it to the elemental spirits. So long as the descendants of Roslan remain suitable bond mates for holy beasts, the flowers will continue to flourish.”


  So, as long as they request through their holy beast partner to the elemental spirits to care for the flowers, they don’t need to do anything special? But, if that’s the case, then should a time come when none of the members of the imperial family bonds with a holy beast, these flowers will return to the God of Creation as well…


  “Would it be possible to make the request through another holy beast?”


  “It would not. I will only entrust these flowers to the care of Roslan’s descendants.”


  The holy beast’s fierce determination told me just how special she considered these Linarus flowers. 


  Very well, then. All I can do is convey the holy beast’s wishes to the current imperial family.


  “I understand. I, Phillip Chouxnbelle, vow upon my name to convey these flowers and your wishes to the current emperor of the Linus Empire.”


  It seemed that vowing upon my name had the desired effect of conveying my genuine sincerity for the important task I was undertaking.


  Although there wasn’t any wind, the Linarus flowers bobbed side to side, and the sound of their leaves rustling seemed like the voices of the elemental spirits. I could almost hear the spirits whispering that they would watch to make sure I fulfilled my vow.


  I get the feeling the elemental spirits are pleased to be able to ensure that this holy beast’s last wish will be granted.


  “Child of man… No, Phillip. Your feelings have touched the heart of this old Jaelyn.”


  The fact that she’d done me the great honor of telling me her name in return just went to show what an honorable holy beast she was. 


  While I was taking it all in, several flowers from the holy beast’s side were encapsulated in translucent spheres. After this, the flowers floated over to me, and when I reflexively reached out to catch them, I found the spheres to be hard and faintly cold.


  [image: Illust 2]


  Jaelyn told me that only a holy beast could open the spheres, so it was fine to handle them roughly. Obviously, I had no intention of roughly handling a precious treasure that a holy beast had entrusted into my care, but it was certainly reassuring to know that I didn’t need to worry about them breaking.


  “The sun will set soon. You may spend the night here.”


  After falling into the cave and losing consciousness for an indeterminate amount of time, my sense of time had been knocked off kilter. I’d assumed it was only around noon.


  “It’s that time already? In that case, we will gratefully accept your generous offer of a place to spend the night.”


  That said, however, we couldn’t even lay our tree sacks on the ground for fear of crushing the verdant meadow of Linarus flowers. 


  While trying to figure out what to do, my body suddenly lifted into the air. Something pushed against me from behind, sweeping my legs out from under me and causing me to fall backward. But instead of crashing to the ground, that same “something” cushioned my fall and raised me into the air.


  “It might be a bit uncomfortable for you children of man, but this is the best I can do.”


  Oh, I see. This is the holy beast’s power…


  A giant bubble of water had formed under each of us to serve as a bed, and these “water beds” were floating in the air to avoid crushing the flowers.


  This is actually pretty darn comfortable!


  “Not at all; this is the most comfortable bed I’ve ever laid on in my life.”


  “This is so cool!”


  Shou jumped up and down on his waterbed like a rambunctious little kid.


  “That’s unseemly, Shou,” Colenan scolded. He had already removed his cloak and wrapped it around his body like a blanket, clearly ready to go to sleep immediately.


  Erid already had his eyes closed.


  You guys sure do love to sleep!


  “Revered holy beast and honored elemental spirits, may you pass the night in safety and peace.” 


  Following Eligeena’s example, the rest of us also murmured the customary nighttime greeting to the holy beast and elemental spirits.


  “May you pass the night in safety and peace, children of man.”


  Perhaps due to the holy beast’s blessing, I fell into a deep sleep almost the instant I closed my eyes.


  🐅🐅🐅


  I didn’t dream at all that night, and when I awoke from a profoundly sound sleep, I felt fantastic.


  I wonder if I have this waterbed to thank for that or if it’s just this sacred place? Either way, I feel like I could take on an ogre by myself!


  And I wasn’t the only one feeling good. Eligeena was raving that her skin was “positively glowing,” and Colenan also reported that his magic had fully replenished. As for Erid and Shou, like me, they seemed to be brimming with strength.


  “It was a shame I could not meet the beloved child, but please tell her that I am praying that she will successfully fulfill her purpose.”


  When we’d all gathered to say our farewells to the holy beast, she gave us a message to pass along to Neema.


  “I will tell her.”


  Although we knew Neema was a beloved child, we still hadn’t gotten anyone to explain to us exactly what a beloved child was. It was entirely possible that Neema herself did not yet know what her supposed “purpose” was, but apparently, it was so important that even this holy beast, who’d never met her, was concerned about it.


  “Follow that tunnel to make your way back to the surface. It seems your escort has already arrived and is waiting for you outside.”


  “Our escort?”


  The first thing that came to mind when I heard the word “escort” was Neema and the others, but I seriously doubted that Prince Wilhelt would change the plans we’d put in place. But if not them, who else could it be?


  “You will see when you get there. Now, go. I am counting on you, children of man.”


  With those words, Jaelyn curled up in a ball and stopped moving. I felt certain she would not move again; in this sleep-like state, she would return to the God of Creation.


  It would be disrespectful to linger any longer, intruding upon her privacy, so I urged the others to get moving.


  The tunnel Jaelyn had told us to follow was a straight path with no offshoots, simply a gentle uphill slope. When the tunnel opened into a wide-open space, an atrocious shell-type mamushi was waiting for us.


  “Ahh!”


  Shou and Erid immediately drew their weapons, but the atrocious shell-type mamushi made no move to attack.


  Is it not attacking because it’s alone…?


  After clacking its fangs pointedly in our direction, the atrocious shell-type mamushi turned and disappeared into one of the tunnels leading away from this cavern. A moment later, it turned and poked its head back out of the tunnel, clacking its fangs again as if calling to us.


  “What should we do?”


  “Could this possibly be the ‘escort’ the holy beast was referring to?” Eligeena asked incredulously.


  But why would an atrocious shell-type mamushi come to get us? If it were a monster, I would assume Neema had sent it, but… It couldn’t be, right?


  “Were you sent here by Neema?” I asked the mamushi, not believing it would understand my question.


  However, the magical insect immediately clacked its fangs, seemingly confirming my suspicions.


  Neema! How the heck did you tame an atrocious shell-type mamushi?! You still couldn’t sit still and behave yourself, even with that many guardians watching over you?! She didn’t do the very thing I warned her not to do and approach the mountain peak, did she?


  Assuming she wasn’t that foolish, I bear some blame for not considering that atrocious shell-type mamushi might approach the campsite, but why didn’t the others keep it away from Neema?! I thought I’d thoroughly drilled it into her head how dangerous atrocious shell-type mamushi are, but apparently, it wasn’t enough.


  If Neema had tamed it, I didn’t think the mamushi would attack us, but just to be safe, I followed it from a distance.


  “Hey, Phillip…” Eligeena called out to me, and I answered without ever removing my eyes from the atrocious shell-type mamushi. “Do you think Lady Nefertima is impervious to fear?” she asked, putting what we were all thinking into words. 


  The monsters living on Mount Reitimo didn’t look particularly frightening. The most physically imposing monsters were probably the ogres, but from what I’d heard, Neema had approached even them without showing any fear.


  “I think that Neema loves all living creatures.”


  I’d often heard from Dayle tales of how Neema had been chasing after animals from before she could even walk.


  “But this is an atrocious shell-type mamushi we’re talking about! I hope I never have to see them swarming like that again as long as I live!”


  I’d like to avoid that myself. But does any creature exist in the entire world that Neema would dislike? 


  “Let’s ask her when we get back if there are any creatures she doesn’t like.”


  I was looking forward to seeing what she would say.


  While we were walking along chatting, the air around us suddenly shifted.


  “Hey, wait just a minute. Is this really the right direction?”


  As if they’d also gotten a bad feeling, Erid and Shou were suspiciously examining our surroundings.


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi didn’t pay any attention to our change in behavior, simply clacking its fangs at us as if to say, “Hurry up and follow me!”


  Just then, another atrocious shell-type mamushi crossed between us and our “escort.” When the new atrocious shell-type mamushi got close to us, it moved its antennae energetically. Neema’s atrocious shell-type mamushi approached the newcomer and moved her antennae in the same fashion. It seemed they were communicating. After a moment, the second atrocious shell-type mamushi ambled away.


  A wave of anxiety washed over me, and I seriously questioned whether or not we should be following this atrocious shell-type mamushi. As we continued, we encountered several other atrocious shell-type mamushi, leaving no question about it; this was the mamushi’s nest. However, thanks to Neema’s power, none of the atrocious shell-type mamushi attacked us.


  In the end, we decided to continue, prepared to defend ourselves at any moment, but also doing our best not to provoke the mamushi.


  “It seems that it’s led us right back to the very nest we only just barely escaped with our lives…” Colenan observed dryly after seeing numerous atrocious shell-type mamushi swarming around us.


  If this isn’t the very sight we all just got done saying we’d like to never see again!


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi all around us, sensing that outsiders had invaded their nest, clacked their fangs together, further elevating the nervous tension hanging thick in the air. The sound of their individual fangs clacking harmonized perfectly as if the entire swarm were one gigantic creature.


  If we move a single muscle at this moment, they’ll all attack at once.


  I’d begun sweating from the tense situation, but didn’t dare reach up to wipe it away.


  We were surrounded by atrocious shell-type mamushi and unable to come up with a single plausible solution; we had no choice but to wait and see what would happen. 


  For some inexplicable reason, the sound of clacking fangs gradually quieted.


  “It’s her…”


  Shou was looking at Neema’s atrocious shell-type mamushi as he said this. She seemed almost like an entirely different creature from the one we’d been following as she dominantly warned off the other mamushi.


  Is this a result of being named by Neema? Come to think of it, the monsters Neema gave names to on Mount Reitimo all developed in unusual ways compared to their peers as well.


  That was especially true for the slimes, but it seemed likely that this atrocious shell-type mamushi had also gained some kind of special powers as a result of the naming.


  The other atrocious shell-type mamushi were all subdued, and as Neema’s mamushi moved forward, the others moved like a wave, stepping back to open a path that she walked along with the confident air of a queen.


  “Could she be this swarm’s leader?”


  I’d assumed the especially large deviation we’d spotted in the chamber with the anniley flowers was the leader, but the hierarchy might have changed due to this mamushi’s naming. Otherwise, I didn’t think the other atrocious shell-type mamushi would submit to just any ordinary mamushi.


  In the end, under the protection of Neema’s atrocious shell-type mamushi, we made it out of the nest. 


  Even so, the mamushi didn’t stop walking.


  Is she planning to escort us all the way back to camp? Well, if she’s willing, it will only make things easier for us, so we might as well keep following her.


  “This path is much easier than the one we took to get here!”


  As Erid had pointed out, our route had none of the treacherous stretches we’d encountered on our way up the mountain. It was practically a beginner’s leisure hiking trail! The fact that the ice bear tribe’s leader hadn’t mentioned this path to us must mean that it was known to be solidly within atrocious shell-type mamushi territory, with a high likelihood of running across them. 


  However, even if we were safe from mamushi while our guide was with us, it would still be impossible to continue walking throughout the night.


  “Hey, you! The sun is already starting to set. We’d like to find a place to set up camp for the night pretty soon if you don’t mind!”


  The mamushi understood our language after all because she immediately stopped after I said that. Her pitch-black eyes pierced into me, and I started getting a bad feeling… But then she turned, put her antennae against the ground, and walked again, more slowly this time.


  …I get the feeling she’s just let out a huge sigh? Maybe she’s disappointed because she was hoping to see Neema again as soon as possible?


  “It looks like even magical insects become more expressive after being named by Neema, huh?”


  “Yeah. She seems depressed that she won’t be able to see Lady Nefertima tonight.”


  Colenan and Eligeena had picked up on the same thing as me.


  We followed after the melancholic mamushi until she disappeared into a crevice in a boulder.


  While on the one hand, I was shocked that her massive body even fit in such a small space, I couldn’t help but snicker at her cheek for finding herself a cozy place to rest and leaving the rest of us to fend for ourselves.


  “I think I like her! All right, then. Let’s prepare our camp, too, shall we?”


  The site the atrocious shell-type mamushi had chosen was sheltered from the worst of the snow, making it an ideal spot to set up camp. Colenan used his fire magic to melt the snow on the ground so that Shou and Erid could set up the tent. While they were doing that, Eligeena and I gathered firewood.


  After using water magic to draw the water out of the wood so it would burn easily, we built a fire and dumped some dried rations into a pot with a bit of water to make a simple stew.


  “Come to think of it, Lady Nefertima said that mamushi meat is actually quite delicious, didn’t she?” Eligeena said wistfully, gazing over at the crevice where the atrocious shell-type mamushi was sleeping. It seemed she was dissatisfied with our meager dried meat rations.


  “Don’t even think about it. Neema would never forgive you if you ate her new friend.”


  “…Yeah, I suppose you’re right. Too bad…”


  She’s seriously mourning the lost opportunity to eat a mamushi!


  I hurried to distract Eligeena by reminding her of the all-you-can-eat buffet of the Linus Empire’s finest meat waiting for us once we returned to the imperial city.


  “By the time we get back to the campsite, everyone will have already left, won’t they?”


  Erid had a good point. It seemed probable that the time limit we’d outlined had already passed. It had taken three days between departing from the base camp to the point of entering the mamushi nest the first time, but we had no way of knowing how long we’d been unconscious in the cave we’d fallen into. I didn’t think it was an entire night—if anything, a full color at most. If this was correct, that would make tomorrow morning the fifth day since our departure, and by the time we arrived back at camp, the others would likely have already departed.


  “We’ll deal with that when and if we come to it.”


  If we had to, we could return to the ice bear village and get them to help us send word ahead. However, it would take considerable time to make it back to the imperial city on our own.


  🐅🐅🐅


  THAT night, I had a hard time falling asleep. Perhaps that waterbed from the night before had ruined me because the hard ground underneath me felt more uncomfortable than ever before.


  When I get back to the imperial city, I’m going to invest in a better tree sack!


   


   


   


  5 - The Evolution of Living Things Is Truly Mysterious


   


  I tried my best to conceal the fact that I’d accidentally named an atrocious shell-type mamushi. However, it was not as easy as I’d hoped…


  “Lady Neema, you are going to tell me honestly about whatever you’ve been trying to hide, right?”


  “Spit it out, Neema. What did you do to that atrocious shell-type mamushi?”


  So Will ratted me out?! Will, you massive jerk!


  “…Nothing…”


  “I’m certain you aren’t attempting to lie directly to my face, are you, my lady?”


  …Eek, Paul is terrifying! Is this what you call a “murderous aura?” It’s so menacing that the air feels heavy and hard to breathe!


  I determined that if I kept trying to hide what had happened, it wouldn’t end well for me.


  “I may have accidentally named it…”


  My confession was met with a monumental sigh.


  When I tried to protest that I hadn’t meant it as a name, Paul asked, “If I may, what name did you give it?”


  “…Ari.”


  “What possessed you to give such a terrifying creature such a cute name…?”


  To me, “Ari” doesn’t sound like a cutesy little girl’s name. I’ll always associate it with the Japanese word for “ant.” In fact, I’m kind of surprised they think it’s cute. I was sure I’d be laughed at for giving it such a weird name.


  “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now; what’s done is done. However, you can’t very well bring an atrocious shell-type mamushi around with you everywhere you go like the others you’ve named. You do understand that, right?” 


  “…Yes, I understand.”


  But, but, but! Won’t Ari be lonely out here all by herself?


  When I considered that her swarm might ostracize her due to being named, it made me want to bring her with me. However, if they didn’t ostracize her, I would feel bad dragging her away from them.


  Hmm, I wish I could ask Ari what she wants to do…


  In any case, after being sternly warned to be more careful not to unintentionally give out any more strange names, I was sent on my way.


  But there’s not much I can do to “be careful” when it’s God who’s making decisions on his own about what does and doesn’t qualify as a name! I wonder how close I came to Seigo and Rikusei being named “Dog” instead…


  Just to be safe, I’m going to be extra vigilant about every word that comes out of my mouth when it comes to new creatures!


  “Now that that’s settled, what are those things Shinki’s holding?” Karna asked curiously, eyeing the mandrakes we’d collected earlier.


  When Shinki removed the leaves he’d stuffed in their mouths earlier, the mandrakes wailed uproariously.


  “They’re called mandrakes,” I said. “My monster friends told me monsters find them really delicious, so we thought Lars and Kai might want some, too.”


  After Karna examined the mandrakes we’d brought back, I brought them over to Lars. However, Lars refused to so much as sniff them, turning his face away in disdain.


  “As you should already be aware, as a holy beast, Lars doesn’t need to eat to survive, and even when he chooses to eat for pleasure, the only thing he eats is meat,” Will pointed out disdainfully.


  “I thought he might want to try it!”


  Unfortunately, Kai also rejected the mandrakes, explaining that the only desire they contained was the desire to live, and since killing and eating the mandrake directly contradicted those desires, it wouldn’t assuage his hunger. 


  Seeing no other option, I was about to give the remaining mandrakes to the monsters who’d already eaten one each when suddenly…


  “Goo-goo!”


  The mandrakes’ cries changed from senseless wailing to the delighted babbling of a baby.


  Hearing them make cute, human-like noises makes it difficult to let my friends eat them… Oh! Could this be a kind of natural survival mechanism?!


  If they used their shrill wailing to scare off enemies but changed to cute, child-like gurgling noises when a humanoid species approached, it would be a pretty effective strategy for ensuring their survival.


  “Ga-ga!”


  Hmm… They’re actually kind of cute when they’re like this. I wonder if they’d propagate if you buried them in the ground…


  “Neema, are you seriously considering keeping those things as pets?”


  “It might be fun…”


  “But won’t they cry all night?”


  Karna made a good point. The wailing of these mandrakes was identical to that of babes who kept their mothers up all night. 


  I can just picture it. This wailing would wake up the entire imperial palace.


  “People might start spreading rumors about you, Lady Neema, saying that you’ve regressed to an infantile state,” Paul speculated, seeming amused by the idea.


  I laughed it off, saying that there was no way that would happen.


  “You know what they say; there’s no stemming the flow of gossip…”


  Heh, it seems that no matter the world, humans come up with the same kinds of idioms. We had a similar saying in Japan.


  A moment later, my face paled as the true meaning behind what he’d said sunk in. Essentially, Paul was implying that if I insisted on keeping mandrakes as pets, he would see to it that such a rumor quickly spread regarding me. It might seem unimaginable that a servant would do something so extreme to their own master, but I knew Paul was more than capable.


  Paul can be really scary. Well, I’m not exactly scared of him, but… I’d better quit while I’m ahead and give up on bringing mandrakes home with me.


  And so, the mandrakes were quickly dealt with—by my monster friends who gobbled them up as a tasty snack.


  Uncle Phillip and the others didn’t return that day either.


  🐅🐅🐅


  THE following morning, Paul announced that we would depart before lunch.


  “But what about Uncle Phillip?”


  “Purple Gandal must have run into some kind of trouble. If so, all the more reason why we should proceed according to plan.” 


  Paul’s logic was sound, but I couldn’t help worrying.


  After breakfast, Paul and the others began preparations for our departure. While they packed our bags and broke down the tent, I was banished to the igloo so that I wouldn’t get in the way. I hung out and ate snacks there for a while, but once I got bored, I snuck outside to play with Sol. Before I knew it, the entire morning had passed, and our preparations were complete.


  “Neema, we’re leaving soon!” Will called out.


  “Just a little longer!”


  I climbed up on Sol’s head and had him stand up so I could check to see if Uncle Phillip and his companions were on their way back this very minute. Sol was so big that, standing up with his neck fully extended, I could see for quite a distance despite the many trees obstructing the view.


  I knew it was childish, but my plan was to keep demanding “just a little longer!” over and over again to delay our departure for as long as possible. I was well aware of how petty it was, but at the end of the day, I knew that Sol answered only to me and would refuse to carry everyone if I didn’t agree to leave. Even Karna and Paul were merely afterthoughts to him.


  As for Will, it seemed that Sol’s policy was to have as little to do with him as possible. I assumed this was because, since Will was Lars’ bond mate, Sol wanted to avoid unintentionally offending the other holy beast through some perceived slight.


  Sol greatly respects other holy beasts in his own, sometimes difficult-to-understand way. That was probably why, when Will directly asked Sol to try and reason with me, Sol said he would see what he could do.


  “Is it really okay to trouble everyone like this?”


  “Of course not, but… I just want to wait for them a little longer!”


  Will and the others appeared a mix of astounded and frustrated—all but Karna, who was reading a book while Shell tended to her.


  Heh, I would expect nothing less from her. After all this time together, she’s well acquainted with my antics.


  Fielding muttered complaints from Paul, I managed to delay our departure until noon had come and gone, but even so, there was still no sign of Uncle Phillip. By then, even Sol was telling me it was about time to give up, but I just knew I would regret it if I gave up now.


  “The elemental spirits are now also saying, ‘Wait just a little longer.’ I suppose we might as well wait since we’ve already waited this long.”


  “Really?! Thanks, Sol!”


  Sol had gone out of his way to ask the elemental spirits to locate Uncle Phillip and his party, and they’d reported that Purple Gandal were almost back. After announcing this to the others, I was left with nothing to do but bounce up and down excitedly in anticipation of the moment they would come into sight.


  Through the trees, I thought I spotted something black and reflexively stood on my tiptoes to try and get a better view of it.


  “WH-WHOA!”


  Without realizing it, I’d inched too far forward until I tumbled right off the end of Sol’s snout.


  My heart clenched almost painfully in my chest from the sudden spike of fear that shot through me the moment I realized I was falling. The next thing I knew, the straps of my bunny backpack dug into my shoulders, and then I was spun around and pushed back up into the air in a “lying flat on my back” position before coming to a stop all at once.


  I wasn’t sure exactly what had just happened, but my heart was pounding hard when I dared to open my eyes just a slit.


  Wow… I can see the whole sky.


  Blue sky and fluffy clouds filled half of my field of view.


  Still unsure what was happening, I felt my body slowly descend. I turned my head to glance down and spotted Sol.


  That’s right; I saw Sol a good distance below me. Meaning I was floating in the air!


  I turned my gaze back up to the blue sky above. In this situation, without so much as a lifesaving rope to save me if I fell, my heart, gut, and pretty much my entire body were tense with fear. 


  This must be what they mean when they say, “It felt like my heart was going to leap straight out of my throat!”


  [image: Illust 3]


  Once I landed safely back on Sol’s head, the ancient dragon said with uncharacteristic gentleness, “I’m going to put you down now.”


  “…I’d like that very much, thank you.”


  I clung to Sol’s head, not daring to move a muscle until my feet firmly touched solid ground. My stomach, or rather all of my internal organs, felt as if they’d been stirred about inside my abdomen, leaving me very queasy.


  I’d always thought of myself as a bit of a daredevil, but I could now say from personal experience that things like roller coasters were only enjoyable because you knew they were coming. This entirely unplanned “wireless bungee-jumping experience” had knocked years off my life, no doubt about it.


  Goddess Cresiolle, please return those lost years to me before my death!


  I was still shell-shocked when Paul helped me climb down from atop Sol’s head and attempted to tend to me, but I shook my head. If I tried to so much as drink a glass of water at the moment, I was sure I would throw it right back up.


  “Forgive me. I’d forgotten that even such a minor height could be dangerous for humans.”


  “It’s not your fault, Sol.”


  After all, Sol had his feet on the ground, so there was no reason it should even occur to him that he was “high up.” When we’re flying in the sky, he always makes me ride in a basket and warns me to be careful not to fall out, so I know he takes my safety seriously.


  As it turned out, it had been the elemental spirits who’d rescued me. They were so panicked that they’d unintentionally used more power than was necessary, accidentally lifting me past Sol’s head and up into the sky.


  Heh, so the elemental spirits mess up sometimes, too, huh? Somehow, that makes them feel more relatable.


  “Neema, let me take your backpack so you can lie down for a moment.”


  I gratefully accepted Karna’s offer, handed over my bunny backpack, then laid down on a cloth Paul had spread out on the ground. 


  A moment later, a faint breeze swept across my cheeks, and my arms and legs felt warm. That was probably due to the crowd of monster friends who’d gathered around, worried about me.


  Suddenly, something cool touched my forehead, causing my eyes to open reflexively, but the only thing I could see from this position was Shinki’s arm blocking my field of view.


  “It’s Haku. The nanos are making a big ruckus saying to put it on you.”


  “Thanks…”


  It’s so cool, it feels nice. Looks like Haku had an unexpected “icepack ability” it’s been hiding.


  …But, Haku, could you please stay still? It’s ticklish when you move around like that.


  However, Haku did not stop moving. In fact, I got the distinct feeling that it was expanding. First, my eyes were covered, then my cheeks, and then my entire face except for my nostrils and mouth.


  It’s almost like I’m wearing a very squishy facemask! Oh, but it feels kind of nice when Haku moves like this… It’s almost like a facial massage!


  “So many elemental spirits are swarming around you right now; it’s really something,” Will informed me, causing me to let out a little gasp of surprise.


  I wonder what I look like right now to Will and Shinki, who can see elemental spirits…


  I’d been wondering about this for a while now, but it seemed like the perfect opportunity, so I asked.


  “Hm, well… To me, I guess it looks like a lump of light?”


  A lump of light? Do the elemental spirits give off light? If so, I must look like a Christmas tree. One of the gaudy ones absolutely covered in lights. Either that or a Christmas lights display. For some reason, I’m not thrilled with that image.


  “How do you feel? …Haku, please let me see Neema’s face.”


  At Karna’s request, Haku returned to its usual meat bun shape and hopped off of me.


  Hey, now that she mentions it, my nausea has mostly passed. I think I can probably get up now. 


  “Your color’s improved too.”


  Karna touched the side of my face with her hand, and then, as if noticing something unusual, she experimentally squeezed and massaged my cheek.


  “What are you doing?” I asked. 


  “Could this be… a special ability of Haku’s? The Magical Research Center’s findings didn’t include anything about slimes having beautifying abilities, though… In that case, perhaps it’s the elemental spirits’ power?” Karna’s expression as she continued poking and prodding my cheek and muttering to herself was incredibly serious.


  What’s going on with my face? I am pretty sure Haku didn’t melt it off, but other than that, I have no clue what she’s referring to…


  “Of course, it’s only to be expected that as a child, your skin’s plump and healthy, but even so, the flawless texture and dewy glow are on a different level from your normal complexion…”


  Perhaps this is… a secret ability of slimes? I’m just guessing here, but because they can eat absolutely anything, maybe slimes can also isolate and consume the toxins from a person’s skin?


  “Neema, you have to lend Haku to me when we get back to the imperial palace!”


  This time, the fire that had been lit under Karna was not that of a researcher but that of a beauty-conscious young lady. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard her make such a forceful request before.


  I suppose that women of the nobility, from children to the elderly, have a vested interest in looking their best.


  In the time it took me to recover from the shock of my near-death experience, Uncle Phillip had made it almost all the way to us. 


  “Let’s go meet him!” I exclaimed. 


  “You wait right there, my lady. Purple Gandal will arrive momentarily,” Paul commanded as he and Spica immediately moved to intercept me.


  When Spica, her ears drooping, told me she was worried about me, I couldn’t bear to persist in my selfish desire.


  “Fine, fine, I’ll wait. But you really don’t need to worry; I’m okay now.”


  I reached out to stroke Spica’s head reassuringly, and as usual, I could just barely reach, even standing on my very tippy toes.


  I changed my mind, Goddess Cresiolle! You can keep those extra years snatched from my lifespan earlier, but in exchange, please restore my precious growth period!


  When they saw me petting Spica’s head, Seigo and Rikusei insisted on getting in on the action, and it seemed things had returned to normal.


  “…Come to think of it, I don’t see Kai anywhere,” I remarked. 


  And it wasn’t just Kai; Inaho was also missing. I assumed that wherever he was, she was probably with him.


  “Oh, Kai? He’s over there.” Spica pointed to a tree sack laid out flat on the ground.


  I should’ve guessed.


  Although I’d offered to procure a jacket for him, Kai didn’t like wearing any kind of coat. Kai was, at the end of the day, a monster, and monsters hated having their ability to move freely curtailed in any way. Shinki was the same.


  A moment later, Uncle Phillip and his party came into sight.


  “Uncle Phillip! …And Ari?!” I was shocked to see Ari walking along nonchalantly at Uncle Phillip’s side.


  I mean, yeah, I did say to help him out, but I didn’t expect her to recognize him! Ari, do you have superpowers or something?! 


  “There’s a lot I’d like to say right now, but… We’re back! And we’ve got the anniley nectar,” Uncle Phillip said in greeting. 


  “Wow! I knew if anyone could do it, it would be Purple Gandal!” I cried, clapping my hands and praising Uncle Phillip and his companions.


  However, I’d appreciate it if you could keep those “things you’d like to say” to yourself, please!


  But the very next moment, Uncle Phillip grabbed the top of my head in one of his large hands. “Neema. Do you have any idea how shocked I was to find an atrocious shell-type mamushi waiting for us and then to come down off the mountain and see the fire dragon was still here despite our agreement?”


  “Umm…”


  “Even if we complete the job successfully, should something happen to the client, it ultimately amounts to a failed job. I know you were worried about us. But breaking our agreement because of that ultimately means you don’t trust us. Isn’t that right?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I’d unintentionally hurt Uncle Phillip’s pride as an adventurer. 


  But it wasn’t because I didn’t trust you!


  Uncle Phillip’s scolding didn’t end with me. It also stretched to include Karna and the others as well.


  “Karna, Paul, and Spica, you are all too lenient with Neema. Did it never occur to you to remove her by force if necessary? Your excessive leniency could be the difference between life and death.”


  In sharp contrast with his normal casual and fun-loving attitude, at this moment, Uncle Phillip exuded the same deadly-serious aura Papa often took on when he was immersed in his work. Seeing this, Karna bowed her head and apologized sincerely. 


  “But, Uncle Phillip! I was the one being selfish; Karna and the others didn’t do anything wrong!”


  “You listen here, Neema…” Uncle Phillip knelt down, putting himself at eye level with me before continuing. “I am the last person who would ever tell you to meekly do everything your servants tell you. That would be a terribly boring life. But you have got to develop the ability to judge for yourself which directives you should follow and which you should reject. Once you’ve mastered this ability, you’ll be able to push back against them when appropriate and suck it up and do as you’re told when necessary.”


  Uncle Phillip’s argument was certainly unusual, but I got the feeling it was based on his experiences.


  I asked how I could gain the ability to determine which was which, and he responded that the only way to learn was through experience.


  I think I’ve had a wide variety of experiences, especially for an aristocrat, but I guess it’s still not enough? What else do you want me to do?!


  When I voiced that aloud, Uncle Phillip let out a raucous laugh.


  “I suppose you’ve got a point there. In that case, all that’s left is to predict all the possible outcomes. This is a skill I also taught to Karna. To put it simply, you need to think out all the possible effects of your words and actions before committing to them.”


  Uncle Phillip used an example to demonstrate what he was talking about. He thoroughly predicted all the possible outcomes that might have resulted from my staying here, starting with bad weather and natural phenomena such as an avalanche.


  “In the heat of the moment, the holy beasts might entirely forget to protect anyone other than you and His Highness. Well, Karna and Paul aren’t that careless, so I suppose the possibility of this prediction is rather low, but still.” 


  The way he casually refers to Sol and Lars “forgetting” to rescue the others from an avalanche as if it’s no more than a minor “oopsie” is kind of terrifying! 


  The next prediction was that we might miss our pre-planned meet-up with the Dragon Corps due to being late, and Sol would have to carry us all the way back to the imperial palace.


  “If that happened, people would see the fire dragon, and rumors would spread.”


  He explained that while some of these rumors could be positive, many would be negative, and it might ultimately result in me being sent home prematurely to the Kingdom of Gaché. Uncle Phillip didn’t elaborate further, but I could read the implication that if this happened, the real trouble would be what came afterward. I was almost certain he was worried about me being targeted again. With how elusive Runohark were, the possibility of this was low but not out of the question.


  On the other hand, when Uncle Phillip turned to consider the pros of staying and waiting for him and his party… there weren’t many. Even if we got our hands on the anniley nectar more quickly by waiting to receive it from them directly, we still couldn’t use it to make the potion until we got back to the imperial city. The only real benefit to waiting was that we could confirm the members of Purple Gandal were safe and put our minds at ease.


  In summary, this prediction exercise made it abundantly clear that the choice to follow the original plan and leave Uncle Phillip and the others behind had the most merit.


  “You need to become able to calculate these predictions instantaneously in your head and make decisions based on which course of action has the most merit.”


  Suddenly, the hand grasping my head ruffled my hair with borderline-violent affection.


  “Okay! I’ll do my best!”


  Uncle Phillip’s next piece of advice was for Karna: practice your ropework until you can hogtie Neema and throw her over your shoulder when she gets out of line.


  Eep! If I’m not careful, I’m going to end up trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey in the near future!


  “So, you really named this atrocious shell-type mamushi?” he finally asked me. 


  “I called her ‘Ari,’ just as a placeholder since ‘hey you’ seemed a bit rude, and somehow it became her name…”


  Uncle Phillip explained how Ari had come to find him and his companions in the cave they’d accidentally fallen into.


  “Wow, thanks, Ari!”


  After I thanked her, Ari reached out to me with her antennae. I couldn’t feel them through my clothes, but once they touched my cheeks, the sensation was ticklish.


  “My queen. Please, tell me where to go from here.”


  To say I was shocked was an understatement. 


  Ari’s voice in my head was similar to the telepathy I used to speak with Sol, but I could tell something was different about it. If I had to try and compare it to something, I would have to say that Sol’s telepathy was like a telephone, while this form of communication with Ari was more like a walkie-talkie.


  Up to this point, I’d occasionally picked up on the random odd word here and there from my monster friends, but nothing resembling a full sentence. The only monsters I knew who could speak as fluently as Ari were those such as Suzuko and Sicily, who possessed advanced linguistic abilities. 


  Ari doesn’t have vocal cords, so this “walkie-talkie talk” must be a kind of superpower that allows her to speak to me!


  “Wow, I didn’t know you could speak, Ari! But what do you mean by ‘tell you where to go?’”


  In response, an image appeared in my mind. Simultaneously processing the input from my eyes as well as this projected image made my head spin, leaving me a bit dizzy.


  Wait, wait! Too much information at once is going to short-circuit my brain!


  I slammed my eyes closed, which left me feeling like I was watching a movie in a movie theater. That was significantly better. Apparently, “turning off” my visual input temporarily had been the right decision. However, without any audio, it was difficult to make sense of what I was seeing.


  I’m guessing that huge mamushi is the nest’s queen? She’s at least twice as large as Ari. I wonder what happened with the queen, though?


  “Should I stay with you, my queen? Or should I remain with my swarm?”


  Oh, so that’s what she meant. Maybe some kind of change occurred, and as a result, she was told to leave?


  “What did the queen… er, your mother, say?”


  “Mother-queen said to do as I wish. However, if I leave the nest, I can never return. For this reason, I want you to decide for me, my queen.”


  If she leaves the nest, they’ll kick her out of the swarm for good? 


  …Wait a minute…


  Is she referring to me as “my queen?!”


  “When you say ‘my queen,’ are you referring to me?”


  “That’s right. The swarm protects the queen, and the queen makes sure the swarm prospers. I am a child of mother-queen, but I choose to follow you, my queen.”


  It seemed that the customs of atrocious shell-type mamushi also mirrored those of ants. Since I’d first encountered Ari scavenging for food, she must be akin to a worker ant, and if there was a queen ant, there were probably soldier ants as well.


  In that case, I’m curious if the famous “rule of worker ants” is true for their mamushi counterparts as well…


  This “rule” stated that 20% of ants were inactive and didn’t perform any work, leading to them being called “lazy worker ants,” but this was incorrect; these so-called “lazy” ants were actually stand-by workers. When the hardest-working ants tired themselves out and needed to rest, the weaker “lazy” ants took their place. Ants essentially worked 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and it was apparent that atrocious shell-type mamushi didn’t hibernate in winter, so they were bound to need stand-by workers.


  In that case, if the decision fell to me, I could only give one answer after Paul’s earlier warning. I told Ari that if her mother said it was okay for her to remain with the swarm, then that’s what I wanted her to do.


  “Humans view atrocious shell-type mamushi as a natural-born enemy, so if you accompany me, I worry that there will be people who would try to hurt you. So it’s best if you can stay with your family, who all work together to support and protect one another.”


  “If that is your wish, my queen.”


  Is her lack of a strong, independent will due to the fact that she’s a magical insect, not a monster?


  Ari easily accepted my decision and turned to leave.


  H-hold on!


  “Wait, don’t leave yet!”


  Just because I can’t bring you back to the imperial city with me doesn’t mean I want you to get lost immediately or anything!


  When standing normally, Ari was about as tall as me, so when I reached out to stroke her back, I noticed something. Looking very closely, I could see fine hairs covering her entire body. Not just on her torso but also on her head, antennae, and legs. I tentatively reached out to touch one and found it to be unexpectedly hard. It was prickly, almost like regrowth of recently shaved hair.


  Could these hairs serve a protective function, similar to the spikes on a porcupine? The fact that there are significantly more hairs concentrated on her stomach area compared to her chest must be to protect her most vulnerable area. But this means I can’t pet her without pricking my hand!


  Next, I had Ari lift one of her legs for me to inspect, and I found that hairs also covered the end of it. However, unlike the hairs covering her body, these were short and soft, though still stiffer than the fluffy fur of other animals. These hairs were similar to the soft side of a set of Velcro strips.


  I bet these hairs allow her to walk atop the snow without sinking into it.


  The legs themselves were nearly identical to those of their Earthly insect counterparts, other than the sharp spikes at the tips of the two front legs.


  Her eyes are really big, but I don’t know how much she can actually see with them. Since atrocious shell-type mamushi live mostly in caves and underground, it wouldn’t be surprising if their vision deteriorated as a result. 


  “Ari, open your mouth, please!”


  Next, I asked Ari to open her mouth—or perhaps I should say her incredible mandible—so I could look inside.


  I’ve never seen the inside of an ant’s mouth before! I’m guessing this beard-like part helps her drink nectar? And these saw-like spines on her mandible look really sharp! I bet she could bite me straight in half with just one chomp if she wanted to! 


  …Maybe the atrocious shell-type mamushi’s size is intentionally designed to make it easier for them to target their prey’s weak spots? 


  At her size, Ari was the perfect height for those serrated mandible spikes to bite through the legs of large herbivores and the necks of smaller ones. 


  In that case, atrocious shell-type mamushi are probably capable of hunting alone. That removes the necessity of hunting large prey in a group.


  “Ari, have you ever hunted with other members of the swarm?”


  “When an enemy tries to invade the nest or a giant worm attacks, everyone capable of fighting works together to defeat it.”


  Another image appeared in my mind like before, and I quickly closed my eyes to prevent the dizzying double-vision sensation from returning.


  This image was a moving scene depicting a battle between atrocious shell-type mamushi and a giant worm. The worm opened its giant mouth wide and swallowed an atrocious shell-type mamushi whole. The other atrocious shell-type mamushi bit the worm and stabbed it with the spikes on their bottoms, but they couldn’t pierce through the giant worm’s thick skin.


  One atrocious shell-type who was even larger than Ari traveled along the worm’s body, approaching its mouth. I was on the edge of my proverbial seat watching the scene unfold, and just when I wanted to scream, “She’s going to get eaten!” the atrocious shell-type fell right into the giant worm’s mouth!


  And yet, one after another, several more atrocious shell-type mamushi made their way over to the giant worm’s mouth.


  What on Earth are they doing?


  I wanted to get a better view of what the kamikaze-mamushi were up to, but all I could see was the giant worm’s backside. This was a memory, after all, shown from Ari’s point of view.


  The giant worm thrashed, nearly flattening several atrocious shell-type mamushi crowding around it and sending several more that had climbed onto its back flying through the air.


  Who’s winning? I really can’t tell!


  I watched, enthralled, as the battle scene played out until suddenly, the giant worm’s movements distinctly changed. Out of seemingly nowhere, the giant worm began flailing violently. This flailing squashed several atrocious shell-type mamushi to death, but all of the survivors hurried to converge around the giant worm’s mouth. 


  Ari, too, made her way over to the giant worm’s mouth, finally allowing me to see what was going on.


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi were using the spikes on their bottoms to stab the soft, unprotected area around the giant worm’s mouth.


  It seemed that the atrocious shell-type mamushi who’d fallen into the giant worm’s mouth had also done their best to attack it from the inside before succumbing to death. And, once the worm’s digestive system kicked in to start dissolving their bodies, it would release the formic acid naturally found in their systems, poisoning the giant worm from the inside. 


  At this point, I could no longer see the giant worm at all. I only saw atrocious shell-type mamushi swarming all over a thrashing mass.


  I may be the only person alive who’s seen such a close-up view of an ant’s backside…


  “Do you normally hunt alone?”


  Another moving image appeared in my mind. It seemed to be a normal hunting scene. I could see four atrocious shell-type mamushi walking along beside me. A short while later, seemingly having discovered something, the atrocious shell-type mamushi all stopped walking and moved their antennae around energetically. Directly in front of Ari stood an animal that looked like a goat with distinct and unique horns. Without making any noise, the group of atrocious shell-type mamushi approached, flanking out to surround their prey.


  The goat-like creature finally noticed the predators and attempted to flee, but at that moment, Ari moved in a blur, biting down on its front leg.


  Hold on! This was totally different from the behavior of Earth ants! I want to watch that again in slow motion!


  Unable to escape from Ari’s grasp on its leg, the goat-like creature was quickly killed by the other hunters and carried back to the hive.


  “Ari, how did you bite into its front leg?”


  “What do you mean ‘how?’”


  “The animal you were trying to catch was still a good distance away, wasn’t it? Can you really move that quickly?”


  “We use our sense of smell to detect the exact location of our prey. After that, we chase it down, and once we reach it, we catch it. That’s all there is to it.”


  Essentially, they surrounded the goat, ensuring it would have no choice but to try to break through, and when it did, the closest atrocious shell-type mamushi stopped it?


  But in the scene I watched, it didn’t look like the goat ever touched Ari. I mean, it was all over in a matter of seconds, so I suppose it could’ve just been too fast for my eyes to pick up, but…


  But I remember Ralf saying that magical insects evolve quickly, and it’s also possible that Ari’s swarm evolved differently from other atrocious shell-type mamushi. Even on Earth, many species of insects possess incredible abilities, so that seems likely.


  I wanted to learn more about the biology of atrocious shell-type mamushi, but we were out of time. At Uncle Phillip’s urging, I bid farewell to Ari.


  Before we left, we handed over all our leftover food to Ari. The food was in too many small pieces for her to carry easily, so we piled them into a basket. She looked really cute carrying the basket with the handle gripped tightly between her jaws.


   


   


   


  6 - After an Adventure Comes Rest, Reports, and… Another Adventure?!


   


  AFTER bidding farewell to Ari, we hurried back to the imperial palace.


  “Leaving now, won’t it be nighttime by the time we reach the Coss Wetlands? Should we find a place to spend the night?” Uncle Phillip voiced his concerns that it was best to avoid traveling at night, even when accompanied by holy beasts.


  By “spend the night,” he means camping! The time to show the results of my special training has finally come! Will there even be anything left for me to do, though, with all these experienced and capable people here?


  “If the fire dragon flies quickly enough, we should arrive around sundown. I’m telling you now, Neema—we’re not making a single pitstop along the way, got it?”


  He plans to fly even faster than we did on the way here in one long stretch? When Sol feels like it, he can fly really, really fast. I don’t like it because I can’t enjoy the scenery when he’s flying that quickly, but in this case, I suppose it can’t be helped. It’s my fault we’re running late, after all.


  All right, let’s race home then.


  While the others were attaching the basket to Sol and loading our luggage, Seigo and Rikusei ran over to me.


  “I wanna ride on Lars!”


  “Me too!”


  I guess my habit of casually calling Lars by his name, instead of “the wind holy beast” like the others do to show respect, has rubbed off on these two? I don’t know if I could go as far as to say they’ve become friends, but Seigo and Rikusei seem to have at least lost a bit of their reservations towards Lars over the course of the past few days.


  I didn’t have the authority to decide that on my own, so I relayed the request to Lars and Will.


  “Lars, Seigo and Rikusei are saying they want to ride with you…”


  “Growl.”


  I asked Will what Lars had said, and Will translated that Lars didn’t mind.


  “That’s great!”


  Seigo and Rikusei’s tails energetically wagged the moment they heard their request had been granted.


  “It’s all well and dandy for them to ride on Lars, but who’ll carry them?” Will asked.


  “Huh? Who else is there but you and me?”


  I had no idea what he was getting at since Will knew well that Lars wouldn’t allow anyone but the two of us to ride on his back. Will responded by letting out a dramatic sigh.


  What complaints could you possibly have with these adorable little good boys?!


  I held Rikusei out to Will, but Will’s face tensed, and he made no move to accept the kobold from me.


  They may be cute and little, but they’re also pretty darn heavy. Can you please take him already?!


  “What’s wrong?”


  “…Well…”


  It was strange to see Will act so indecisively. My brow wrinkled with confusion.


  “I… may be a bit scared of touching small animals…”


  Huh?! He’s afraid of what?!


  I found Will’s claim so unbelievable that I stared at him incredulously, just waiting for him to say it was a joke. Will was wearing a distinctly uncomfortable expression as he looked anywhere but at me.


  Well, that’s certainly a shocking confession, but it’s hard to believe, considering he was playing with my monster friends just the other day!


  “But you were fine with touching Haku and Gratia, weren’t you?”


  “Haku is a slime. Even if you are a bit rough with slimes, they won’t feel any pain. But, come to think of it, Gratia might actually be the cause of my issues with small creatures.”


  Will explained that the first time he’d ever held Gratia, even though Gratia was a monster, Will had been hesitant to touch him because the baby frost spider was so small and fragile-looking. Ultimately, I’d snatched Gratia back from him so that nothing had happened.


  “Seigo and Rikusei are kobolds, so they’re not exactly fragile.”


  “I know that, but compared to Lars, they’re just so tiny…”


  Compared to Lars, everybody is tiny and weak! But I could understand Will’s feelings a little. Tiny animals were as fragile as they were adorable. He’s probably feeling the same way I did the first time I heard that some breeds of miniature dogs can break a bone just from jumping up and down too energetically!


  “These guys will tell you if something hurts, so don’t worry!”


  “Oh, that’s right… I almost forgot that these two can talk.”


  That’s right! I’ve instructed them not to speak when anyone who doesn’t know that they’re monsters is around, so even I forget sometimes, but they can speak very well!


  “So there’s nothing to worry about!” I rather forcefully passed Rikusei over to Will.


  Will held the kobold a bit strangely, but I figured he’d get the hang of it quickly enough if he just watched me and copied what I did. 


  You have to support their body and rear so that you don’t excessively burden their joints. But Seigo and Rikusei are so clever that they’ll adjust their position themselves if they get too uncomfortable.


  Will helped me onto Lars’ back and handed Seigo and Rikusei to me. Then, after he’d mounted, he took Rikusei back. It probably goes without saying, but he also checked to make sure the magical lifesaving rope was securely strapped around my waist before we took off.


  When Lars and Sol took off and soared upward into the sky, a wave of infectious excitement struck Seigo and Rikusei. They regaled us with a chorus of trilling howls. From atop Sol’s back, Inaho valiantly did her best to join in and was absolutely adorable. Foxes’ cries are much higher-pitched than those of dogs. Compared to Seigo and Rikusei’s howls, Inaho’s cries sounded like a child trying to copy an adult.


  I didn’t see Kai up on Sol’s back, meaning he must still be curled up in that tree sack in the basket. 


  It must be a tight squeeze. I hope he’s not having trouble breathing…


  Once we broke through the clouds, Sol dialed up his flying speed even more.


  Several layers of complementary spells were cast on the basket, so in theory, it shouldn’t be in danger of rocking back and forth too badly, but…


  I’m impressed, it really isn’t swaying at all! Like this, the experience of riding in that basket must be similar to riding an airplane. Welcome aboard Sol Airlines!


  There wasn’t much to do while we were flying, so I asked Uncle Phillip to recount their adventure for me along the way. Although there was a good distance between us, Will kindly used magic to make it so I could hear Uncle Phillip’s voice and he could hear mine.


  Wind magic sure is useful!


  I couldn’t help but gag when Uncle Phillip got to the point in the story where he described smearing a dead atrocious shell-type mamushi’s body juices all over himself. After that, they were found out by the mamushi, fled off the side of the mountain, slipped on ice, and fell through a crevice that opened up in the ground…


  Uncle Phillip, I think it’s about time for you to go get blessed by a priest! You are clearly cursed with bad luck!


  I couldn’t deny being more than a little jealous about the cave exploration that had come after all of that, though.


  But I can only imagine how panicked they were, being attacked by an entire swarm of giant ants. It’s like something out of a horror movie!


  “Come to think of it, there’s something I’d like to ask you, Neema…” Uncle Phillip ventured as if seeking permission to ask me a question, so I reassuringly told him I’d be happy to answer, but the question he ultimately asked me was a difficult one.


  “What animal do you dislike?”


  …An animal I dislike? By “dislike,” does he mean a creature whose biology freaks me out? Hmm, so far, I haven’t encountered any creatures in this world that I absolutely couldn’t tolerate. Although, some were fine on their own, it would freak me out if I encountered a whole group of them all at once.


  For example, runoharks… Oh, the insect, I mean. 


  In general, when it comes to insects, if a lot of them are in one place, I prefer to keep my distance. Something about the sight of so many insects swarming around gives me the shivers.


  Not to mention, if there are a lot of them, I might accidentally step on one. Which would be sad, of course, but the crunching sensation of stepping on it is also revolting…


  “I suppose I don’t like it when a lot of small creatures are swarming together.”


  Could you say this is a form of social anxiety, the fear of large groups? But if I’m just watching from a distance, it sometimes doesn’t bother me… This is a hard question to answer! Even though I’m trying to describe my feelings, I’m having a hard time!


  “Are you saying you don’t mind runoharks as long as it’s just one of them?!”


  “As long as I don’t have to touch it, yeah.”


  Eligeena seemed surprised, but if it was just one, it didn’t seem much different from a scarab beetle. Runoharks may have the same shape and distinct way of moving as the “scourge of humanity,” but their coloring was the same as a scarab beetle. However, just as on Earth, where you saw one, ten more were always hiding out of sight, so you should immediately set out traps or contact an exterminator!


  “Neema, you really are incredible…”


  What is Uncle Phillip praising me for?


  We continued to amicably chat as we flew at high speed for several hours, and just as the sky began to turn navy blue with encroaching dusk, we arrived at the Coss Wetlands.


  This is a danger zone, so I’d like to transfer everything over and leave again as quickly as possible! Even if the anfivena boas aren’t generally dangerous to humans, the real problem is the bhadis! I don’t want to be bitten by one of those! 


  Just as I thought that, I spotted several dozen bhadis fleeing from where Sol landed, causing me to shudder. The way they undulated their leech-like bodies, trying frantically to escape from Sol, was… Kind of pitiful, honestly. No matter how hard they tried, they could only move an inch or two at a time.


  It seemed the anfivena boas were all hiding in their nests because I didn’t spot any distinctively shaped heads popping up anywhere.


  Oh, no, wait! I’ve been proven wrong.


  Just then, an adventurous anfivena boa poked one of its heads out of the concealed entrance to the nest and gobbled up the bhadis that had ventured too close in their attempt to avoid being squashed underneath Sol.


  While I focused on observing the wildlife, the wyverns who’d come to collect us paid their respects to Sol, and Paul and the others got right to work transferring our luggage over.


  Once they attach the baskets to the wyverns, this will be where we part ways with Sol. I’m going to miss him!


  I climbed halfway onto Sol’s snout, giving him a big hug while thanking him for all his help.


  “Thanks for lending us your power!”


  “It’s not so terrible to play with humans now and then.”


  He did his best to disguise it as indulging a passing fancy, but his embarrassment was obvious. But I knew if I teased him about it, he would pout for ages, so I left it alone.


  “Kyun…”


  Inaho, still sitting on top of Sol’s head, let out a mournful little cry. Then, she rubbed her cheek against Sol’s head as if to say, “I don’t want you to go!”


  “Inaho, we can play with Sol again later, so don’t give him a hard time about leaving now, okay?”


  With a quick word of apology to Sol, I climbed fully onto his nose and walked along his great snout to where Inaho was sitting at the crown of his head.


  I probably shouldn’t brag about this, but I’ve gotten pretty skilled at Sol-climbing by this point! I suppose the fact that he always lays down flat on the ground to reduce the risk of injury if I fall off might have something to do with that, but still…


  I picked up Inaho and told her to say goodbye to Sol.


  “Kyuuun, kyu!”


  Following Inaho’s example, Seigo and Rikusei—who were running around barking at bhadis—and Haku—who was sucking bhadis into its body—all abandoned their bhadi-tormenting to come over and say goodbye. From his perch on my shoulder, Gratia clacked his fangs together, and even Nox let out a trilling cry in his beautiful voice.


  They all really love Sol, huh? I’m glad they’re all so eager to play with him again, but…


  “Haku, stop eating strange things! Paul has been giving you plenty of snacks, so you don’t need to eat bhadis!”


  🐅🐅🐅


  WHEN we arrived back at the imperial palace, the prime minister, Lady Zeiatiel, instructed us to spend the rest of the day resting and that the emperor would see us tomorrow to hear our report.


  “In that case, we’ll drop this off in the elven forest for safekeeping.”


  “We’ll eat dinner while we’re out, so don’t wait up for us!”


  Although she didn’t say anything, Lady Zeiatiel seemed concerned about Purple Gandal’s plans.


  “Forgive us, lady prime minister, but we just can’t relax here in this stuffy and formal palace. Besides, I’ve got a real hankering for some cheap alcohol.” 


   Saying only, “If you’re quite certain…” Lady Zeiatiel didn’t attempt to prevent them from leaving, and the members of Purple Gandal quickly left the palace grounds.


  I’m jealous! I want to go out to eat in a public restaurant in the imperial city, too!


  The first thing I did after we made it back to our suite of rooms was put Kai to bed. He’d been lethargic all day and was still bundled up in that same old tree-sack.


  “Kai, are you okay?”


  I pressed my hand to Kai’s forehead. His face was the only part of his body peeking out from the tree-sack.


  He doesn’t have a fever, but… since he’s technically a monster pretending to be human, I can’t ask a healer to look at him without risking blowing his cover. If only Ralf or Vel were here…


  “Yeah… I’m just really sleepy.”


  “You can go to sleep now if you want. And if you feel up to it, you’re welcome to eat some of my desire to pet fluffy animals.”


  I ran my hand up from his forehead to the top of his head and stroked his hair in a manner reminiscent of petting a dog. Kai’s hair was impossibly gloss and silky, so as long as I was stroking it, I felt confident I could produce an endless stream of fluffy-petting desires.


  “So delicious…”


  Unlike the normal ecstatic expression he usually made while consuming my desire, Kai currently wore a weak, ephemeral smile that made my heart throb. 


  This is like deadly poison for the eyes! Even I, who should be immune to Kai’s handsome face due to constant exposure, can’t help but be snared by his beauty when he’s making this face! My heart is beating like crazy right now!


  He has a face that could topple entire countries!


  I thought I’d developed an impregnable tolerance against handsome faces ever since being reborn in the midst of hotties everywhere I looked, but apparently, I still had a ways to go until I was immune.
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  While I was trying to wrestle back control over my racing heartbeat, Kai fell asleep, and Shinki picked him up princess-style, tree sack and all, to carry him to his bed.


  Somebody should seriously paint this scene! This looks much more like a knight and his princess than when Shinki carries me around!


  “Shinki, will you please keep an eye on Kai for a little while? Let me know right away if he seems to be feeling worse.”


  Shinki accepted the assignment without hesitation. 


  Inaho looked at me imploringly and let out a little “Kyuu!” I’d barely finished the words, “You can stay with him if you want,” before she turned tail and raced after Shinki. I knew that Inaho viewed Kai like a beloved older brother and could only imagine how worried she must be about him.


  Being alone when you were sick was always a little scary, so I hoped having Shinki and Inaho with him would be reassuring for Kai.


  Come to think of it, I’ve never seen any of my family members besides myself sick in bed before…


  “Hey Karna, have you ever been sick?”


  “Sick… I suppose I can’t say I have.”


  “What about Ralf?”


  “I can’t recall Ralf ever being sick either… Nor Mother or Father, now that you mention it…”


  Could this be another superpower God sneakily bestowed on my family? I know that germs like the common cold exist in this world, but maybe our house is equipped with some kind of germ-barrier magical item I don’t know about?


  “It is us servants’ job to ensure the Osphe family remains in optimum health, so we would never allow you to become ill,” Paul said gravely.


  “Indeed, all of you are always taking such good care of us,” Karna acknowledged. 


  So we have our super-multitalented servants to thank for this miracle, not God. Although, I suppose that with all of our basic needs being taken care of for us so thoroughly by the servants, the only possible way we could become sick would be by failing to wash our hands properly or being born with some kind of condition.


  However, that time I gave myself a fever from studying too hard doesn’t count! It went away immediately after a good night’s sleep.


  “For this reason, I’ve requested an easily digestible menu for tonight’s dinner. Tonight, I would ask that you ladies retire early in order to get enough rest.”


  With Paul taking the lead, I was hustled through a light dinner and a quick bath, and by the time I landed in bed, my body was so ready for it. After sleeping in a tent for the past few days, my mattress felt unbelievably soft and comfortable. I said the customary nighttime greeting, then fell into a deep, dreamless sleep enveloped by Karna’s distinctive smell and the warmth of her body beside mine in our shared bed.


  When I awoke the next morning, I was well-rested and ravenous.


  Paul seemed surprised that I’d awoken on my own before he came to get me, but I thought I’d been doing better lately waking up.


  Kai also seemed to have recovered after a good night’s sleep because as soon as I came out of my bedroom, he latched on to me, saying he was hungry.


  It looks like he was just weakened by the cold.


  My relief over Kai’s recovery made breakfast taste even better.


  After breakfast, I was in the middle of writing letters to my family as well as Daux and Marie to report that I’d made it back safely when the emperor’s chamberlain arrived with a summons for Karna and me. 


  The first thing I did after we arrived in the throne room was run over to Lars and greet him with lots of pets. Immediately, Euche indignantly shoved his muzzle in between us and gave a gentle nip on my cheek.


  “Good morning, Euche!” I stroked Euche’s muzzle, and he rubbed against my hand as if begging me to keep petting him. 


  Just as I was puzzling over Euche’s abnormally clingy behavior, Sache trotted over and bit him! Of course, Euche wasn’t happy about being bitten. I was worried a fight was about to break out between them when, suddenly, Lars’ tremendous roar shook the throne room. To me, it only seemed a little loud, but from the way the private guards and Purple Gandal grimaced as they clapped their hands over their ears, I got the impression it might’ve actually been loud enough to threaten eardrum rupture.


  I watched intently as Euche and Sache, having instantly stopped their bickering, slunk back over to where the emperor and imperial family were seated.


  “Master Lars, my apologies for Euche’s behavior.”


  “Sache was being too mischievous as well. Forgive me for not keeping a closer eye on her.”


  “He says that Your Majesties bear no fault in the matter.”


  The current and former emperors both offered apologies to Lars on behalf of their holy beast partners, which Lars responded to with a brief roar, translated by Will.


  “I’ll make sure you have time to play with Lady Nefertima later, so please behave yourselves for now.”


  Euche and Sache accepted this compromise and settled in quietly beside their bond partners, but they still appeared mildly peeved, probably from being scolded by Lars.


  “Now then, let’s get right to it. Purple Gandal, will you please give your report?”


  “We safely delivered the second contracted ingredient, anniley nectar, to the elder of the elven forest. It seems he intends to get right to work brewing the potion. Furthermore, we encountered a holy beast inside a cave on Mount Dotal.”


  …A holy beast?! Why am I only just hearing about this now?!


  It seemed I wasn’t the only one surprised by this news because Uncle Phillip had to pause for a moment to allow the commotion to settle before continuing.


  “That holy beast entrusted us with the task of conveying something to Your Majesty as the descendant of her bond mate.”


  All of the former emperors of the Linus Empire were bonded to holy beasts, so that doesn’t really narrow down which of them was living in that cave…


  “What was the name of that holy beast?”


  “It was the Winged Holy Beast, Lady Jaelyn.”


  The instant he spoke this name, an even greater uproar broke out than before.


  If I remembered correctly, “The Winged Holy Beast” was a title attributed to several famous holy beasts who were fundamental to the history of the Linus Empire. I remember reading about the most famous examples of “Winged Holy Beasts” being the water holy beast who’d bonded with both the first and second emperors of the Linus Empire and the holy beast who’d helped the emperor whose reign coincided with the era of turmoil protect the country amidst the fighting. Of course, those holy beasts’ names had also been recorded in history books. I was pretty sure Jaelyn was the name of the holy beast who’d been bonded with the first emperor.


  But what was such a famous and ancient holy beast doing in a place like that?


  “What is it that Lady Jaelyn could have possibly wanted to entrust to me?”


  Even the emperor couldn’t hide his surprise.


  The emperor’s valet stepped forward to accept this mysterious “entrusted item” in order to carry it over to the emperor, but Uncle Phillip refused to give it to him.


  “Forgive my rudeness, but I was directly ordered to deliver this only into the hands of Emperor Roslan’s descendants.”


  “In that case, I will carry it over to His Majesty,” Louis spoke up, and finally, Uncle Phillip relented, holding out the items he’d been entrusted with to the emperor’s brother.


  From where I was standing, I could only make out that the items Uncle Phillip was holding were small and round, but I could clearly see the look of pure shock that crossed Louis’s face as he accepted them from Uncle Phillip. Then Louis walked over to the emperor and handed him the items, exchanging a few words in hushed whispers before silently returning to his seat.


  “…Are these truly Linarus flowers?” 


  Uncle Phillip solemnly answered the emperor’s question, “That is correct.”


  With wide eyes, the emperor stared intently at the flowers inside the round globes, although I couldn’t make it out from this distance. After he was done, he passed them to the retired emperor, who also examined them with a serious and thoughtful expression.


  “Lady Jaelyn instructed me to tell you that the globes can only be opened by a holy beast and that you should ask the elemental spirits to care for the flowers.” 


  Isn’t the Linarus flower kind of like the national flower of the Linus Empire? I’m sure I remember learning that it suddenly disappeared, seemingly overnight, and was believed to be extinct. Some even doubt it ever truly existed at all, claiming it’s a mythological flower.


  “The holy beast said that because these flowers symbolize her fond memories with Emperor Roslan, she didn’t want to hand them over to anyone other than Roslan’s blood relatives. Therefore, I beseech the imperial family to honor Lady Jaelyn’s request and protect these flowers.”


  “You have my heartfelt gratitude for delivering this treasure to our empire.”


  “It was my honor.”


  “And how is Lady Jaelyn doing?”


  After a moment of hesitation, Uncle Phillip quietly announced, “She said that her time has come. It seems she will soon return to the God of Creation.”


  “…I see,” the emperor acknowledged gravely.


  As the bonded partner of the first emperor, I could only imagine that Emperor Celiunos and his family would have very much liked to meet Lady Jaelyn if possible.


  It seemed likely that the death of a holy beast with such deep ties to the foundation of the Linus Empire, especially so soon after the water dragon’s passing, would produce some kind of effects that would be felt across the world. According to Sol, when one holy beast returned to the God of Creation, another would be born immediately after. In this way, the destabilization of the balance of power in this world could be mostly avoided during the exchange, but it wasn’t a perfect system. Occasionally, natural disasters occurred between the death of one holy beast and the birth of another, so we had to be prepared for anything. 


  I’m sure you can imagine how devastated I was to learn from Sol that holy beasts were “born” fully formed, so they didn’t have a “cute baby phase.”


  Can you just picture how cute teeny, tiny baby sky tigers and blue pegasi would be?! It’s a crying shame that they don’t exist!


  When a new holy beast was born, they didn’t have any obligation to go around introducing themselves to all the other holy beasts or anything, so Sol said that although he hadn’t met or even heard anything about them, a new water dragon must have already been born somewhere.


  “We have no wish to disturb Lady Jaelyn. Furthermore, it is our duty to see to it that no one intrudes upon her solitude.”


  It seemed that the emperor intended to issue a proclamation forbidding all entry to the entirety of Mount Dotal, but Uncle Phillip protested that there was no need to go to such lengths.


  “The holy beast’s home is hidden below a nest of atrocious shell-type mamushi, and the elemental spirits prohibit entry to all but the bond mates of other holy beasts. We were given special permission to enter only due to our connection to Nefertima.”


  Not only was she perfectly safe under the protection of the atrocious shell-type mamushi and the elemental spirits, but there was also the fact to consider that the only people venturing onto that mountain were hunters. Surely, the holy beast didn’t wish to cut these hunters off from their primary food source. While they could potentially branch out to hunt on nearby mountains, it would cause significant difficulties for the ice bear tribe if they were to lose their familiar hunting grounds.


  “Growl.”


  As if in agreement with Uncle Phillip’s opinion, Lars said something.


  “He agrees that with the elemental spirits guarding the Winged Holy Beast’s dwelling, there is no need for us to intervene.”


  The emperor and his father both nodded in response to the message translated by Will, seeming satisfied with this. The elemental spirits’ protection was a hundred times more certain than any means man could hope to devise.


  However, one thing was bothering me. I really wanted to ask about it, but it was Uncle Phillip’s turn to speak, so I bit my tongue and waited.


  “According to the elder of the elven forest, the potion should be complete in a few days. However, we were only contracted to gather the ingredients and are unable to deliver it to the Kingdom of Gaché.”


  “I see. Does this mean you don’t intend to return to the Kingdom of Gaché right away?”


  “That’s right. When we stopped in for a visit at the adventurers’ guild’s headquarters over here, they leapt at the opportunity to rope us into helping with a tricky job that’s been giving them trouble.”


  Plenty of talented adventurers are here in the Linus Empire, so what kind of job could possibly be so tricky that they can’t find anyone capable of completing it within their own ranks? Either way, this means Uncle Phillip and the others will be heading off again right away, right? That’s disappointing…


  “In that case, I will deliver the potion.”


  “That would be the quickest option.”


  The emperor grinned as he responded to Will’s decisive statement.


  I heard Karna let out a small sigh, and when I glanced over at her, our eyes met.


  “He doesn’t need to go and announce it here for all to hear. What will people think if they know our country’s crown prince is playing errand-boy, delivering a package that even adventurers have declined?”


  I could see the logic behind Karna’s reasoning. It was the Osphe family who’d contracted Purple Gandal for this job, so all Will needed to do was tell Karna or Paul in private that he was willing to deliver the potion. Although everyone currently present was a trusted associate of the emperor’s, we had no way of knowing how news of this might be spread outside of this room. At the very least, rumors would inevitably spread that the Osphe family was pushing around our country’s crown prince.


  In order to avoid that… Karna and I would just have to go to the elven forest! If we collected the potion ourselves and spun a beautiful tale about how we’d accepted Will’s valiant offer since he was the only person whose integrity we could possibly trust to deliver it, we could probably avoid the spread of harmful rumors.


  When I whispered this plan into Karna’s ear, her eyes lit up.


  “Heh, you really are something, Neema. With this clever plan, we can avoid feeding the rumor mill, and I can also have a chance to visit the elven forest while we’re here!”


  Of course that’s where Karna’s mind immediately goes—to the magical items!


  “Your Majesty, if I may have permission to speak?”


  “Certainly, Lady Karnadia.”


  “In the first place, it was the Osphe family who contracted Purple Gandal to gather the ingredients for the eviban potion. If His Highness Prince Wilhelt were seen publicly working on this, it would surely invite outlandish slander. Therefore, Neema and I will visit the elven forest ourselves to retrieve it.”


  “The thought of what might happen if you two go alone is more concerning than a few rumors…” Will muttered, glaring over at us as if saying, “Don’t interfere!” but I pointedly ignored his sharp expression, not allowing him the satisfaction of seeing me affected by his glowering.


  Just when I thought Karna and Will were about to devolve into a heated round of verbal sparring, the emperor interrupted with a shocking suggestion.


  “In that case, why don’t you go with them, Will? If you don’t find some time to have fun now and then, you’ll burn out long before you take the throne.”


  “I make sure to take breaks as needed.”


  “No, no, no. That will not do. You need to experience getting dressed up and going out in disguise!”


  The previous emperor and Louis were both grinning in apparent agreement with the emperor’s rather forceful suggestion. In Louis’s case, he seemed so amused that his expression was probably more accurately described as a “leer.” He was clearly enjoying this.


  And so, with the emperor bottlenecking us into accepting his suggestion, it was decided that Will would accompany Karna and me to the elven forest. Personally, I was happy because it meant I could spend more time with Lars, but…


  Will Lars even fit through that tiny entrance to get into the elven forest?


   


   


   


  Small Talk - The Biology of Ari


   


  A certain piece of literature recorded that the daily workings of atrocious shell-type mamushi were similar to those of man.


  The author was the foremost researcher on magical insects and had made use of his extended lifespan as an elf to pursue his research. This elf was well known for his conclusion that it was impossible to classify magical insects due to their rapid evolution.


  Atrocious shell-type mamushi were generally nocturnal creatures. However, not all individuals maintained nocturnal lifestyles.


  Atrocious shell-type mamushi were among the longest-lived of the magical insects, and due to their considerable defensive and offensive might as a swarm, their nests quickly grew to massive proportions. They also displayed the trait of dividing the labor among the members of the swarm, which included assigning some individuals to daytime activities. 


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi that Nefertima had named Ari was one of these diurnal individuals. She was one of the more senior members of the swarm and was tasked with procuring food, leading her to become familiar with the terrain of all of Mount Dotal as if it were her own backyard.


  Before being named Ari, she’d been resting inside the nest with the others on daytime duty that day. Suddenly, one of the other atrocious shell-type mamushi gave a warning signal, alerting that something had intruded into the nest.


  The most vulnerable members of the swarm—the young and those too weak to venture outside—were inside this nest. It was the duty of all those who could fight to protect the weak. The strong mamushi who protected the nest and the strong mamushi who gathered the food joined forces to drive the invaders out.


  They hadn’t been inside the nest long, but the damage they’d done had been great. It seemed that the smoke the invaders had released inside the nest contained poison because many of the weak and the young had perished after inhaling it.


  To make up for the losses, the mother-queen would need to lay more eggs, and the few remaining young would need to eat as much as possible to recover and grow to maturity as quickly as possible. For both of these tasks, food was necessary. 


  Without even needing to discuss it, all the food-gatherers left the nest to search for food. 


  Ari needed to find food quickly and bring it back to the nest. If she wasn’t quick enough, the strong would eat the weak once they became hungry if no other food was available. The strong were necessary to protect the nest, and food was necessary for the strong to fight. In order to protect the nest, they would sacrifice their companions if necessary.


  That was unavoidable, so all Ari and the other food-gatherers could do to minimize the losses was find and bring back as much food as possible.


  The atrocious shell-type mamushi didn’t “think,” per se; their instincts told them what the best course of action was for the survival of their species, and they simply obeyed.


  Ari, like all the others, wandered across the mountain in search of food, but at this crucial moment, she couldn’t locate any prey. She had no way of knowing this, but nearly all of the animals were hiding in their nests and lairs due to the presence of the holy beasts Sol and Lars on the mountain.


  After being awoken to drive away the invaders when she should’ve been resting and then going out in search of food before the sun even rose, only to find nothing, Ari meandered until, before she realized it, she’d traveled a considerable distance from the nest. Having exhausted herself, Ari stopped moving to rest for a while.


  However, a short while later, she sensed the presence of some kind of creature and moved her antennae in an attempt to scout out the vicinity.


  This creature seemed to be the same as those that had invaded her nest, but something was inexplicably different about this one. Ari didn’t sense any animosity from this creature, and it made no move to approach her, so Ari determined it wasn’t necessary to flee.


  Several times, she sensed the numbers of the creatures increase and decrease, but they never attempted to approach.


  Right about the time Ari was about to resume her hunt for food, something was placed on the ground nearby. Ari couldn’t quite say why it caught her interest, but she extended her antennae to try and determine what it was.


  An atrocious shell-type mamushi’s antennae were more developed than any of their other senses—a superb tool that allowed them to perceive even taste and smell.


  Ari used her antennae to explore the surface of the snow, being careful to avoid walking on the soft areas. Once she reached the items on the ground, she examined them thoroughly. After determining it was food, she decided to eat some first. Not only was she hungry, but if the food was poisoned, eating it would ensure she died before bringing it home, thereby protecting the swarm.


  Ari was surprised by how delicious her first experience with “baked goods” turned out to be. They were sweet like nectar and soft like pollen. And the indescribable aroma somehow made it even more delicious. Humans would express this tantalizing scent as “the fragrance of baked goods,” but Ari was unaware of the process of “baking,” so it was an impactful experience for her. 


  Ari didn’t detect any poison in the food, so she wanted to bring the rest back to the hive and share it with her companions. There wasn’t enough for everyone, unfortunately, but perhaps the mother-queen would eat some.


  The food was divided into many small pieces, so Ari broke it down with her fangs and mixed saliva into it to form the mass into a giant meatball shape. It was the same procedure the atrocious shell-type mamushi used to prepare food for their young. The young didn’t have fangs yet, so the adults needed to soften the food for them to make it easier to eat.


  Ari was focused entirely on the food. She had no way of knowing this would be when her life would change forever.


  “Hey, Ari! If you run into Uncle Phillip out there, help him out, okay?!”


  The instant she was bonded with the owner of this voice, Ari recognized the young girl as her queen, someone who came before even the mother-queen.


  Because of that, Ari hesitated.


  The newly formed “consciousness” that had joined her primal instincts in directing her behavior was conflicted about what her next action should be. Her instincts were telling her to bring the food back to the nest. But her consciousness was eager to stay with her queen.


  Unable to determine which impulse she should obey, Ari looked to her queen for instructions. The queen was a good distance away, but she seemed to be saying to bring the food back to the nest.


  In that case, I will obey my queen.


  And so, the atrocious shell-type mamushi named “Ari” came to possess conscious thoughts of her own.


  As she made her way back to the nest, Ari spent the time thinking. 


  She was thinking about the “Phillip” her queen had mentioned. She felt certain that “Phillip” must be the same type of creature as her queen. But those creatures were extremely rare on this mountain. In which case, one of the creatures who had invaded the nest might be “Phillip.”


  Ari did not make the connection herself, but she’d suddenly developed the ability to think due to the influence of her name-parent Nefertima… or rather, the God of Creation. It was clear that she had experienced instantaneous evolution, but Ari was unaware of it.


  After returning to the nest, Ari bit the ball of baked goods into pieces and brought half of it to the cavern where the mother-queen dwelled, planning to offer it to her.


  Strong mamushi were protecting the mother-queen, but because they recognized Ari as one of them, they weren’t alarmed by her sudden appearance.


  The mother-queen, however, took notice. Her child had changed.


  The mother-queen stretched out her antennae towards Ari, attempting to determine what had happened to her.


  The mother-queen didn’t understand the meaning of the mark engraved on her child’s head, but she was able to determine that Ari had become something different from herself.


  However, the mother-queen was conflicted. If Ari had become something else, the mother-queen couldn’t allow her, as a foreign creature, to remain with the swarm. And yet, she could feel Ari’s concern for the weakest members of the swarm. She’d never felt such clear intention before.


  Her child was not born to be a queen, yet she seemed to have become like the mother-queen herself. 


  So the mother-queen asked her child, “What happened?” 


  Then, the strangest thing happened. A moving image appeared in the mother-queen’s mind. It showed the series of events from encountering Nefertima to being named.


  Long-lived as she was, the mother-queen understood what kind of being Nefertima was, and she stroked her child gently with her antennae as she thought it over.


  This child’s specialness had been seen and understood at a single glance. And she, in return, had accepted this recognition.


  The mother-queen conveyed her feelings frankly: Ari was free to choose whether to go be with her new queen or to stay with the swarm. However, if she left with her new queen, she would never be able to return to the nest.


  Being unable to return to the nest would mean being cut off from her lifelong companions. She would have to live the rest of her life alone.


  Ari couldn’t make her decision right away. She felt that she needed to meet with her queen one more time before deciding what to do. If her queen wanted Ari to accompany her, then she would. And if her queen said to remain with the swarm, she would do that.


  Seeming to understand Ari’s internal conflict, the mother-queen didn’t hurry her for an answer. The mother-queen told Ari she could do as she liked until she decided, then sent Ari off to be with her companions.


  Ari, however, decided to go meet with her queen. 


  But she didn’t feel right going to her queen empty-handed. She thought an offering like the one she’d brought to the mother-queen was necessary.


  That was when she remembered her queen’s request to “help Uncle Phillip.”


  Her queen would be happy to be reunited with that invader. 


  So Ari searched for where the invaders had gone.


  While making rounds of the nest, asking her companions which direction the invaders had gone when they left, Ari noticed that she could read the memories of the others she was talking to. All she had to do was touch them with her antennae and think that she wanted them to remember the invaders and their memories would replay in Ari’s head.


  It was uncertain whether it was due to her species’ already rapid rate of evolution or whether it was due to the God of Creation’s power, but Ari continued to evolve at an impossible speed.


  Based on the fact that one of the soldiers had seen the invaders fall through the ice, Ari guessed that they must be in the caves below. However, the mother-queen had strictly prohibited entry to those caves.


  Ari got as close as she could, then settled in to wait.


  She ended up waiting there overnight, but once she located the group she sincerely hoped contained “Uncle Phillip,” she moved to lead them back to her queen.


  What surprised Ari the most was that her companions reacted as if threatened when she attempted to cut through the nest.


  Although this was a safe path for Ari herself, many of her companions seemed to recognize the invaders accompanying her. In the blink of an eye, they were surrounded, and the other atrocious shell-type mamushi clacked their fangs together in warning.


  The others they’d encountered on their way here had all calmed down once Ari explained they weren’t in danger, so Ari was flustered by this situation.


  Thinking only that she had to somehow make them all understand that these creatures would not harm the swarm further, she stepped forward.


  “They will not harm us. I wish only to take them to my queen. Please help me,” Ari beseeched her companions.


  If Nefertima had been there, she might have noticed the pheromones that Ari was giving off.


  If Karnadia had been there, she might have noticed the faint trace of magic also emanating from Ari.


  And if Wilhelt and Lars had been there, Lars might have been able to tell them that this magic was a type of brainwashing magic.


  However, Purple Gandal were there, and because they had just left the dwelling the God of Creation had created for the holy beast, their ability to perceive magic was dulled.


  And so, Ari, without realizing exactly what she was doing, successfully took control of her companions’ consciousness and erased their wariness.


  Once they made it out of the nest, Ari was eager to head straight to Nefertima, but the others said they wanted to rest before darkness fell, so she had no choice but to relent. 


  With that decided, Ari wasted no time sliding into a crack in a boulder, one of the predetermined refuge spots scattered across the mountain. These refuge spots were used by the atrocious shell-type mamushi as safe places to rest when they were out gathering food. Even with many mamushi working together, it took a long time to break down and transport large catches, so they slept in rotation as necessary.


  From inside the refuge spot, Ari overheard something terrifying. 


  “Come to think of it, Lady Nefertima said that mamushi meat is actually quite delicious, didn’t she?”


  Normally, atrocious shell-type mamushi were on the “predator” side of things, but some creatures considered them prey. Most of these were various species of dragons, such as giant worms and lindrakes, but some large predatory birds would target them from the sky.


  Because of this, the fear of predators was engraved into the instincts of atrocious shell-type mamushi, and Ari felt this fear towards the creatures she was accompanying.


  She might be eaten before ever meeting her queen again.


  Ari spent the night in mortal terror, but somehow, she survived until morning without being eaten.


  With Ari hurrying the group along, they soon reached the place where her queen was waiting, and based on the joy written on her queen’s face, Ari determined that she had indeed found the right creatures.


  While Nefertima was being scolded by Phillip, Ari may have appeared to be merely waiting patiently, but in truth, she was struggling with internal turmoil.


  Physical contact for the purpose of information exchange was important, as was confirming your companions’ safety. 


  However, many creatures here were not of her queen’s species, some of them fearsomely strong… When it came to the strongest of these—beings Ari had never seen before—she wasn’t sure if the word “creature” was even applicable.


  Atrocious shell-type mamushi used each individual’s distinctive scent to tell each other apart, but the fact that the members of this “swarm” in front of her varied so wildly in appearance and scent made her head spin.


  Because she’d been chosen by her queen, Ari, too, might end up becoming a member of this swarm. But if that happened, she would surely be eaten by one of those tremendously strong creatures, wouldn’t she? The moment that occurred to her, fear overcame Ari.


  Ari cycled through indecision, confusion, and fear in the space of a single heartbeat, but no one noticed that her body suddenly stiffened.


  Ultimately, neither Sol nor Lars made any move toward her, so Ari’s fear faded to caution, which gave way to the impulse to learn more about them. Ari thought that they considered her queen a friend, but without concrete proof, she reverted to the customs ingrained in her since birth: when it comes to unknown things, thoroughly investigate to determine if they are dangerous.


  But before Ari could act on this impulse, Nefertima called out to her, diverting her attention.


  Ari conveyed her request for her queen to tell her what she should do and indicate which path she should take.


  The decision Nefertima handed down was…


  “It’s best if you can stay with your family, who all work together to support and protect one another.”


  Strangely, Ari understood this logic easily. 


  Just like the atrocious shell-type mamushi, her queen’s species didn’t easily accept other species into their midst. If she were spotted, she might be attacked on sight. That was a perfectly reasonable reaction for any creature. Therefore, it would be safest to remain among her own species.


  Her queen wasn’t rejecting her; she’d ordered Ari to stay with the swarm for her own protection. Ari would be sad to part from her queen, but she’d received the guidance she’d wished for. 


  Just as Ari was about to return to the nest, Nefertima stopped her. Ari waited patiently for what she assumed must be further orders, but Nefertima began touching the hairs covering the exterior of Ari’s body.


  Because her queen was of a different species, Ari was pretty sure she would be unable to exchange information through physical contact, but after a moment, Ari realized this was never her queen’s intention. Just as the atrocious shell-type mamushi used their antennae to investigate, her queen was using her own senses to investigate Ari.


  Ari stood still, allowing Nefertima to do as she wished.


  Next, Nefertima asked if Ari hunted with members of her swarm, and Ari recalled the giant worm hunt in which over half of the members of the swarm had taken part.


  Since the atrocious shell-type mamushi could neither bite nor stab their tail spike through a giant worm’s tough skin, it was common knowledge that the only way to fight one was to target the weak area inside its mouth. However, if you stepped one foot out of line, you would be sawed in half by the giant worm’s massive fangs. And if you were swallowed, you would no longer be able to attack.


  Therefore, until the poison began to work and the giant worm weakened, one after another, the atrocious shell-type mamushi would keep stabbing it with their tail spikes from the inside and allow themselves to be eaten. Once the giant worm’s movements became sluggish, the remaining atrocious shell-type mamushi would eat away at it, starting with the inside of its mouth.


  Many of their companions were lost to this endeavor, but the giant worm’s meat was highly nutritious and sped up the young’s development, so overall, it was a satisfactory hunt. The mother-queen had been pleased with the fruits of their battle.


  It was rare for there to be such an abundance of food that the atrocious shell-type mamushi could feast to their heart’s content. Just remembering it made Ari want to eat giant worm meat again. As she thought that, Nefertima asked another question.


  When asked if she always hunted alone, Ari thought about it for a moment before concluding that it was rare for her to hunt alone. Even if she was foraging by herself, should she find a creature that would make for suitable prey, she would call out to her companions foraging nearby to assist in taking it down.


  Typically, the atrocious shell-type mamushi foraged alone, and if they found carcasses or flower nectar, they would carry it back to the nest on their own. If they found a live prey, they would hunt it in a group.


  Her queen had asked about hunting, so Ari recalled a recent hunt with her companions. After viewing the memory, Nefertima excitedly followed up with a question about how Ari had bitten the prey.


  However, Ari didn’t understand the question. How else did one bite prey but close your jaws and let your fangs sink into it?


  Ari indicated she didn’t understand the question, and Nefertima tried rephrasing it. Nefertima wanted to know how Ari had been able to bite down on the prey so quickly despite the distance between them, but because this was an intrinsic ability of her species, Ari wasn’t sure she could explain it in a way Nefertima would understand. 


  For most things, atrocious shell-type mamushi relied on information from their antennae, using something similar to scent to tell them what kind of creature they were facing and where it was located. And if the prey made even the slightest contact with the hairs around the mamushi’s mouth, its jaw would snap closed by conditioned reflex.


  Ari had never seen an atrocious shell-type mamushi from another nest, so she believed that all members of her species were the same, but the truth was that Nefertima’s speculation was correct, and the swarm here on Mount Dotal displayed a unique pattern of evolution.


  To hunt successfully on this mountain with its treacherous footing due to snow and ice, the atrocious shell-type mamushi needed to take down their prey with a single blow. The creatures they targeted as prey had already evolved to survive on this snowy mountain, so they would immediately flee if they got the chance.


  If you traveled further south, the atrocious shell-type mamushi there were no bigger than an adult’s hand and were not carnivorous like Ari; they preferred fruit and nectar. To put it in Earthly terms, it was a difference between deriving their primary sustenance from protein versus from glucose. 


  Also, the southern atrocious shell-type mamushi were a well-known favorite food of the jishihelge—an animal that resembled a gorilla. A certain group of people enjoyed witnessing the child-like joy with which jishihelge relished eating the large amount of nectar stored inside the southern atrocious shell-type mamushi’s stomachs.


  Nefertima gave Ari a farewell present, and while struggling not to drop the basket filled with food, she carried it back to the nest and immediately headed to the mother-queen’s cavern.


  The mother-queen was overjoyed to learn that Ari had decided to remain with the swarm. She also did her best to comfort Ari because she, too, had experienced the sadness and loneliness of not being able to stay with the person you looked up to as your queen.


  After being raised with great care deep within the nest her entire life, once she reached maturation, she was told by the queen who had birthed her that it was time for her to strike out on her own. That very day, she left the nest, accompanied by a contingent of her brothers and sisters. Although her siblings were with her, she was afraid to leave her safe and comfortable nest and missed her mother and other companions.


  Atrocious shell-type mamushi queens had longer lifespans than all others of their species, so the mother-queen had already outlived all of her older siblings, and only a few of her younger siblings remained, now elderly and not long for this world. 


  By now, the mother-queen had succeeded in birthing many, many children and building a large and thriving nest, but she couldn’t help but be plagued with worry every time she thought of what would happen following her death.


  So, to her, Ari was like a ray of hope.


  Ari, who had developed similarly to her and yet also differently, might be able to protect the swarm once she was gone. The mother-queen suspected that, although Ari shouldn’t be able to reproduce as a worker, given Ari’s unusual pattern of development, she might gain the ability.


  At that moment, the mother-queen did something that no magical insect had likely ever done before: she prayed to God for the first time.


  How would this prayer affect Ari’s evolution?


  Only God would ever know.


   


   


   


  7 - Check It Out! Now, This Is What I Call a Light Sword!


   


  UNCLE PHILLIP and his companions had announced they were leaving, so Paul shook me awake practically at the crack of dawn so I could go see them off.


  “Karna and Neema, I know being away from your parents must be hard, but don’t push yourselves too hard.” Uncle Phillip gave my hair a customary ruffle, but his hand felt just a bit gentler than usual on my head.


  “You guys take care of yourselves too!”


  “Sure thing. We’ll wrap this up quickly so we can get back to training Belgar and his buddies.”


  It turned out that Belgar and his friends had a natural aptitude for adventuring that training under Purple Gandal’s guidance had further polished. I felt certain it wouldn’t be long before Belgar could fulfill his dream of standing on his own two feet as a proper adventurer, just like his father.


  After seeing Uncle Phillip and his party off, we were eating breakfast when Karna asked me what I had planned for the day. Karna was taking the day off from school, and she invited me to spend some time together, just us siblings. 


  “Neema, you’re always playing with Lars, so I’m a little jealous!”


  Karna’s pouting expression is so cute! Why don’t they have cameras in this world?! This cuteness should be preserved for eternity in photo and video format! Oh, but even if cameras existed, we couldn’t allow Papa to get his hands on one, or he’d blow off work to just follow us around taking pictures all day.


  “I’ll spend all day today with you, Karna!” 


  “In that case, this might be a good time to show you the finished product of that glowing sword you asked me to make for you.”


  Yessss! I’ve been waiting eagerly for this! The prototype she showed me last time was almost identical to an authentic “light sword,” except for the distinctive sound, so I’m excited to see what she was able to come up with. I’m much more interested in swinging around a light sword than a magical girl witch’s wand!


  “It’s ready?! I want to see! I really, really want to see it! Right away!”


  In my excitement, I scarfed down the rest of my breakfast even more vigorously than usual and impatiently waited for Karna to finish when an unexpected interloper arrived.


  “Karna, Neema, is this a good time?”


  “No, it’s not!”


  If he was going to appear unannounced, I really wished Louis would’ve had the decency to do so a bit later!


  I glared at Louis wrathfully, but he responded with a light-hearted chuckle and protested, “I have an actual reason for visiting today!”


  So essentially, he’s admitting that normally, when he barges into our rooms, it’s not for any legitimate reason other than to blow off his work!


  “I know you both just got back, but this concerns something that you were worrying about, Neema.”


  Something that I’m worried about and discussed with Louis? What could it be…? Oh, the magical item!


  “Is it about the magical item I said I wanted to send to Mother?” I asked.


  “That’s right. I discussed it with His Majesty and received his answer, so I came to inform you of the result and make a request.”


  “In that case, please take a seat over here,” Karna responded, perking up immediately once she heard that the topic concerned magical items.


  Karna, you traitor! Didn’t we just promise to blow everyone else off and spend all day playing together?!


  This time, I was pouting as I sat beside Karna to listen to Louis’s so-called “request.”


  “Regarding the magical item you entrusted to me, we asked our own country’s Magical Research Center to examine it, and they determined that it could indeed be altered to create a deadly weapon. Therefore, His Majesty ordered the elf who invented this magical item to stop selling them until a method for dealing with this potential danger is determined.”


  “That must have been terribly disappointing for the inventor…” Karna said, sympathizing with the magical items craftsman ordered to stop selling his invention. As a fellow inventor, she could probably imagine how upsetting it would be to have a magical item you’d put so much time into creating outlawed for being dangerous.


  “The elf who created it said that he should have recognized its potential for malicious misuse and promised to help us look into ways to deal with any weapon that might be created based on his invention.”


  Since the elf was a professional magical item craftsman, it made sense that he was not content to leave this task to others. Many of his inventions were intended to be used by children, so he likely felt a sense of responsibility for unintentionally selling products that could potentially prove dangerous.


  “And how does this connect to a request?” Karna asked, steering the conversation back to the topic at hand. She seemed to have an inkling that there was still more to this story besides the Linus Empire’s Magical Research Center and the inventor working on the issue.


  “Several of the staff assigned to the Magical Research Center’s Magical Items Department hold the title of magical artisan, and they are saying that they would very much like to get Duchess Osphe… or rather, the Department Head of the Kingdom of Gaché’s Magical Research Center’s Magical Engineering Department, to consult on this project. When this proposal was presented to the emperor, he agreed to reach out requesting her assistance.”


  “I see. Then may I assume you wish for us to discreetly put you in contact with Mother?”


  “We plan to send a messenger, but how they approach Duchess Osphe will be left up to them. It’s possible they might suddenly appear in front of her without warning, so I would appreciate it if you could inform her in advance so she won’t be surprised.”


  “If someone dares to surprise the duchess when she’s alone, they’d better be prepared to end up encased in a block of ice.”


  If they were trying to keep this confidential, it would make sense to make contact with Mama when she was alone, but there was no guarantee Mama wouldn’t be surprised by the sudden appearance of a stranger and lash out with her magic. Given her prominent position, she had every reason to be on her guard at all times, especially when alone.


  “We’re sending a female armanos agent, so we would really appreciate it if the duchess didn’t encase her in a block of ice.”


  “There are female armanos agents?!” I was shocked by Louis’s words. 


  The armanos were a secretive group of investigators who answered directly to the emperor and were rumored to be a collection of the most skilled individuals in the empire in terms of academic and fighting skills. As part of their investigations, they had to carry out undercover operations and infiltrate criminal organizations, so I could understand why those skills would be essential. But for some reason, I’d always imagined them as all male.


  “Of course. Evildoers are not only men, after all. Even if a noblewoman has committed some kind of crime, we have to allow her to maintain her dignity to at least a certain degree.”


  Hearing this, I realized how narrow-sighted I’d been.


  In my own country, too, women were allowed to inherit hereditary noble titles, and several female knights within the ranks of the royal guard were tasked with protecting the queen and noblewomen visiting the palace.


  “I should have realized…”


  “Our private guards are almost entirely staffed with male soldiers, so it’s an understandable mistake to make.”


  No, now that I think back on it, female soldiers guarded us during our time in the Helios Province. If there were female soldiers in such a remote province, of course, some should be here in the central region as well.


  The larger a country is, the more essential women’s power becomes to running it smoothly. And besides, the prime minister of the Linus Empire is a woman! I’m also guilty of harboring preconceived notions when I first met her that she was probably only so capable because she’s an elf, but that’s not the case at all.


  I need to work on myself…


  “If she agrees to work with us on this, Duchess Osphe will need to take a vow upon her name in the presence of our messenger. This matter is being kept strictly confidential, so we’ll need to be careful that even Duke Osphe doesn’t learn of it.”


  His saying, “We need to be careful,” suggests that Louis believes concealing anything from Papa might be difficult.


  But he needn’t worry! It’s actually very easy. All we have to say is, “Mama is going to hate you,” and Papa will immediately stop trying to pry into her secrets. He may still try to investigate it on the down low, but Mama will take her secrets to the grave no matter what he does!


  When all’s said and done, Mama still comes first in Papa’s heart.


  “Very well. I will inform Mother,” Karna said primly.


  In that case, I would write to Papa. I’d sent him a letter the previous day to inform him of our safe return, so if he’d written back, I could respond to that letter without it seeming suspicious.


  “Thank you. On another note, enjoy your upcoming trip to the elven forest. I hope you’re able to find another magical item that strikes your fancy, Neema.”


  Based on the suspicious smile on Louis’s face, he seemed to expect me to find something along the same lines as the magical girl wand.


  I’m not sure I’ll be able to find anything to beat that wand, so don’t get your hopes up too high, Louis! Besides, right now, I’m more interested in playing with the “light sword” Karna made for me!


  🐅🐅🐅


  LOUIS left after that, so I begged Karna to play with me. She said the light swords would be dangerous to play with indoors, so we made our way to the usual garden with the fountain. I was walking along, holding hands with Karna and feeling buoyant with excitement, when I spotted a familiar group approaching from the opposite direction. I moved closer to the wall to make room for the group to pass, but as they got closer, I couldn’t help but notice that the person leading the procession seemed more lethargic than usual.


  Well, his expression never changes, so I guess he doesn’t look much different from usual, but…


  “Good day, Prince Theo.”


  “Oh, Neema and Karna… I didn’t see you there.”


  Theo’s unusually curt attitude struck Karna and me as strange, but neither of us could determine whether it was appropriate to ask him about it. Fortunately, the unit leader of his private guard filled us in with an indescribable expression on his face.


  “His Highness is depressed because he wanted to ask Lord Phillip to indulge him in a practice fight, but we’ve just received word that Purple Gandal have already departed.”


  “I’m not depressed…” Theo instantly denied the unit leader’s claim, but it only sounded like further proof that the man had been right on the mark.


  He really likes Uncle Phillip, huh? Maybe he’s drawn to Uncle Phillip’s carefree and easy-going attitude? 


  “Is Uncle Phillip really strong?”


  I’d heard he was good, but I’d never actually seen Uncle Phillip fighting, so I had no clue how strong he really was.


  “When I asked him for a practice match previously at the Shiana Special Region, I didn’t land a single blow on him.”


  Heh. In short, Uncle Phillip wiped the floor with him? But if so, why did Theo look so refreshed after? …Don’t tell me Theo’s a secret masochist or something!


  “Neema, you mustn’t think rude things.”


  I could feel myself becoming flustered in response to Karna’s scolding. I’d intentionally tried not to let my feelings show on my face, so how had she known?!


  “…You could tell just by looking at me?”


  “You looked normal, but I’m well aware of how your mind works.”


  Yikes, she’s even sharper than Paul! It looks like I’ve still got a lot of practicing to do before I master a poker face that can rival Theo’s. 


  “I’ll be sure to be careful when I see you making that face in the future.”


  …Meaning that a neutral expression has become my tell?! What kind of face should I make then?!


  “In any case, Lord Phillip uses unexpected moves, and his greatest strength is his ability to read his opponent,” Karna said. 


  Unexpected moves? I suppose I can totally picture Uncle Phillip fighting dirty, but what does he mean by “reading his opponent?”


  “Uncle Phillip blocks his opponent’s attacks almost before they even make them. It’s really like he can read a person’s mind and tell how they’ll move,” Karna explained. 


  “Prince Theoval’s skill with the sword is on par with that of the commander of the private guard, and there are only a handful of people in the entire imperial army who surpass the two of them. And all of those are beastpeople,” the unit leader explained.


  If a person had especially sharp eyes, it might be possible to pick up on tiny details such as where their opponent shifted their weight and which muscles tensed up, but even this required highly attuned primal senses. In short, this meant Uncle Phillip’s primal senses were on par with a beastperson’s.


  The only other person who came to mind as being on par with a beastperson was Grandpa Gouche, but in his case, he seemed more likely to go head-to-head with a bear barehanded.


  “Wow, Uncle Phillip’s incredible, huh? In that case, I’ll ask him to visit again soon!”


  If everyone spoke so highly of his fighting skills, I wanted to see them for myself. Once Purple Gandal finished the job the adventurers’ guild had asked for their help with, they’d probably have time to stop by the imperial palace for a quick visit before heading home.


  “Really?!”


  Whoa, Theo’s expression changed! It’s only the tiniest bit, but the corners of his mouth are curving upward. He must be really happy! It was rare for him to show any visible emotion whatsoever, so when he did, it was significant.


  “I don’t want to force his hand though. Please make sure you’re clear that it’s an invitation, not a summons.” 


  That was the mentality of a considerate fan who didn’t want to cause trouble for the person they idolized. I could understand his feelings, so I promised to phrase the request carefully.


  “In that case, I’d better hurry up and finish my work so I can get to training.” With that proclamation, Theo hurried off, dragging the members of his private guard along with him.


  While I was still reeling from this sudden about-face, the unit leader left behind tried valiantly not to laugh.


  “His Highness had no enthusiasm for his public duties today, so I’m grateful for your assistance.”


  “…Don’t worry about it. You’ve got your work cut out for you, unit leader!”


  Apparently, Theo’s advisors had somehow consoled him enough to get him to leave his rooms, but he’d been dragging his feet something fierce.


  Anyone would get excited if they learned that they might have an opportunity to meet with their idol!


  In any case, I was glad to be of help.


  The unit leader followed after Theo, and once we were alone, Karna began giggling.


  “It was amusing to see such an unexpected side to Prince Theo.”


  I suppose seeing the imperial prince of a massive empire acting like an idol fanboy was pretty amusing. I’ll have to tell Uncle Phillip all about it!


  We made it to the garden without running into anyone else, and I eagerly accepted the light sword Karna held out to me.


  “Do you remember the magic word?”


  “Of course!”


  Replaying the theme song of a certain famous movie series in my head as I did so, I chanted the magic words.


  “Appear, red light!”


  BWOOOON!


  …Huh?


  Thinking it must’ve just been my imagination, I tried swinging the glowing sword.


  BWOOOON!


  It wasn’t just my imagination!


  BWOOOON, BWOOOON, BWOOOON!


  No matter how many times I swung the sword, it made a sound like a broken trombone. I fell to my knees, gob-smacked by the pathetic noise.


  “It’s not the sound you were thinking of after all, huh…” Karna apologized, but she had warned me when I asked her to include the noise that it might not be what I was hoping for.


  This was probably the closest she could’ve possibly gotten. 


  Now that I’ve thought about it, some kind of electronics likely produced the original sound effect. If it didn’t exist in the natural world, it would be impossible to reproduce it using magic.


  I can see now that my expectations were too great, but the shock was also massive! But if I don’t get over it quickly, I’ll make Karna sad, and I don’t want to do that.


  “It’s okay! I was just a little surprised, that’s all.”


  I launched myself to my feet and swung the sword again in several practice swings.


  I can probably use the power of imagination to transform this sound in my head!


  With this in mind, I pictured myself as the main character. But if I was the main character, I needed someone to play the role of the enemy. What was the point of the main character but to fight with the villain?!


  Paul would fight mercilessly without holding back, so he was out. Shinki probably couldn’t be bothered to engage in such frivolous play. And Karna was more suited for the princess role than the bad guy!


  Then, who would be suitable for the enemy role? 


  Louis would’ve probably been happy to play along, but based on what we’d seen of him earlier, he seemed pretty busy today. Besides, he was just too pretty for anyone to take him seriously as a bad guy. Even if it was just a toy, it would be hard to attack him with a sword.


  …Perhaps I could get him to wear the trademark black helmet? Along with a black suit of armor and a cape, of course. Oh, but he wouldn’t wear black. 


  Black and white were the colors that symbolized God, so although they were used for celebrations and ceremonies, wearing all black was frowned upon in this world. This probably had something to do with the fact that white was associated with creation, and black was associated with destruction.


  Wearing all black is cool, though! What a shame. But if we changed the color, it would pretty much lose all meaning, and I’d just end up laughing at how strange it looks.


  I thought it over but couldn’t come up with any plausible ideas.


  “Neema, it’s boring just swinging the sword around like that, right? I’ll be your opponent!” Karna took out another light sword and flashed a chillingly fearless smile. “Appear, blue light!”


  The blade of Karna’s sword glowed with a bluish light the color of sapphires.


  Whoa, the blue version is beautiful too! I bet a yellow version would also be pretty!


  “Go ahead then! Come at me if you dare!” Karna challenged me.


  She looks soooo cool holding a glowing sword, poised for a fight!


  Karna’s red hair seemed to burn like flames in the light reflected onto it by the glowing blue blade of her sword. It looked like something straight out of a movie.


  Doing my best to emulate Karna’s confidence, I charged straight at her, my sword raised. “Take this!”


  [image: Illust 5]


  Considering I’d never held so much as a wooden practice sword before, my attack was so underwhelming that Karna was probably barely holding in a yawn.


  At the moment, she was oh-so-casually moving to intercept my sword with her own.


  BWOOOON!
As our blades met, the same totally uncool noise echoed throughout the garden. 


  “Hwah! Hai-ya!”


  BWOOOON! BWOOOON!


  Hey, I think I’m getting the hang of this! Hm, but this makes me want to come up with a signature “sudden death” move for myself! I could try copying a move from the “Space Battle” series… But Karna wouldn’t understand it, and I’d probably make a fool of myself.


  Karna and I exchanged several dozen blows as I tried and failed to think up a signature move, and before long, my arms became heavy and sore. Of course, Karna wasn’t even breathing heavy…


  I would’ve thought that with all the active play I do, I would’ve built up a bit more endurance by now!


  “Let’s take a little break.”


  Karna lowered her light sword, so I agreed and turned to ask Paul for a drink when suddenly…


  “You totally suck.”


  There stood Will, grinning wickedly.


  Ugh! I’m mortified, but I’ll do my best to just ignore him!


  “Lars!”


  I’d promised to prioritize Karna today, but no one would fault me for greeting Lars properly, right?


  I threw myself face-first into the ring of fluffy fur encircling Lars’ neck and breathed in the fresh scent of the sun. I’d heard that Lars liked to sunbathe in the mornings, so this lingering scent must be a little souvenir from that. 


  The sensation of the soft fur brushing against my cheek, combined with the smell of the sun, reminded me of Dee. Dee often smelled like this. He’d made it a routine of sorts to walk around the manor’s gardens every morning, so in addition to the sun, he usually smelled of grass and soil. Dee probably saw those daily walks as “patrolling his territory.” Whenever he got covered in mud, Paul and Josh would give him a bath, and then Dee would give off the clean smell of soap for a while. But the primary smell I associated with Dee was that of the sun. He loved basking in the sun.


  “I see you’ve made something strange again.”


  While I was buried in Lars’ fur, Will picked up my light sword and swung it around curiously. I hadn’t even noticed that I’d dropped it!


  I wasn’t sure if it was because of how fast Will’s swings were, but the sound effects were stranger than usual.


  BRRRRT!


  Was it just me, or did it sound exactly like the exaggerated farting sound often used in comedy skits?


  Karna would probably never make such a vulgar association, and as for Will, I seriously doubted he’d ever allowed a fart to pass through his royal butt cheeks even once in his life.


  “I doubt Neema was much of a challenge for you. How about trying to go up against me?”


  “Oh, Your Highness. You really aren’t smooth at all when it comes to talking to ladies, are you?”


  Yeah! All he had to do was be honest and say it looked fun, so he wanted to try it, too!


  “Will’s not honest about his feelings at all, huh?” I said teasingly to Lars, and Lars gave a short “Growl!” of agreement.


  “Rude, all of you! Now then, Lady Karnadia. May I have the honor of a match with you?” Will once again invited Karna to play-fight with him, this time with an exaggerated bow and unnecessarily formal phrasing.


  It would’ve come across much cooler if this were a ballroom, not a garden!


  “If you’re that eager, I suppose I can’t decline,” Karna replied, knowing full well that far from being “eager,” Will was merely indulging a passing fancy because he was bored.


  Then why does she look so happy about it? It’s not just my eyes playing tricks on me, is it?


  I would’ve understood if Karna found Will’s invitation tedious, but I wouldn’t have expected her to be happy about it…


  I guess I’ll have to watch and see how it plays out.


  Lars lay down on the grass, so I took up what was quickly becoming my default position, leaning back against his stomach.


  “I won’t attack a lady first, so go ahead whenever you’re ready.”


  Karna’s eyes flashed, and her face turned deadly serious.


  Despite being personally trained in sword fighting by Uncle Phillip, I didn’t expect Karna would actually be able to beat Will, who’d been training since he was practically a toddler. But even with the large disparity in their levels, I knew she wouldn’t appreciate hearing he planned to take it easy on her because she was a girl.


  “Do your best, Karna!”


  “Very well, then. I won’t hold back!” Karna announced, bracing herself in a low fighting position before striking at Will.


  Will deflected her blow single-handedly, but he couldn’t hold back the look of amusement that crossed his face after hearing the sword’s trademark BWOOOON! sound.


  Karna took advantage of his momentary distraction to lash out at Will again, but he agilely avoided the strike by tilting his body to the side.


  Will waited for Karna to correct her form, and the next time she came at him, he struck the sword from her hands with a single strike.


  “Your defenses are full of holes. Tighten up your arms.”


  He was so unbothered by her assault that he even had time to offer advice.


  BWOOOON! BWOOOON! BWOOOON! 


  Rather pathetically, Karna swung at Will again and again, only for him to easily evade each strike with a smirk on his infuriatingly handsome face. He looked just like a dastardly villain, toying with the courageous heroine. I could hear that black-suited bad guy’s theme song playing in my head as I watched him. I tried humming the tune quietly to myself, and as expected, it suited him perfectly.


  While I was humming to myself and getting all excited about my inside joke, in the blink of an eye, the sparring session intensified.


  Will moved so quickly that all I could see of his light sword was a fan-shaped aura as it sliced through the air. 


  If he could spin it around like a baton at that speed, I bet it would look like a sphere of light! I wanted to try it myself, but unfortunately, Will had commandeered my light sword. 


  “Right there.”


  The instant Will spoke, his sword connected with Karna’s bicep. Giving a final, stunted-sounding BWON! the blade turned into smoke and disappeared. 


  “Hm. You designed these swords with a safety feature to prevent anyone from getting hurt?”


  “Of course. Do you seriously think I would give Neema something that might hurt her?”


  “Doing unexpected things seems to be Neema’s favorite pastime, so I don’t think anything is ever entirely safe in her hands.”


  I’d been trying lately to put safety first when playing, so it stung to hear such a ruthless remark.


  My ears are still burning from the scolding Paul gave me last time, so I’ve been avoiding rough games entirely lately! Besides, if we’re pointing fingers, I’d like to remind you that it was you who turned an innocent snowball fight into a vicious brawl just a few days ago, Will!


  But I knew that if I talked back to him now, he’d only become a hundred times more disagreeable, so I buried my face in Lars’ fur and somehow resisted the urge.


  “Karnadia, when your attacks are blocked you have a habit of focusing on that, leaving your left side exposed. If you’re right-handed, it would be beneficial to train until you can use your left hand as well, at least to a certain degree.”


  Perhaps because it was genuinely helpful information, Karna listened obediently. But when Will asked her if she wanted to go again, I hurried to intervene.


  “No way! Karna promised to play with me today!”


  As if I’d let you monopolize any more of her time than you already have!


  I clung to Karna’s dress as I said that with as much force as I could muster and was rewarded with a happy smile from my sister.


  “Indeed, I have prior plans with Neema, so kindly move yourself elsewhere, Your Highness.” 


  “You two are really impossible…”


  This was a wildly inappropriate way to treat the prince of one’s own country, but Will wasn’t such a small-minded person to get seriously angry over such a minor disrespect. 


  “Fine, whatever. Just make sure you don’t overdo it, Neema!” With a final warning about avoiding muscle aches, Will and Lars left.


  Nobody asked you, jerk!


   


   


   


  8 - An Eventful Tea Party


   


  WHEN I returned from playing with Karna, a letter from Marie was waiting for me. It was an invitation to have tea together tomorrow if I felt up to it so soon after returning from my trip.


  Usually, Daux was the go-between for arranging our meetups, so I found it a bit strange, but the letter mentioned that Marie’s father would also attend. It might be that he was actually the one who wanted to see me. 


  Regardless, I happily accepted the invitation.


  The tea party was in a garden that boasted a stunning array of seasonal flowers in full bloom, and when I arrived, Daux and Marie, along with Marie’s father, Towen, were all seated already.


  “Thank you for inviting me.”


  “I’m relieved you’ve returned safely, Lady Nefertima,” Towen said kindly.


  Paul pulled out a chair for me and helped me to sit. When we met in Daux’s rooms, the furniture was all child-sized, so I didn’t need any help to sit, but today we were meeting outside, and Towen was joining us, so we were using a normal-sized table set.


  It’s hard for me to sit elegantly in an adult-sized chair!


  “First things first, if you wouldn’t mind, Lady Nefertima, these two are eager to hear about your adventure.”


  And so, I told the group about our journey to collect the rare ingredients anniley and toma. 


  Marie wrinkled her nose when I got to the part where we ate the nasrins we’d found at Cape Senante. “I can’t believe you seriously ate something like that!”


  “They were tasty!” Daux had been at that banquet too, so I turned to him and said, “Right?” and he nodded in agreement with a little smile.


  “I liked the grilled version better than the stewed version.”


  The deep-fried and grilled versions didn’t look as much like the original animal, so I bet if it were one of those, Marie could probably eat it, too. Maybe I could feed it to her without telling her what it is…


  “So, what about the Karwarna Mountain Range? How did that go?” Daux urged me to continue the story, so I recounted our visit to the ice bear tribe’s village and playing on the snowy mountain. They all seemed shocked and a bit incredulous when the events surrounding Ari’s naming came up, though.


  “By the way, Neema…”


  Once I’d finished telling them about my trip, Daux fidgeted and spoke up, only to trail off shyly. His body language was so reminiscent of a shy little girl that I seriously wondered if maybe he was like Luttie, a female spirit in a boy’s body.


  “I wanted to give this to you…”


  “This” was what appeared to be an ordinary letter, except that it was sealed with a wax seal bearing the emblem of the Linus Empire, and the envelope was embossed with Daux’s personal seal, a pattern of flowers. It was different from the plain letters he sent when inviting me to play, so I figured this stationery must be reserved for formal communications. 


  “It’s been decided that I will hold my first social in the near future. I was hoping you might attend.”


  Oh, wow! Daux’s first social!


  “Of course I’ll go!”


  I couldn’t possibly miss Daux’s big moment!


  I was excited about the happy news until Daux’s next words caused me to freeze in shock.


  “The thing is, though… It’s actually… happening tomorrow.”


  Tomorrow? …TOMORROW?! Surprised, I quickly checked the invitation and saw that it did indeed list tomorrow’s date.


  “I’m very sorry, Lady Nefertima. Marietta is in charge of making the arrangements for Dauxrouge’s social, and it seems she was hoping to hold it while you were away,” Towen explained.


  The emperor was the only one who would’ve had any forewarning of when exactly we’d return. Uncle Phillip had been unable to specify a predicted return date, saying he wouldn’t know how long it would take until we got out there and saw the terrain for ourselves. Therefore, it had been decided that Will would have the elemental spirits inform the emperor on the day we planned to return so he could send the Dragon Corps to meet up with us at the Coss Wetlands.


  But what was Marie’s mother’s objective in trying to hold the social while I was away? I’d heard that Towen was monitoring her actions when it came to me, but he would be unable to attend the social tomorrow because of work.


  I don’t want to be the cause of Daux’s first social being a disaster!


  “Dauxrouge holding a formal is also a declaration of his sincerity towards fulfilling his public duties. Your presence, Lady Nefertima, is crucial for displaying his good relationship with the Kingdom of Gaché. And if they see the good friendship between the two of you, the number of people who look down on Dauxrouge will likely decrease. I don’t wish to upset Marie, but I also can’t allow Marietta to do whatever she likes,” Towen explained. 


  I flinched as I realized that Marie’s mother was quickly being painted into the role of a villainess. Even though Marietta had unfairly pegged me as an enemy, Marie probably still didn’t want to hear people speak badly of her mother. 


  “I understand, so you needn’t worry,” Marie said.


  I eyed Marie, trying to determine if she was okay or if she was putting up a brave front, and she smiled back at me a little sadly.


  “I tried talking some sense into Mother myself,” she said. “I told her that Daux is working really, really hard to be worthy of his position in the imperial family and that, therefore, supporting these endeavors should be her primary concern as his self-proclaimed guardian.”


  I knew very well that, just as Daux was doing his best as an imperial prince, Marie was also doing her best to be a suitable companion for him. The sight of them working so hard together brought reluctant smiles to the faces of many, and I’d heard that recently, more people were supporting them.


  “But Mother laughed at me. She said that I was a fool to allow myself to be poisoned by a princess from a foreign country. Mother never reveals her plans to me entirely, but I know she believes she can control Daux like a puppet despite his position as a member of the imperial family. I can’t forgive her for refusing to acknowledge how hard he’s been working!”


  Marie seemed frustrated by her mother looking down on Daux like that. Even now, recounting the conversation, she was gripping her skirt in balled fists and barely holding back angry tears. 


  “When you asked me how you could help Dauxrouge the other day, was that because of this conversation with your mother?”


  “I thought that because you’re also a member of the imperial family, you might know how I can best assist Daux. And besides that, I also wanted to know what you thought of Daux.” 


  “And was my response satisfactory?” 


  “Yes. It was enough to make me understand that Mother’s actions are not really in Daux’s best interests.”


  I didn’t know exactly what had occurred between father and daughter, but it seemed that whatever he’d said to her had been the impetus for her to give up on her mother.


  But even after that, Marie continues to shine. The heart of a girl in love is incredibly fierce.


  “Daux, no matter what happens, I will always be your ally,” Marie pledged.


  Daux seemed dismayed to learn that because of him, a rift had opened up between Marie and her mother, but Marie wore a surprisingly peaceful expression, almost as if she felt relieved. 


  Perhaps speaking of it and bringing everything out into the open helped her put her feelings in order. 


  “I’m an ally to you both as well!” I chimed in.


  Marie responded to my heartfelt pledge with a huffy, “Well, of course!”


  There she goes again, being a massive tsundere! This is a safe space, so she doesn’t need to put up that prickly front to hide her tender feelings!


  “How cold, Marie!”


  “I never had a single doubt that you might abandon us. So, of course, you’ll always be our ally.”


  It was adorable how Marie got flustered and hurried to explain, as if she’d misunderstood and thought I was depressed about it. 


  Unable to help myself, I let out a little giggle, and when Marie noticed, her face grew red with indignation.


  Daux, Towen, and I were all relieved to see Marie back to her normal self. A dreary mood didn’t suit her at all.


  “On another topic, it seems like there are some ominous goings-on regarding Project Roslan. We’re investigating, but I suspect that in the near future, His Majesty will request that you accompany him for an inspection,” Marie’s father said once the topic of the upcoming social had wound down.


  By “ominous goings-on,” is he referring to sabotage by local residents? Somehow, I doubt it.


  We’d planned for a certain degree of opposition, and because of all the work Luttie had put into convincing everyone, from what I’d heard, nearly all of the residents of the Helios Province were in favor of the project.


  In that case, maybe it’s interference from the aristocrats opposed to the project being located in the Helios Province?


  The Helios Province had suffered the worst damage due to monster attacks, but if Project Roslan was as successful as Project Shiana, they stood to make profits exceeding their total losses. Not to mention, the more it developed, the more the economy of the province would flourish, so many aristocrats probably wanted that for their own province instead.


  If that were the case, either the emperor’s private investigators or the army’s counterintelligence division probably would’ve picked up on it. It seemed that they kept a close eye on the power-grabbing schemes of the nobility here, and I thought it likely that the emperor had also prepared for this eventuality.


  That only left the possibility that something that even the emperor, with all his experience, hadn’t foreseen was occurring.


  Towen mistook my silence as I thought it over for concern because he kindly explained, “We’ve got people on the ground looking into it even as we speak, so you don’t need to worry. It seems His Majesty plans to act on this once your potion is complete, Lady Nefertima.”


  However, this statement gave me more reason for concern than anything else. I understood that the emperor was being considerate not to put excessive pressure on me, but was it really okay to drag our feet like this? Issues like this needed to be dealt with quickly before they spread like poison.


  “I can’t help but worry if it’s okay to let it go for so long…” I said. 


  “I understand your feelings, but there’s not much we can do either way until His Majesty’s agents have completed their investigation. Our job is to formulate an appropriate response to deal with the root cause of these issues. The investigation stage is best left to the professionals.”


  Events were occurring that necessitated the emperor to travel to the location in person. At present, his agents were still in the middle of conducting an investigation into these events. However, the emperor had already decided before even receiving the results that he would go there.


  And yet, despite the trouble being of such obvious significance, the emperor had said he would wait for me. That gave me an uneasy feeling that somehow reminded me of the experience of getting a tiny fishbone stuck in my throat.


  “In short, the emperor is cooking up some kind of scheme, right?”


  That was the conclusion that he had clearly been trying to lead me to, but when I said the words out loud, Towen laughed loudly.


  I wasn’t trying to be humorous!


  “Sorry. It’s just that Celly is widely renowned among the citizens as being a wise and self-disciplined ruler…” Towen’s train of thought was cut off by another sudden laugh as if he’d remembered something. Personally, I didn’t see what was so funny about the situation. “So it’s quite amusing to see a child of your age suspecting him of ‘plotting something.’”


  Normally, most people would probably just let it go at “His Majesty has his reasons, which a child like you couldn’t possibly hope to understand.”


  But just think about it! He’s the older brother of Louis and the father of Theo, Eliza, and Aise. There’s no possible way there aren’t any ulterior motives involved.


  “…I guess it’s like they always say, ‘blood is thicker than water.’”


  That expression meant a person’s bond with their blood relatives was stronger than with anyone else. But when applied to this imperial family, the words rang especially true in light of how similar they were on the inside. Essentially, the secondary meaning of the phrase became “the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”


  In that case, will Daux also become like the rest of them someday?


  A calculating Daux… I hated to think of his adorable face hiding a ruthless and scheming personality underneath, so I hoped he would instead emulate his father’s “wise” traits. There were already enough schemers in that family.


  Looking at Daux’s face, I tried imagining what he might look like when he was older. Until he hit his teens, I was pretty sure he’d remain a sweet little boy, but if he continued training with the sword, he’d most likely put on muscle. He’ll likely eventually evolve into a “masculine beauty” like his father.


  If that happened, the other aristocratic young ladies would be all over him, which would probably cause Marie a bit of anxiety. She didn’t need to worry, though. Marie was already extremely cute, so there was no way she’d grow up to be anything other than a knock-out beauty.


  On the other hand, when I tried imagining what might happen if Marie became popular with the gentlemen, and Daux started feeling anxious over it…


  Alert, alert! Cuteness overload!! I want to be here to see it in person!


  While I was lost in my fantasies, Marie narrowed her eyes at me. “Neema, you’re being creepy.”


  But the two of you are so adorable, I just can’t help it!


   


   


   


  9 - Fair Skies Anticipated for the Day of Daux’s Social!


   


  DAUX’S social was blessed with beautiful weather.


  The social was in a different garden from where we met for tea with Marie’s father yesterday. The grounds of the imperial palace were extensive, and while the fountain garden I usually played in and the garden where we’d had our tea party were in the private area reserved for the imperial family’s exclusive use, I’d learned that this garden was often used for events. 


  Currently, tables and chairs were set up here and there, decorated with elaborate centerpieces, and tables laden with food and drinks lined the perimeter of the garden.


  At Aise’s social, everyone ate light refreshments standing up, so I was expecting Daux’s would be the same, but I guess not? 


  Furthermore, although one would assume most of the guests at Daux’s social would be children around his age, all of the table sets were adult sized. Presumably, the children would not be allowed to attend unsupervised at this age, so maybe the adult-sized tables were intended to ensure the parents and guardians could sit comfortably?


  “It looks like we’ve accidentally arrived early.”


  Paul was right. There wasn’t a single guest in sight other than ourselves, and maids and chefs were hurrying about preparing everything. The members of Daux’s private guard were there already. Perhaps in the name of security, they were scoping out every inch of the garden thoroughly.


  As I watched all of them at work, I could see clearly from how they moved precisely and efficiently that this was a trained group of professionals in their various fields.


  “That chef over there…”


  I followed Paul’s gaze to where a chef was setting out plates of baked goods.


  I wasn’t sure what had drawn Paul’s attention, but as far as I could tell, the chef seemed to be hard at work, setting a platter on each table as well as an assortment of different varieties of tea leaves.


  However, I did spot two men out of the corner of my eye doing something strange.


  “What are those two doing? Playing in the water?” I asked. 


  “I would imagine they’re checking the interior of the fountain for safety concerns.”


  Two members of the private guard were working together to search for any suspicious items concealed underwater. Other soldiers climbed the trees nearby to search them as well.


  “Only an amateur would hide something in such an obvious place,” Paul said with disdain, so I asked him where he would set a trap. Gazing over the garden with sharp eyes, he finally looked up at one of the towers and said, “Hm… If it were me, I would hide on top of that building and attack from there.”


  Paul would go the sniper route? I think it would be quite difficult to hit your target from such a distance. Paul can be terrifying sometimes! 


  “I doubt any dangerous people could get into the imperial palace in the first place,” I pointed out.


  “They could with someone helping them on the inside. It wouldn’t be easy, though.”


  I could hear the words he left unspoken: “We could manage it, of course.”


  Please do not test that theory.  


  We spent a few more minutes watching the servants making last-minute preparations before the sound of many people approaching reached our ears. 


  “Neema!” Daux, walking at the head of the procession, broke out into a brilliant smile and immediately ran over to me.


  I gave the Linus Empire’s customary bow and greeted Daux formally. “Prince Dauxrouge, thank you for inviting me today.”


  “Thank you for accepting.”


  The way Daux practically overflowed with happiness while maintaining his standing as an imperial prince was so cute I just couldn’t deal with it! If not for all the onlookers, I would’ve patted his head like a dog and told him, “Good boy!”


  “Your Highness, it’s unseemly to run like that.”


  Marie’s mother made her entrance at the head of a large crowd of people. Her fan covered the lower half of her face, but it did little to hide her air of disdain for Daux’s behavior.


  Towen had warned us in advance that Marietta would be attending, and I knew that Towen himself, who usually kept her in line, wouldn’t be able to make it this time, but I still wasn’t prepared to run into her right off the bat like this.


  “…My apologies, Lady Enlance.”


  Seeming satisfied with Daux’s apology, Marietta snapped her fan closed and turned to lead the other attendees into the seating area. Marie also didn’t dare go against her mother because she obediently followed after Marietta, only sparing Daux a quick, worried glance.


  “Are you okay, Daux?”


  “Yeah. We should go, too.”


  It hurt to see him force a smile, but I respected Daux’s determination to act like everything was fine and didn’t push the topic. There wouldn’t always be someone around to swoop in and save Daux, so if he was determined to handle things on his own, the least I could do was accept his wishes and bear silent witness to his courage.


  Daux offered me a hand as an invitation. I took his hand, and he clumsily escorted me into the seating area. 


  “Thanks.”


  I thanked Daux with a smile that I hoped conveyed my sincere gratitude, and he rewarded me with his usual, genuine smile.


  [image: Illust 6]


  This may have been classified as a social event, but since a parent or guardian accompanied everyone, the atmosphere was undeniably that of a full-fledged society event.


  No shortage of people treated me with thinly veiled animosity.


  “Look, that’s her, right? From what I hear, she’s been deceiving Prince Dauxrouge with sweet words.”


  “My goodness, that’s terrible!”


  Anyone who spent any significant amount of time with Daux would surely have noticed the change in him recently. Adults with good sense were taking it positively, but those who clustered around Daux, hoping to benefit from their proximity to him, were not so easily pacified. I wasn’t too bothered, though. It wasn’t as if being the topic of rumors in a foreign country would cause any damage to my family’s reputation.


  “Listen, Daux. The adults here are writing us off as clueless little kids. At times like this, in particular, people will reveal their true colors. Keep your eyes open and pay attention,” I whispered to him. 


  “But it’s the children who are supposed to be socializing, isn’t it?”


  “Children are greatly influenced by their parents. But there are probably some children who are like Marie and have genuine goodwill towards you. You should be able to figure out who’s who by talking to them. You’ll have to eventually choose who to take into your confidence as close associates, but there’s still plenty of time to decide that.” 


  I’d asked the various members of the imperial family what had led them to choose their close associates, but I’d been a bit surprised that they all gave the same answer: they spent a long time determining the person’s true character. In many cases, this involved observing the person’s behavior and attitude during their days together at the hall of learning. 


  In some cases, a person they’d spent time with when they were younger would show another side to themselves after starting school, treating those of lower social rank oppressively or slacking off in their studies. That probably was due in part to being out from under the strict supervision of their parents for the first time and experiencing the effects of puberty, but the members of the imperial family I’d spoken to all said they didn’t need people with such poor self-control in their inner circle.


  This country is harsh!


  “So you should go enjoy yourself, Daux,” I said, giving Daux a little push on his back when he hesitated to join the circle of people milling about socializing.


  “I want you to enjoy yourself too, Neema…”


  “I’ll have plenty of fun watching you do your best, so don’t worry about me!” When I insisted I was already enjoying myself, Daux rolled his eyes at me.


  “That’s not what I meant, and you know it…”


  I gave him one last gesture of encouragement, then slipped off into the crowd. 


  “What if you also used this chance to increase your social connections, my lady?”


  Listen here, Paul! The only friends I have in the Linus Empire are Daux and Marie!


  At our welcome banquet, loads of people said they were looking forward to becoming good friends, but as it turned out, there weren’t many children allowed into the parts of the palace where I spent all my time. Based on what I’d overheard earlier, it seemed likely that parents repeating baseless rumors about me to their children also had something to do with it.


  “It’s less than half, but it seems that the neutralist faction was also invited. I’ve also spotted several people who’ve already been chosen as close associates of the other imperial children,” Paul informed me. 


  “Associates of Prince Theo and Prince Clay?”


  “Yes. They must be escorting their younger siblings or even their own children.”


  Is that allowed?


  In my country, the law of primogeniture determined succession, so normally, the firstborn son would be the crown prince. Even so, factions would form around each prince, sometimes going after one another if they got the chance. In the past, there had even been cases where the crown prince was defeated in these internal power struggles, and the second prince succeeded the throne.


  Even with the condition that only someone bonded with a holy beast could become emperor, wasn’t attending a social hosted by a different imperial child than the one you’d already become a close associate of essentially a declaration of wanting to change factions? 


  Before I knew it, I was tilting my head to the side in my habitual gesture of confusion, and Paul immediately scolded me. He did answer my unspoken question afterward, though. 


  “There’s no way of knowing who will be chosen by a holy beast, so it doesn’t hurt to have a backup plan.”


  “Isn’t that just rude to both parties?”


  I wasn’t satisfied with that explanation. The idea of joining the fan clubs of multiple imperial children just so you’d be covered no matter who became the next emperor didn’t sit right with me.


  Once he builds up a little more experience, Daux will be an upstanding imperial prince, the same as any of his siblings.


  “That’s just how struggles for power go. In this world, those who can predict the future and manipulate others in their favor will survive and thrive.”


  I guess that, to a certain extent, anyone born as a member of the nobility must develop the ability to navigate these power struggles. But understanding it didn’t negate my emotional reaction of wanting to put Daux first.


  “In a setting like this, the dynamics of the power structure can be seen clearly. Observe as much as you can while we’re here.” Paul was looking at a beastperson noblewoman as he said this.


  I see… Essentially, he’s saying that more than half of these people are allies of Marietta’s, and the rest are either opportunists who call themselves the “neutral faction” or non-human aristocrats who were only invited for appearances’ sake. 


  From Marietta’s perspective, the opportunistic members of the neutral faction could potentially be swayed to her cause if the situation with rival factions became dangerous. As for the non-human aristocrats, she probably saw them as being of no benefit but also no danger to her. I suspected she only invited them because if she alienated the titled beastpeople, the rival factions would try to take advantage of it. Those who were invited were not in a high enough position to be able to go against Marietta, but on the other hand, if they attended, they’d be walking on eggshells the whole time, putting them in a position similar to living sacrifices.


  High society is brutal, huh?


  “Now then, it’s time for you to get out there and mingle like a proper aristocrat.”


  In short, he’s saying that I should not be intimidated by the animosity directed towards me by nearly every person here, instead avoiding it or giving back as good as I get? Maybe I can get through this by smiling and acting friendly?


  …Yeah, I don’t believe that either.


  “Paul, help me out if something goes wrong, okay?”


  “Of course. I’ll be right behind you the entire time.”


  And so, I began making my rounds of the garden. I accepted a glass of juice from a server, and my eyes were drawn to a table laden with delicious-looking cakes and other sweets.


  “I see you’re still carrying that stuffed animal everywhere like it’s your best friend or something.”


  A group of ladies gathered beside the table chuckled mockingly into their fans, which did nothing to conceal it. I could’ve ignored them, but it would’ve ticked me off to let them get away with mocking me.


  “It’s my precious treasure.” I smiled brightly at them.


  The dragon orb was a priceless treasure that connected Sol and me. No matter what anyone said, I would always keep it on me at all times. I could change the dragon orb into any shape I liked, so I could’ve made it into some kind of accessory, but I was afraid I would lose it if I did that. It was just more convenient to have it in this bunny backpack shape. Especially when I fell over—then it could cushion my fall!


  “If it’s a treasure, all the more reason not to bring it to a place like this.”


  “You might carelessly get it dirty.”


  I was surprised at how the women continued with their nasty comments, but what they said made me pause for a moment.


  Come to think of it, I’ve never really thought about it before, but why doesn’t my bunny backpack ever seem to get dirty? It wouldn’t seem as strange if it were in its original form, but… Maybe there’s some kind of barrier effect on this bunny backpack? It’s been with me through thick and thin, and not only does it never get dirty, but it’s never broken or even shown any sign of wear and tear!


  “Thank you for your concern, but it’s unnecessary. Despite how I look, I am the daughter of a duke, after all, and am being raised very strictly.”


  At this pointed reminder of my family’s rank, the women fell silent, and their faces paled. But I was far from done!


  “It must be nice being from the Linus Empire. It seems manners are optional here—I’m really jealous!” I played it up, acting as if I was truly jealous. 


  But the truth was, I wasn’t even the slightest bit. Although they had more freedom in some senses, the bar was set incredibly high when it came to expectations.


  “In the Kingdom of Gaché, the rules for formal etiquette are very detailed and must be strictly adhered to. Especially when it comes to introductions and bows. My father likes to say that if you fail to do those two things, it’s over before you’ve even started.”


  In my country, where there were a whole host of different bows corresponding to the situation and status of both parties, it was common sense that all interactions began with introductions and bows. Aristocrats who couldn’t do this properly would be looked down upon in society and couldn’t expect to make any meaningful connections. In short, they were done for.


  The women looked away from me as if flustered.


  Have they realized it yet?


  At an event hosted by a member of their own country’s imperial family, they spoke to a state guest without bothering to introduce themselves and even went so far as to ridicule me. In doing so, they’d set themselves up for the shame of a child like myself being able to pretend to conclude that the entire Linus Empire must not follow proper manners.


  As the saying goes, “The misfortune of others tastes as sweet as honey.” It must’ve been true because the other ladies close enough to overhear our conversation made no move to come to these women’s rescue, instead listening with slight smiles. Of course, there was also the added incentive of not wanting to be labeled as friends of such shameless people.


  The women who’d heckled me reluctantly muttered vague apologies.


  “I’d better be going now. Thank you all kindly for your concern about my bunny backpack.”


  I made my way to a less crowded area before complaining to Paul that I was exhausted already.


  “You did your best. However, from my perspective, I think your handling of the situation was a bit amateur.”


  You’re barking up the wrong tree if you expect me to ever be able to snap back like Mama. Not even Papa can win against her in verbal sparring.


  “What should I have done in that situation?”


  If you say my method was amateur, give me a better example! What other ways are there that a child can elegantly handle a situation like that?


  “If it were me… I’d probably say something like ‘I want to quickly become a splendid adult like all of you.’”


  “And what would you actually be thinking while speaking such a blatant lie?”


  Knowing Paul, I was sure he didn’t feel that way. His true feelings were likely the exact opposite.


  “‘How pathetic it must be to go through life with nothing but air inside your head.’”


  His response came so quickly that it sent a shiver down my spine. 


  His eyes… They’re just as cold and hard as Papa’s get when he’s truly furious.


  After that, Paul said, “Pardon me,” and quickly schooled his expression, but it was too late. I was already more sure than ever that I absolutely did not want him as my enemy.


  “In any case, you’re saying I should praise the other person?”


  “Essentially, yes. If you praise them, they will likely underestimate you, and then when you verbally cut them down, it will hit harder.”


  Essentially, he’s saying to play nice until the moment you land the decisive strike. This way, the shock will be greater than if you slowly nibble away at them bit by bit.


  …But isn’t the end result just as bad? 


  Seeing me clearly not entirely convinced, Paul knelt to put himself at eye level with me. “People who correctly judge the situation will not be rude to you in word or deed. Those who say things like that are either idiots who are ‘noble’ in name only or else troublesome opponents trying to test you.”


  Wow, Paul doesn’t hold back at all, does he? Harsh!


  “However, once those troublesome opponents decide they approve of you, they will become your strongest allies.”


  I see… So he’s saying I should examine people carefully to judge which are which? But picking them out is hard! I know it’s a bit hypocritical after what I said to Daux, but troublesome people are really annoying!


  “I’ll do my best!”


  With renewed enthusiasm, I dove back into the throng of people.


  It seemed that most of the people at this event had, as Paul put it, “judged the situation correctly” because no one else said anything weird to me. However, each time I tried to speak to any other children, they would move away before I could say a word. After several failed attempts, I was left feeling like I wanted to cry.


  Did they all get instructions not to go anywhere near me or something?


  Across the room, I spotted Marie standing next to Daux, probably because he’d distanced himself from me.


  I’m relieved he’s got Marie by his side. And he seems to be getting used to the environment a bit. However, there seemed to be something off about a group of people I spotted lingering in Daux and Marie’s blind spot.


  “Paul, I’m going to discreetly get a bit closer.”


  I took the long way, looping around to approach the group from behind, and just as I was getting close, a girl who’d been standing facing the other children was shoved and tumbled to the ground.


  “You’re really shameless, showing your face here despite being nothing more than a beastperson.”


  “Ew, she shed her dirty fur all over me!”


  The two girls in beautiful dresses, as well as several boys around the same age, stood over the girl who’d fallen on her butt and were laughing down at her.


  “What’s going on over here?”


  When I first stepped in front of the fallen girl, looks of panic crossed the children’s faces, but once they saw I was a girl even smaller than themselves, they quickly regained their nerve. 


  “Beastpeople are filthy creatures, so we were just chasing this one out.” The boy who said this puffed his chest out arrogantly, seeming to truly believe what he said.


  I ignored the boy’s proclamation, turning instead to the cowering beastperson girl and calling out to her gently, “Are you okay? Wait just a moment longer, okay?”


  The way her ears were pressed flat against her head and her trembling body awakened my protective instincts. Based on the shape of her ears and tail, I was pretty sure she was some kind of feline beastperson, but I couldn’t tell whether she was from the large tiger tribe or the small tiger tribe.


  “What about beastpeople makes you think they’re ‘dirty?’”


  Rather than confronting their hatred of beastpeople outright, I took the approach of questioning the justification they’d given for it. Perhaps I could gently lead them to realize their values were incorrect.


  “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but they have the bodies of animals! Their ears and tails are so ugly.”


  “It’s a shame you feel that way, but I suppose I can’t expect people like you to understand how enchanting beastpeople’s ears and tails are.”


  “Enchanting?”


  “Seigo! Rikusei!”


  The only monster friends I’d been able to bring with me this time were Seigo and Rikusei—who were always wandering around the imperial palace as if they owned the place, Gratia—who was hiding in my hair, and Kai—who was mingling amongst the other guests. 


  Haku—who was impossible to disguise, and Shinki—who was pretending to be a beastperson, had been left behind. I wanted to at least bring Spica with me, but Marie’s father had warned me it would be better not to bring her since many aristocrats hated beastpeople.


  “Woof! Woof!”


  “These guys are mine! They’re animals, but the fur on their ears and tail is so soft and wonderful!”


  “Whoa! I, um… I’ve never touched one before…”


  When the two kobolds bounded over to us, the children who’d never pet an animal before shrank back in fear. A few even tried to run away.


  “Don’t worry, these guys won’t bite.”


  I took the hand of the girl closest to me and gently ran her hand over Seigo’s back. Although it couldn’t compare to Lars, I brushed Seigo and Rikusei’s fur every day without fail, so it was in tip-top shape.


  “…?!”


  The girl had no words to describe this new experience because she simply froze, her eyes wide.


  The two kobolds, who stood patiently with their enchanting tails wagging back and forth, looked up entreatingly at the children, practically begging to be pet.


  “See, they’re not scary. Not scary at all!”


  Seeming to hate the idea of being looked down on by a little kid like me, the boy who’d spoken earlier reached out his hand towards Rikusei. For his part, Rikusei understood why I’d called them over and, sensing the boy’s hesitation, rubbed his head against the boy’s hand before he could lose his nerve and snatch it back.


  I would keep it to myself how much this move resembled a cat!


  “Whoa!”


  The boy got freaked out and jumped back, but it was clear that he was only afraid because it was unfamiliar. After he’d touched an animal once, his fear would ease. Even as I thought that, the boy stepped towards Rikusei again.


  Like this, the children took turns petting each of the kobolds until smiles had broken out across all of their previously apprehensive faces.


  “It’s so fluffy!”


  I nodded enthusiastically in agreement with this comment from a child who was stroking Seigo’s tail.


  The fluffy hair on his haunches is great, too!


  The children looked like they were getting a bit too excited by the two kobolds, so I thought it might be a good idea to end this sooner rather than later.


  “These guys’ ears and tails are really great, right? Beastpeople’s ears and tails are just as wonderful!”


  Especially beastperson children; they’re cute all over! And when you consider that different species mature at different speeds, being able to fawn over a beastperson kid is a rare experience!


  “Don’t you think this girl looks very pitiable, shaking like a baby ria as she is? Doesn’t it make you want to protect her?” I confronted them. 


  The children’s eyes all went to the beastperson girl, who was still regarding them with huge, fear-filled eyes, and when she noticed them staring at her, she became even more frightened.


  Oops!


  “This girl possesses something wonderful that you and I can never hope to replicate. If you’re jealous of that, all the more reason to never say such cruel things like calling beastpeople ‘dirty’ ever again.”


  In the past, there had been more than one occasion when I clung to Spica’s tail, desperately jealous I didn’t have one of my own. If I could’ve chosen the circumstances of my reincarnation, I would’ve liked to have been born as a beastperson and live in a forest surrounded by fluffy critters!


  “…But there are some beastpeople who have scales, aren’t there?”


  “Touching those scales is a slightly more intimidating experience, so I wouldn’t recommend it for amateurs. But if you can without being freaked out, you might one day be able to touch dragons as well!”


  When it came to reptiles, people tended to be either really into them or really freaked out by them, so I wouldn’t force that on anyone.


  Besides, you could enjoy a reptile’s cuteness just fine without touching them! Snakes, with their beady little eyes and their tongues that they flicked out at random intervals, were enchanting to look at. And I could never tire of chameleons with their wide array of colors and unique way of walking and moving their eyes. Turtles might be the cutest of all, though, with their slow, scuttling walk and how they extend their necks to breathe.


  “That’s a lie! As if we could ever touch a dragon!” one of the children shot back, refuting my claim.


  That’s fine; I’ll refute them right back!


  “It’s not a lie. In my country, we have a division of the royal knighthood known as the ‘Dragon Knights,’ who ride on lindblooms and lindrakes. And here in the Linus Empire, you have the Dragon Corps, who ride on wyverns, right?” When I mentioned that I’d ridden a lindbloom myself, the boys seemed shocked, quickly followed by naked jealousy.


  Hehehe, pretty cool, right?!


  “If you all try hard, a wyvern might someday acknowledge you. Why fetter your possibilities?”


  If you broadly decided never to touch animals, it would be impossible to become friendly with them. Animals, like humans, can sense when a person has decided before even trying that becoming friends is impossible and will not try approaching that person on their own. 


  “My mother would never allow it…” one of the girls muttered, snapping back to her senses at the realization that her mother would probably scold her for petting animals and befriending a beastperson.


  “Your parents are your parents. You are you. Even if your parents have lived longer and developed better judgment for it, that doesn’t mean you need to mindlessly obey every single thing they say. If they tell you no, you should listen to their reasoning, then decide for yourself.”


  Take being told not to climb trees, for example. If you asked why, your parents would probably say, “Because it’s dangerous.” But if they bothered to explain how it was dangerous, the children would have a much better chance of understanding the logic behind it being banned in the first place. If you fell, you might get hurt, and in an extreme case, you might even die.


  If you wanted to go out into the city and were told no, when you protested, most parents would only bother saying, “There are many dangers in the city,” and leave it at that. But children couldn’t imagine these dangers because they’d never experienced them. For this reason, it was better to give clear examples such as “You might be kidnapped by scary people or killed for being an aristocrat.”


  When I mentioned this last example, the girls became frightened.


  “Why would we be killed for being an aristocrat?” one boy asked incredulously.


  “You never know who may be holding a grudge for their own reasons.”


  “But my father is a wonderful provincial lord!”


  No matter how much a leader cared for his people, it was impossible to hope to be loved by all of them in return. When I pointed out that just minutes ago, they’d been bullying a beastperson, the boy who’d spoken up in protest fell silent.


  Even if a provincial lord enacted a policy to help those of his citizens who were suffering, inevitably, others would be disadvantaged by the policy. Those people would sometimes stew in their resentment and come to hate the provincial lord.


  Even Papa was despised by some of the nobility. The same was true of Auntie Olive, Uncle Sanrus, and Uncle Gene. No matter how hard they worked and how good they were at their jobs, there would always be people who refused to acknowledge it, instead scrounging for something to criticize them for, whether it was “she’s just a girl” or “he’s too stingy” or “all he ever does is play around!”


  But Papa, Auntie Olive, and the others all just smiled and said the same thing.


  “We aren’t working for their sake. We’re so busy listening to the citizens that we’ve got no time to spare entertaining their petty complaints.”


  My Papa is really cool, working so earnestly like that!


  “It’s impossible to be liked by absolutely everyone. But your father sounds like a wonderful person, helping the citizens even knowing that some of them might hate him.”


  I didn’t know how this child’s father ruled his province, but based on the esteem this child clearly held him in, I could only imagine he was working hard. Just like how I thought Mama and Papa were amazing, all children watch their parents and evaluate them.


  The boy seemed pleased that I’d praised his father because he bashfully thanked me. He looked cute, blushing like that, but I resisted the urge to reach up and pat his head.


  “Well, that about does it from me. Now, let’s apologize and make up, shall we?”


  Paul had cleaned off the beastperson girl’s soiled dress and was watching over her so she’d stopped crying, but… 


  Oh! Her eyes are practically sparkling while she’s looking at Paul! Did she fall in love with him at first sight? Seriously?! No fair! Why does Paul get to have such a cute, kitten-like girl practically eating out of the palm of his hand?!


  At Paul’s urging, the beastperson girl came up beside me and thanked me in a quiet, meek voice.


  “…Sorry for shoving you.”


  Once one of them apologized, the floodgates opened, and the others all followed suit, apologizing one after another.


  “You don’t have to forgive them if you don’t want to,” I said. “But these children don’t know anything about beastpeople other than what their parents told them. That might change if you taught them, but what do you want to do?”


  “…I…”


  In order to avoid speaking over her, I simply waited without rushing her to answer. 


  “I’m not sure I can forgive them… But I do want to know why they did something like that.”


  “Then you should ask them! But not here. Why don’t you all sit at that table over there and eat some snacks while you talk?” I ushered the group to an empty table and urged them to sit while Paul silently served tea without even needing to be asked. “Here’s the deal. In order to prevent anything like this from happening again, you need to get it all out in the open. Ask the questions you want answers to, and say the things you want to say. While you’re sitting at this table, social rank doesn’t matter, got it?”


  If this went well, these children might become the first wave of “missionaries” spreading the wonders of fluffiness throughout the younger generation of the nobility.


  My original plan had been to go around bragging about and showing off my animal-eared maid, Spica, but I wouldn’t turn my nose up at any opportunities that presented themselves!


  I think my work here is done!


   


   


   


  10 - I Won’t Miss a Chance to Make Friends!


   


  “FIRST, let’s all have some tea to calm us down.”


  With this, I took the lead and brought my teacup to my mouth, and the other children soon followed suit. Despite this being far from an ordinary situation, the children’s tea etiquette was flawless, showing they’d been strictly trained.


  “…It’s delicious.”


  Paul smiled at the words that slipped unbidden from one of the girls’ lips.


  “I’m pleased to hear you like it. This blend uses tea leaves from Moume in the Kingdom of Gaché,” Paul replied.


  The region comprising the eastern part of the Dierta Province, all the way to the border with the Wise Province, was famous for tea production. And within this region, Moume, in particular, produced the highest quality teas, which were popular with the nobility. We often served this exact blend at home. It reminded me of jasmine tea and was very easy to drink.


  The girl who’d remarked on the tea stared at Paul with an awestruck expression, enchanted by the smile he’d flashed her. 


  Do the nobles in this country not have a very high tolerance against pretty faces? Even if Daux doesn’t count because he’s still more “cute” than handsome, the other imperial princes must cause an uproar when they go out in public! I can only imagine the trouble that would cause at official events. 


  Perhaps they just haven’t encountered many especially attractive people yet due to their young age, but with such weak defenses against pretty faces, I worry someone with nefarious intentions will deceive them.


  “Now then, will you all please tell me your names? Oh, but don’t say your family’s name or title,” I said. 


  If everyone brought up their family’s titles, they would be too intimidated to say what I wanted them to get out in the open.


  Although, considering they were all together before I came upon them, they may very well already know which family the others are from…


  “I’m Nefertima. It’s a bit long, so just call me Neema.”


  “I’m Runelius.”


  The boy who’d previously bragged about his father and seemed the oldest among them gave his name first.


  The boy who’d been freaked out by the idea of touching scales was named Aultmarte. The girl who’d been enchanted with Seigo’s tail was named Aurelia. And the girl who’d said the tea was delicious was named Runestelle. Runelius and Runestelle said they were brother and sister.


  And, as for the beastperson girl…


  “M-My name is Meetia.”


  For a second, I thought she’d let out a kitten-like “meow” but quickly realized that this was her name. Even her name was adorable, just like a kitten!


  I gushed over and over again how cute her name was, but this only seemed to embarrass Meetia because her face turned bright red, and she shrank in on herself a bit.


  “Lady Neema, please stop. You’re troubling Lady Meetia.”


  When Paul said her name, Meetia’s face turned another shade deeper red. However, the way her tail stood straight up betrayed that she was happy, not truly upset.


  I apologized, telling Meetia I hadn’t meant to make her uncomfortable, and she forgave me with an awkward little smile.


  “What are your favorite games to play?”


  I chose the topic of play as an easy icebreaker and a way to clear the air, but Runelius scoffed that he didn’t have time to play. According to him, he was busy with studies and sword training from morning until evening every day.


  I insisted that he must at least have weekends off, right? But Runelius replied that on days he wasn’t studying, he attended social functions such as this one with his mother. I was completely floored by that revelation.


  Even for an aristocrat, it’s too extreme to spend all your time studying, especially from such a young age! If it were me, I would rebel or maybe even run away from home!


  “What about you, Meetia?”


  “I… I like to play in the mountains…”


  In the mountains?! I’m so jealous!


  You can pretend you’re in a survival game and climb trees as much as you like! Not to mention building secret forts all over the place! And don’t forget about the cute and fluffy animals! There are tons of them to meet in the mountains! 


  “What do you do when playing in the mountains? Climb trees? Hide-and-seek? Super realistic ogre-tag?”


  “U-um… What is ‘super realistic ogre-tag?’”


  “You get someone really strong to pretend to be an ogre, and they chase the others around, trying to catch them! At full speed, of course!”


  This game was unexpectedly good practice for my monster friends, too. Shinki was always the ogre, and all the other monsters were on my team, fighting against him.


  Shinki was really strong. I took the role of the “control tower,” observing the scene from a high position and calling out instructions without participating in the fighting myself, but we’d never actually defeated him even once. At this point, we were essentially fighting to defend our unprecedented losing streak!


  “I’ve never tried that game, but we play ‘capture the flag’ a lot,” she said. 


  “‘Capture the flag’ is when you divide into teams and try to steal the flag from the other team’s territory?” I asked. 


  “That’s right.”


  Hey, that sounds like a ton of fun! You can use the topography to launch ambushes and set up traps… It would probably help teach real-life military skills, too. Oh! The majority of beastperson nobility are related to the military… So maybe that game is a part of their children’s education for future military careers. They can hone their physical skills while playing, learn different strategies, and practice directing an army.


  Wait a minute… Could we incorporate this into Project Roslan? Maybe we could build a giant obstacle course in the forest and hold capture-the-flag tournaments?


  In the first place, we were planning to gear Project Roslan towards higher-level adventurers because fierce monsters inhabit the area. And there was also that plan to build secret-fort-style tree houses for the adventurers’ accommodations, so playing up the “adult playground” theme… Wait a minute; that sounds a bit shady! I didn’t mean it like that! But I think I’m on to something here! We could work off the concept of “a place that takes you back to the days of your youth.”


  In that case, we need to add water-play in some form or another!


  “Meetia! I won’t be available right away, but could I go with you sometime to play on the mountain?” I asked. 


  “Huh?! …Well, umm… I think it’s okay…”


  All right! I’ll have to discuss it with Louis later.


  “If you spend all your time playing, you’ll never be able to get married,” Runelius scoffed, looking at us incredulously. 


  What does marriage have to do with anything?


  “He’s right. If weird rumors start circling about you, it will bring shame to your family. Mother is always saying that we should study hard so that a higher-ranked family will be interested in forming ties with us through marriage,” Runelius’s younger sister, Runestelle, replied. Apparently, I’d muttered that last part out loud without realizing it.


  I knew that was considered the proper mindset for an aristocrat to have, but hearing such things from the mouths of children made me want to cry. Where was the room for their own hopes and dreams in such a life-view?


  At this age, don’t most girls say they want to marry their father or dream of a prince on a white horse? Too bad for them, the princes in this world are more likely to be riding a holy beast than a white horse.


  “But things are relatively easy for us because Prince Dauxrouge has Lady Marie.”


  All of the children, even Meetia, nodded in agreement with Aurelia’s statement. The phrasing “Daux has Marie” was a bit vague, but I understood what they were getting at.


  “I hear that the noble ladies around the same age as the other imperial princes are under even more intense pressure than we are.” 


  “My older sister is the same age as Prince Aisent, and she’s studying even more difficult things than me when I’m our father’s heir.”


  Aurelia and Aultmarte spoke up to explain, but I still didn’t understand what possible reason there was to justify educating children so aggressively. Sure, females were sometimes chosen as members of a prince’s inner circle, but it was quite rare.


  “Prince Theoval has a fiancée already, but the others don’t, and should they be chosen by a holy beast…”


  “That person may be a noble but only a distant one, and from the northern region’s ethnic group to boot. For the highest position, only the noblest blood will do. Father seems to be hoping they’ll only consider candidates from the central nobility next.”


  I wanted to ask who they were talking about, but I got the feeling it would be inappropriate.


  “My father says the same. Perhaps none of the imperial children have been chosen by a holy beast because their bloodline is not suitable.”


  “But the bondmates of holy beasts can only marry someone their holy beast partner has approved of, right?” I protested.


  “I don’t know about that; I’ve heard that holy beasts prefer the noblest of bloodlines. Perhaps this time was just an exception?”


  Huh? Have the nobles in this country not been informed of the requirements for the spouse of a person bonded with a holy beast?


  According to what Will had told me, if a person didn’t meet the requirements of not only the bondmate but also their holy beast partner, no matter how much the two loved each other, they wouldn’t be able to marry.


  When it came to the crown prince, such as Will, they would seal their marriage with a true name vow. And once the couple were bound by their true names, it would also form a faint connection between the spouse and the holy beast. That was why the spouse had to be someone the holy beast approved of. Not only that, but no bondmate would ever consider doing something their holy beast partner was deadset against in the first place.


  Will called Lars his other half. And the emperor said that Euche was his life partner. That was how unbreakable the bond between a bondmate and their holy beast was. No amount of superficial romantic feelings could sever it. 


  Besides, the children mentioned “noble blood,” but I thought that the real reason holy beasts tended to bond with royalty was that God favored the ruling families of each country. After all, both the Kingdom of Gaché and the Linus Empire were founded by beloved children. Although I wouldn’t be surprised if it were just random, and God was watching for his own amusement.


  In any case, it’s clear that God bears some responsibility for humans getting so full of themselves… I can’t be the only one thinking I should hunt God down and give him a good punch in the face, can I?


  “I heard that the holy beast will judge whether their bondmate’s partner is suitable or not, but it has nothing to do with bloodlines and everything to do with the person’s character,” I said. 


  “Who told you such nonsense?”


  Runelius looked astounded, but if I answered truthfully, it would break the rules I’d set: “At this table, social rank doesn’t matter.”


  “Umm, well… I guess the prince of a certain country?”


  Runelius seemed skeptical, but he didn’t push it.


  Chatting together like this, I get the feeling that these kids are wise beyond their years. Perhaps due to their rigorous education?


  “What do you think, Meetia?” I asked.


  “Me? Um… Well, I suppose that if the holy beast has deemed the spouse worthy, the rest of us should respect that…”


  “Beastpeople hold holy beasts in the highest regard, right?”


  “Yes! I’ve heard that they are extremely noble and strong!”


  I was surprised by how enthusiastically she responded. I suppose I’d momentarily forgotten that beastpeople placed significant importance on strength. So they viewed holy beasts, who had the form of powerful beasts and were a living embodiment of God’s power, as special beings.


  “I know that someone such as myself has no hope of becoming close with His Highness, but being allowed into the imperial palace at all means I might get an opportunity to look upon a holy beast, even from a distance, so…” 


  So, Meetia’s true objective in participating in today’s social wasn’t to get close to Daux but to catch a glimpse of Sache and Euche? 


  She might have a bit of a backbone, after all!


  “When it comes to different species, our values and ways of thinking are also different. There are many things you wouldn’t know if you don’t try talking to them, so events like this help bring us together,” I said. 


  “Even so, we can’t just defy our parents…”


  “I said the same to Runestelle earlier, but your parents are your parents, and you are you. You don’t have to become the same as them. If your parents refuse to understand, that would be sad… but it won’t kill you. The things you see, touch, experience, and feel belong only to you. It depends on each person whether they will respect that or not, but there will always be some people who accept you as you are.”


  Human relations were complicated and tricky, and there was no guarantee that just because someone was your parent, you would be able to get them to understand your point of view.


  It was like how sometimes people you saw every day when you were in school together became estranged once you graduated and moved on with your adult lives. The friends you stayed connected with throughout all of life’s changes were those who truly accepted you and whom you accepted in return. People significantly changed as they grew older, got jobs, and got married, so it was incredible when friendships continued through all of that.


  Even the feelings one holds towards their parents change throughout their life. When you’re a child, you want your parents to dote on you and not be angry with you, but as a teenager, everything your parents say is annoying. When you’re in college, you start to appreciate your parents a bit more, but it’s when you get a job and move out on your own that you really understand how precious it was to have them around.


  Just working is hard enough, so the working moms of the world who are doing housework and childcare on top of that are seriously superheroes! 


  In my previous life, I hadn’t gotten married or had children, so I hadn’t experienced that hardship firsthand, but my older siblings had thought it was only to be expected that they should immediately turn to our parents for help any time anything happened, which left me as the youngest child feeling like I couldn’t ask for help even with serious issues.


  At first, our parents were happy to be able to see their grandchildren, but they gradually became frustrated as my siblings continued pushing things too far.


  I guess it’s like they say; there’s no one a person shows their true self to more than their close relatives.


  “You may think that what your parents have to say is the most important thing in the world, but think about it this way… Throughout your entire life, the person you’ll spend the longest amount of time with is your spouse, and you’ll also be in frequent contact with the other heirs of your generation until you all retire, correct?”


  Amongst the nobility, girls might marry as early as their late teens. That meant—precluding unforeseen tragedy—they would spend most of their years with the family they married into rather than the one they were born into.


  And in the case of heirs to their family’s title, they were bound to spend their entire lives running into one another both at work and social functions. Just like Papa and the cabinet ministers.


  “With this in mind, aside from romantic feelings, don’t you want to make sure that the person you marry is someone you respect?”


  If these children learned to soften their way of thinking, they might at least be able to respect their partner and build a mutually respectful relationship over time, even if they entered into arranged marriages.


  And if their spouse turned out to be horrible… They would be left struggling to hold onto the reins of the family’s power, which would also require the ability to think flexibly.


  “I can’t hope for anything more than to marry a respectable partner, but…”


  “Why settle for leaving it all up to your partner, then? If you, yourself, don’t strive to become a respectable person, then you won’t be worthy of a respectable partner.”


  For some reason, that statement earned me the most surprised reaction yet. Why is that? Could they possibly believe that, with how they’ve been acting, others respect them already?


  Now, I was the one surprised. As if realizing where my thoughts had gone, Runelius blushed and turned away shamefully.


  “I think that Lord Runelius, Lady Runestelle, Lord Aultmarte, and Lady Aurelia are all very upstanding. You are the only ones who have ever apologized to me,” Meetia said meekly, instantly changing the awkward atmosphere that had settled over us into a heartwarming one.


  It must’ve been uncomfortable being praised by someone they’d been bullying only a few minutes earlier, but even so, small smiles tugged at the corners of the other children’s mouths after hearing Meetia’s words of approval towards them.


  However, that heartwarming moment didn’t last.


  “Ahhh!”


  A scream echoed across the garden.


  I looked around, trying to figure out what was going on, and saw that several people had collapsed on the ground.


  “Someone, call a healer!”


  Members of the private guard tended to the fallen, but as they did, another person collapsed a short distance away. The unit leader of Daux’s private guard seemed to be issuing orders, but I couldn’t hear him from here.


  “Paul, let’s go.”


  Leaving the others behind, I approached one of the people who’d collapsed. Their face was pale as a ghost, and their lips were blue, with a trace of what looked like white foam escaping from one corner of their mouth.


  “This is clearly the work of some kind of poison.”


  “Is it life-threatening?”


  “Only if they don’t get seen by a healer in time.”


  Daux and Marie, noticing the commotion, had rushed over and were being apprised of the situation by the unit leader.


  “Why isn’t Lady Marietta doing anything?” I wondered. 


  Although this was Daux’s social, Marietta was the adult in charge of hosting it. Shouldn’t she be stepping up to calm down the situation?


  “Neema!” Daux ran towards me, his face twisted into an expression of deep concern.


  This doesn’t look good…


  “The healer who was supposed to be on duty during today’s event isn’t here. Lex sent someone to quickly bring another healer from the palace infirmary, but it doesn’t look like they’re going to arrive in time…”


  I was racking my brain trying to remember who “Lex” was, but ultimately dismissed it. The news that the healer wouldn’t arrive in time was the bigger problem. 


  “Elemental spirits, please inform the emperor right away!” I requested. 


  The wind spirits may have already informed the emperor of a disruption within the palace, but if they also mentioned that I was present, it might prompt him to react even more swiftly. 


  “Paul, you still have the healing stone that Mother gave everyone, right?”


  “I have it, but it can only be used to heal an injury…”


  The healing stones had been crafted by the Osphe family’s private magical research center and charged with healing magic by Hanley and the other members of the Healer Family. All adventurers venturing out on Mount Reitimo were required to carry one with them at all times. 


  Mother had also given them to all of our family’s servants, along with a strong suggestion that they do likewise. Of all the employees in our family’s service, far more were off on various espionage missions at any given time than the number working at the manor, so the healing stones were intended to improve those agents’ chances of survival. 


  It was said that on a basic level, healing magic worked by broadening the scope and increasing the speed of a creature’s self-rejuvenation function—essentially, their natural healing abilities. From there, magic and the Goddess’s power became delicately interwoven to develop it into complex healing magic. 


  What I’m getting at here is that if you applied external magic to the magic stored within the healing stone, it could be used for recovering strength, not just healing. However, to use it this way, the magic user needed to be able to control their magic precisely.


  When I asked Paul, he immediately refused. If he were concentrating on the magic to the degree required to pull this off, he wouldn’t be able to ensure my security, which was his primary duty.


  In that case, the only other option was to ask a magic user from among the members of the private guard.


  “Daux, go get the member of the private guard who is best at casting spells!”


  “Okay!”


  “Koku, time to come out!”


  “Lady Neema, what are you…”


  I suddenly sneezed, and out popped Koku, who bounced up and down on the grass, seeming happy to be outside for the first time in a while.


  “Nyuu! Nyu, nyuuu!”


  Sorry, Koku! I didn’t call you out here to play with Haku. I promise you can play as much as you want later, so please listen to what I have to say!


  I picked up the excited black slime and brought it up to eye level. Well, Koku didn’t have eyes, but I did, so it still counted as “eye level!”


  “Koku, listen. Right now, several people are suffering from poisoning. Will you please jump into their bodies and get rid of the poison?”


  Out of all my monster friends, the only ones with the ability to neutralize poison were Koku and Shizuku. All of the purple-colored slimes liked to eat poison, but none of them could neutralize it inside another organism’s body.


  “Nyuu…”


  It seemed Koku wasn’t thrilled about the idea of jumping into other people’s bodies.


  What can I do to motivate Koku to help?


  “If you do as Lady Neema says, I’ll let you eat a whole pile of your favorite gardola, Koku,” Paul spoke up enticingly.


  “Nyu?! Nyu, nyu, nyuuuu!”


  Its motivation level suddenly jumped from 0 to 100 in a second?! Why does Paul know Koku’s favorites, anyway?! I didn’t even know that! But, while we’re on the subject, I love gardola, so I want to eat it too!


  While I was giving Paul a double-take and then a triple-take in suspicious surprise, Koku jumped into the nearest poisoning victim.


  “It seems it’s true what they say; creatures come to resemble their master.”


  Don’t look at me and say that so smugly! Even if I was secretly thinking the same thing…


  I clutched my head and groaned in chagrin when suddenly Gratia leapt out from his hiding spot in my hair and clacked his fangs together, clearly trying to tell me something. It seemed like he was trying to say he “could do it” or “wanted to do it,” but I had no idea what this thing he either could or wanted to do was.


  Without Shinki-translate at my disposal, I was unable to communicate the finer details.


  “Woof!”


  “Woof!”


  The two kobolds barked as if reminding me, “Don’t forget about us!”


  But even if I can somehow explain Haku and Koku, there’s no way I can talk my way out of everyone seeing two talking dogs!


  “Neema…”


  “Neema, I brought him!” 


  Marie’s worried voice and Daux’s frantic one snapped me back to my senses, reminding me this wasn’t the time for self-doubt.


  “Paul, will it cause some kind of problem if people find out that these two are monsters?”


  “It’s best if people don’t find out, isn’t it? What about asking the elemental spirits to lend you their power?”


  I forgot that was an option!


  “Paul, please explain the healing stone to the private guard.”


  While he was busy with that, I would ask Seigo and Rikusei to translate what Gratia was desperately trying to tell me. 


  I whispered a request to the elemental spirits as discreetly as I could so no one nearby would overhear: “Please hide my, Seigo’s, and Rikusei’s conversation from everyone else at the event.”


  I couldn’t see or hear the elemental spirits myself, so to test whether they’d granted my request or not, I tried calling out to Marie.


  “Huh? I can’t hear you.”


  Perfect!


  I felt bad blowing her off without an explanation after calling out to her, but I made an apologetic gesture to Marie, then turned to Seigo and Rikusei.


  “Gratia says he can make it!”


  “…Make what?”


  “The thing Mama’s Mama made him eat a lot of.”


  Seigo and Rikusei seemed to be translating what Gratia was saying literally, word for word.


  But who is “Mama” referring to? I’m assuming “Mama’s Mama” would be a grandmother, but he’s not referring to his frost-spider mother’s own mother, right?


  I tried asking who “Mama” was, and the translated answer was “mistress.”


  Mistress… They mean me?! Gratia calls me Mama?! That’s so freaking adorable!


  Overcome by the cuteness, I rubbed my cheek against Gratia as forcefully as I dared while being conscious not to crush him, and after a moment, the angry sound of fangs clacking near my ear snapped me back to my senses.


  “So, what was it that Mother made you eat?”


  If he claimed that Mama had done something to him, that must mean that she was getting him to participate in more experiments while I was comatose. Shameless!


  “He said, ‘A leaf that makes people feel good!’”


  Rikusei, when you say it like that, my mind immediately goes to another “happy leaf” that the government does not want you to have, so please stop!


  However, I now had a new appreciation for the difficulty of translation. It seemed that when Shinki translated for me, he reasoned out what Gratia wanted to convey and, incorporating his understanding of the situation, filled in the gaps and simplified abstract words to ultimately come up with a way to phrase it that would be easy for me to understand. I would have to thank him later for all the effort I now realized he was always putting into translating for me.


  Back to the topic at hand, I could only assume that a “leaf that makes people feel good” must refer to some kind of medicinal plant used for speeding up a person’s recovery. And since this was Mama we were talking about, I didn’t think she would’ve fed Gratia anything dangerous. No, she definitely would’ve fed all the dangerous plants to Haku.


  “Corkos? Gildan? Lulusica? Polyarga? Melon?”


  I began spouting out the names of all the medicinal herbs I knew of with restorative properties.


  Oh, and don’t be deceived; “melon” had nothing in common with the fruit of the same name on Earth. It looked a bit like an artichoke, with thick, meaty leaves overlapping all over it in an almost scale-like pattern.


  It was the name of this last herb, “melon,” that Gratia reacted to.


  Corkos and Gildan grew plentifully on Mount Reitimo and were easy to get a hold of, but melon was seasonal, so among the medicinal herbs I’d listed, it was also the most costly. Exactly how much of this expensive herb had Mama forced Gratia to eat?


  “So you can also produce the same compound found in melon?”


  “That’s what Mama’s Mama said!”


  “She told Gratia to be helpful to Mama!”


  Hmm… But wasn’t Gratia supposed to be mostly immune to poison? And yet, he can produce restorative compounds… Oh! Is this a case of bioconcentration?!


  It was a condition that could occur when naturally non-poisonous creatures built up a high accumulation of poison in their body due to repeatedly eating other poisonous creatures, gradually concentrating the amount of poison they contained.


  Something similar to that occurred in Gratia’s body?


  “In that case, Gratia, once Koku jumps out of each person, you inject them with melon.”


  With this, we would be fine even if the healing stone ran out of power.


  Even as we spoke, Paul had already finished explaining to the private guard what we wanted him to do, and he was kneeling to cast a spell on the first person Koku had jumped out of.


  Please let this work! Goddess, no, Lady Creo! Please lend us your power!


   


   


   


  11 - If You Can Do It by Yourself, Then You Should!


   


  AMIDST the chaos filling the garden, we did our best not to draw attention to ourselves as we moved to where the greatest concentration of affected people was.


  We’d received word that many people who’d left the event had flocked to the infirmary, complaining that they didn’t feel well, delaying the healer’s arrival even further. In the first place, the infirmary was really only used by palace officials, so it was only ever staffed with a single healer at a time. So when a whole bunch of patients arrived all at once, it was easy to see how the healer had become overwhelmed.


  The private guard and imperial army had their own healers, so if the soldiers were injured during training, they would seek healing from the healers back at headquarters.


  Off-duty staff could be called into the infirmary on short notice to help with an emergency, as well as the imperial family’s private healers and healers who worked in the research center, but because the imperial palace was so massive, it would take quite some time for word to reach them and for them to make their way here. By that time, it might be too late.


  “Daux, try to find out if anyone among the attendees can use healing magic. We need to buy ourselves some time!”


  A low-level healer might not be able to get rid of the poison completely, but even so, their magic might be enough to keep someone alive until Koku could get to them and neutralize the poison.


  In particular, because we were prioritizing the children first, it was taking longer than it might’ve otherwise…


  “Don’t come near my child!”


  The child in question had blue lips and labored breathing, and yet their frantic mother wouldn’t let anyone near them.


  Although we all felt bad for the mother, Paul made use of the mother’s momentary distraction while yelling at me to snatch the child from her.


  “Stop! Somebody kill that monster!”


  “Get a hold of yourself!”


  I drew the mother’s attention with a harsh shout. The idea was to have her focused on me so Koku could neutralize the poison.


  “Your child isn’t going to die! It’s going to be okay! We will save them, don’t worry.”


  “But… But…!”


  The clacking of Gratia’s fangs announced that Koku had finished neutralizing the poison, and Gratia had injected the restorative medicine.


  “See, it’s going to be just fine. This child is a strong one.”


  Paul passed the child, who was still pale but had already started breathing steadier again, back to their mother. The mother sobbed as she clutched her child to her chest in a bruising hug.


  We repeated the process over and over again until, finally, the healers arrived. Based on the military uniforms they were wearing, these were the imperial army’s healers.


  “Let’s heal everyone all at once!”


  The methodical way the military healers moved, spreading themselves out at equidistant points amongst the poisoning victims, gave everyone in the garden a sense of relief.


  It did strike me as unusual that over half of the soldiers present were elves, though. I’d only spotted a few elves at the army headquarters when I’d gone on a tour there, so I’d not realized there were even this many of them in the entire army.


  On the commander’s signal, all of the healers cast their spells simultaneously, and as the magic washed over the poisoning victims, nearly every person in the garden added their own prayers. 


  “May the suffering be saved.”


  I prayed to the Goddess along with the others.


  In the end, with several intermediate-level healers working together, they eliminated all the poison from everyone in the garden at once. Those still unconscious were loaded onto litters, and those who had awakened were tended to, and bit by bit, the garden began to clear out.


  “Prince Dauxrouge.”


  Just then, a green-haired elf and a red-haired elf approached Daux.


  “On His Majesty’s orders, we—the Linus Imperial Army’s investigation unit—will take point on gaining control of the situation, healing the injured, and investigating the incident. Can we count on your assistance?”


  “Of course. I heard from one of the private guards that something served at the event was spiked with poison. Is this true?”


  “There’s no doubt that poison was responsible for their symptoms. However, we will need to investigate to determine which poison was used and how exactly it was administered. May we have your permission to question the members of the private guard?”


  Daux acquiesced, introducing the unit leader standing at attention nearby. The unit leader quickly signaled to the members of the private guard, who extricated themselves from assisting the soldiers and assembled in a neat row. 


  “Unit one, please question the private guard. Units two and three, follow standard procedure,” the red-haired elf called out loudly, and in response, a group of the soldiers began rounding up the remaining guests and leading them off somewhere.


  What struck me as strange, though, was how the elven soldiers kept glancing over at me with the same peculiar expressions, like a doting grandparent looking fondly upon their grandchild. I could only assume the massive swarm of elemental spirits that were undoubtedly hovering around me must be the cause. From what I’d been told, elemental spirits visibly glowed even in the daytime, so I must’ve looked like a walking, talking Christmas tree. For elves who could see the elemental spirits, it must’ve been very distracting.


  “I’m sorry that it had to be under such circumstances, but it’s an honor to meet you, my lady.”


  The green-haired elf was extremely tall. Ardo was tall, but this guy was even taller than he was. He might even be a few inches taller than Shinki! As such, I was practically breaking my neck with how far back I had to tilt my head to look up at him.


  “Oh, forgive me.”


  Noticing my predicament, the green-haired elf knelt down on one knee, considerately bringing himself as close to eye level with me as possible.


  “I understand we owe you a debt of gratitude for your efforts to help the victims.”


  The green-haired elf and the red-haired elf bowed their heads, and following their lead, the other elven soldiers also bowed to me. This, of course, drew the attention of everyone still in the garden…


  “Neema, I’d like to thank you as well,” Daux spoke up. “Thank you for saving everyone.”


  “I just saw people suffering in front of me and did what I could to help them, that’s all. Not only that, but I also didn’t want your social to turn into a tragedy. Don’t blame yourself for this, Daux. Save that for whoever planned the poisoning.”


  With how sensitive he was, I knew Daux must be blaming himself harshly right about now. He was also probably worried that people would look down on him for this.


  “We will catch the person responsible, I promise you that. There aren’t many people who could have any hope of deceiving us.” 


  The green-haired elf seemed incredibly confident in his men’s abilities. On one hand, it was encouraging, but I wondered whether his confidence came from experience or arrogance.


  “You sure seem confident of that,” the unit leader said skeptically to the green-haired elf, apparently having wondered the same thing as me.


  The private guard was not a branch of the military but an independent organization, so in terms of position, the unit leader might have been a bit more highly ranked, but it still wouldn’t have killed him to be a bit more tactful in his speech.


  “Of course. No one can hide themselves from the elemental spirits, after all.”


  Ohh, now I get it!


  Understanding swept over me all at once, and without even realizing I was doing it, I smacked my balled-up fist into the opposite palm.


  No matter how carefully you conceal your plotting and evil deeds from others, elemental spirits would always be lingering around to oversee them. The elves would gather information from these unseen witnesses and ferret out the culprit. It was an investigative technique only available to the elves!


  “For today, please return to your rooms. By the time you’re all feeling better, I’m sure we’ll have something to report.”


  It seemed that we’d be fine leaving the rest in these soldiers’ capable hands, so I decided to take the green-haired elf up on his offer. 


  Daux looks like he’s about reached his limit, too.


  “Daux, let’s leave this to them. You need to rest; you’re looking really pale.”


  I figured if I pointed that out, I could count on the overprotective unit leader to practically drag Daux away and force him to rest. Even as I thought this, the unit leader was reacting to my words and hovering protectively over Daux, wringing his hands anxiously. He was so easy to read.


  “These elven soldiers are friends with the elemental spirits, so the investigation is safe in their hands. Besides, the unit leader and other members of the private guard will protect you, and Euche, Sache, and Kaideetay are all in the palace, so they’ll protect you from bad guys, too!”


  I suspected the holy beasts hadn’t reacted during this incident because the imperial family hadn’t been personally targeted. Holy beasts tended to be completely uninterested in anyone other than their bondmate and those their bondmate asked them to protect.


  “…Yeah.”


  “If you really can’t forgive yourself, then let’s work together to brainstorm what we can do to help. But first, we need to rest! A tired brain doesn’t work its best!”


  “What ‘we’ can do to help?”


  “That’s right—me, you, and Marie. We’re all friends, right?”


  Unfortunately, Marie had been dragged away by her mother, so she wasn’t with us, but I was confident there was little she wouldn’t do to help her beloved Daux.


  “But this has nothing to do with the two of you…”


  “Don’t say such sad things. You’ve helped me so much in the past with things that weren’t your problem.”


  Daux probably didn’t realize it, but especially when it came to playing, there were many things I’d only been able to do because Daux was there. And yet, Daux simply shook his head as if denying it. Tears that had welled up in his eyes spilled over and ran down his cheeks.


  This makes it look like I’m the one who made him cry! Marie is going to be super-duper mad at me if she finds out!


  While I was frantically trying to figure out what to do, Daux reached out and gripped my fingers in his weak grasp.


  “Can we meet up tomorrow?”


  What is this inhumanly cute creature?! Are you trying to kill me with heart arrhythmia caused by extreme cuteness?! But because it’s so cute, I also can’t find it in me to be angry!


  “Yeah. Get some sleep tonight, and tomorrow, we’ll have a strategy meeting!”


  As if the promise had reassured him a little, Daux let the unit leader steer him out of the garden and toward his rooms.


  “Lady Neema, let’s return to our own rooms, shall we?”


  I was similarly maneuvered by Paul, and after calling out a final greeting to the elves, I agreed to head back.


  Along the way, I spotted Runelius and the other children and waved to them, but it made me a bit sad that they responded with stiff bows. The road to friendship with these children had suddenly gotten much longer…


  After I returned to my room and changed my clothes, I settled down to drink a cup of tea that Paul had prepared for me, and as I took the first sip, I got the sense that I could finally relax.


  “Koku, Gratia, thank you. Because of you, everyone was saved.” When I thanked the two monsters, they jumped up and down happily.


  Seeing this, for some reason, Haku also began bouncing up and down. Perhaps it was happy to see Koku for the first time in a while?


  “Maybe you should take a nap, my lady. You look a bit worn out, if you’ll forgive me for saying so.”


  The past few hours had been tumultuous, to say the least, so I’d probably accumulated a lot of mental exhaustion myself. Paul had given me permission for a rare afternoon nap, so I took him up on it. 


  It was as if acknowledging my exhaustion broke the floodgates, letting it rush over me in a torrent, and before long, it was all I could do to keep my eyes open.


  “Koku, I’ll play with you later, so for now, please play with Haku, okay?”


  I’d only planned to take a little nap, but when I next woke, it was morning. I was surprised to discover I’d slept so long, but more than anything, I was ravenously hungry.


  “Neema! How do you feel?”


  I was still lounging in bed, awake but not yet having found the energy to actually get up, when Karna noticed I was awake and came over to me.


  “I’m hungry!”


  “Hehe. If you’ve got your appetite, I think you’ll be just fine. Spica’s preparing breakfast now, so let’s get you dressed.”


  Karna helped me get dressed, and when we made our way into the large multipurpose room I thought of as a living room, a delicious scent greeted us. However, the only person in the room was Shinki. 


  “Where is everyone?”


  Kai was even more of a chronic oversleeper than I was, so I wasn’t surprised he wasn’t up yet, but the fact that Seigo, Rikusei, and Inaho were also nowhere to be found made me uneasy.


  “…They’re being scolded by Paul.”


  “Haku and Koku too?”


  “Those two are the cause.”


  After producing so much of the melon compound, Gratia had gone with me to take a nap and, therefore, avoided being dragged into whatever shenanigans had earned the other monsters their scolding.


  I bet that Koku got a little too energetic from consuming the entire stomach contents of each person it jumped into in the name of “making sure they were safe from poison.” I’m not sure whether I should ask what the lot of them got up to or pretend I didn’t hear anything.


  While I was debating with myself, Nox returned from outside. It seemed that Nox hadn’t been part of the scolding group and had simply been out for a short flight.


  “Welcome back, Nox. What do you have in your mouth?”


  Instead of flying across the room, Nox trotted over to me with a hopping little gait. Then he gently placed the item he’d been holding in his beak on the floor at my feet.


  It was a single flower. It looked like a pink version of a violet, and I surmised that Nox must’ve found it growing in one of the palace gardens.
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  “Is this for me?”


  “Peep!”


  “It’s a beautiful flower. Nox didn’t want to leave you at all yesterday, you know,” Karna said, explaining that Nox had spent the entire night perched on the headboard of my bed instead of the nesting box we’d prepared for him to sleep in while we were here.


  “Thanks, Nox! I’ll treasure it.”


  I asked Karna to cast a preservation spell on the flower so it wouldn’t wither.


  This way, I can keep it in a vase or press it inside a book. Either way, it’s a precious present from Nox, so I have to make sure to take good care of it so I can keep it forever!


  I picked Nox up and gently stroked his back. It seemed he’d decided to take a bath while he was out flying because a few drops of water were still on his feathers.


  “Nox, you’re still wet.”


  In response, Nox shuddered in my arms, trying to shake off all the water. I didn’t get many chances to enjoy Nox’s chest feathers all poofed up like this and didn’t want to waste a second of it. Still carrying Nox in my arms as he began grooming himself, I turned and walked towards the breakfast table.


  “Nox, do you want to eat breakfast with me today?”


  “Absolutely not. You promised to keep him and all the others at a respectable distance while you eat, did you not, my lady?”


  Tch! Paul’s back already?! I thought I could get away with it while he was out!


  Nox was stolen from me, and a quick cleansing spell was cast over me before I was escorted to my seat. Nox seemed uncomfortable in Paul’s clutches because he looked like he was trying to wiggle free.


  “Don’t fly around in here! If you fly now, it’ll kick up dust,” Paul scolded harshly, and Nox ceased struggling.


  I see, so even Nox is afraid of Paul! I understand, Nox! Paul is a demon butler!


  I was Nox’s owner, but since I couldn’t go against Paul, ultimately, that placed Nox below Paul in the power structure. As such, I couldn’t come to Nox’s rescue.


  Also, because Paul was clearly in a testy mood, I decided not to push my luck by asking what my monster friends had been scolded for. If I did that, I got the feeling he’d set in on me next.


  “Lady Neema, His Majesty the Emperor sent word that he would like to hear your account of what happened yesterday, so he’s requesting your attendance at this morning’s council meeting. Also, a message from the soldiers in charge of the investigation stated that they would like to speak with you and Prince Dauxrouge together at your earliest convenience.” 


  Huh?! Did he say, “The council meeting?!” Is it really okay for me to intrude on such an important meeting?


  While I was stunned into momentary silence, Paul added that this was an official request, so we couldn’t refuse.


  It’s not that I wanted to refuse! I’m just worried whether it’s okay for me, as a foreigner, to attend a meeting where national policy is being discussed! I suppose if they only call me in at the end when it’s time to discuss the events I was directly involved in, it might be okay?


  And so I was forced to change again into a more formal outfit, and a short while later, the emperor’s chamberlain came to get me and led me to a waiting room.


  It looks like my guess was correct. It seems they want me to wait here until they’ve finished with the other topics on today’s roster.


  “Huh? You were summoned, too, Will?”


  When I stepped inside the waiting room, I found Will and Lars lounging inside as if this were their own private suite or something. 


  “Yeah, it seems things got pretty crazy yesterday. I was also summoned in regard to that incident.”


  “Why?”


  I didn’t understand why Will would be summoned when he wasn’t even present during the social.


  “Even though they’ve been entrusted with ensuring the safety of a person of significant importance to our country, a serious incident occurred during an event hosted by a member of the imperial family. Essentially, the empire screwed up. It’s only natural that they should formally apologize to our country for the threat to your safety.”


  So it’s politics, huh? 


  This explained why the crown prince had been invited instead of Karna, my appointed guardian in the Linus Empire.


  “You haven’t done anything to be ashamed of. Go in there brimming with confidence.”


  The fact that Will would say something like this could only mean that my actions had become a point of contention.


  Maybe using Koku to neutralize the poison was pushing it a bit after all?


  It wasn’t publicly known that I could control monsters. Technically speaking, it was still possible I could make it out of this without revealing that fact to the world. However, I wasn’t confident about my ability to successfully play it off as anything other than what it really was. 


  “I’ll do my best!”


  I didn’t know what would happen when we went into that room, but as long as Lars was with me, I would be fine! With that in mind, I indulged in a quick petting session with Lars to give me courage before we were called in.


  “Thank you for waiting.”


  We were escorted through a door into the room where the council meeting was and seated close to the head of the room, where the emperor sat on a dais.


  “Lady Nefertima, before we get started, let me first express my deep gratitude to you for saving many lives yesterday.” The emperor didn’t bow his head as he said this, but all cabinet ministers did.


  “I only did what anyone would’ve done, but I’m very honored by all of your gratitude.”


  It would be rude if I responded by saying there was no need to thank me, so I opted to graciously accept it instead.


  “We’re currently carrying out an investigation, but I would like to hear everything you know about the incident, Lady Nefertima.”


  “I was in the middle of chatting with a group of children that I met at the event when all around us, people began collapsing, and Paul said it looked like poison, so…” I trailed off, not sure if it was okay to openly admit to using Koku to neutralize the poison when the emperor stepped in to finish my sentence. 


  “You used a slime with poison-neutralizing abilities to negate the poison, correct?”


  I guess it’s okay to admit it? Some of the cabinet ministers look very surprised, though…


  “Some of you may already be aware, but those who are bonded with holy beasts are capable of binding monsters to their service,” the emperor said to his councilors.


  “Yes, I asked Koku to jump into the bodies of the people who’d been poisoned. However, even after Koku neutralized the poison, the victims were still dangerously weak, so I also asked Gratia to inject the compound found in melon…”


  “Wait a minute, let me see if I’m following here. Gratia is… that’s the baby frost spider, right? If he has poison, then why can he also produce the compound found in melon?”


  I understood why the emperor was confused. I also didn’t totally understand it.


  “Umm, well… I suppose you could say it’s an unintended side-effect of an experiment Mother did on him to see what would happen if, instead of poison, she fed him medicinal herbs…”


  “You’re telling me that Duchess Cerulia Osphe did an experiment on Gratia that gave him the ability to produce the compound found in melon?”


  “I’m not sure if he’s actually making the compound or if he’s just got a bunch of it stored up…”


  It was widely believed that the only way for a monster to gain new abilities was through evolution, so everyone seemed shocked by the idea that it might be possible to give a monster new abilities through human intervention.


  “And was your slime able to determine the variant of poison used?”


  The remaining food and drinks from Daux’s social were being tested for poison, but apparently, none had been detected thus far. Even asking the recovered poisoning victims for a detailed account of everything they’d put in their mouths hadn’t turned up anything.


  Oh no, I forgot to ask Koku about the poison!


  Just as I was about to tell the emperor this, Paul came up beside me and spoke quietly into my ear, “I will explain about the poison, so please request permission for me to speak.”


  It seemed Paul had been busy with his own investigation while I was asleep.


  How far does Paul’s information network reach? I’m not sure I really want to know! Not that he’d tell me even if I asked…


  I told the emperor that Paul would present what he’d discovered about the poison, then relinquished the spotlight to him.


  According to Paul, Koku neutralized the poison and analyzed the compounds making it up, determining they came from plants called tanatoyu and ronoan.


  Tanatoyu was a bush that grew in mountainous regions with relatively warm climates and produced small yellow flowers.


  As for ronoan, it was an unpleasant vegetable that I was all too familiar with. At first glance, a film of water appeared to cover it, but it was actually an unusual defense mechanism by which the ronoan used a gelatinous substance to protect itself. I wasn’t sure what exactly this “gelatinous substance” was made of, but the slimy way it squished under your teeth when you bit into it was highly unpleasant. 


  I was fine touching such a substance with my hands, but when it came to trying to eat it, that was another matter entirely… It reminded me of soggy bread or some kind of cooking-failure porridge. Perhaps the fact that I had never eaten anything with this distinctive texture in my previous life had something to do with why I found it so unpalatable. And you couldn’t remove the outer coating entirely, no matter how much you tried washing the vegetable, even with hot water. Not to mention, the way it practically repelled my fork when I tried to stab it into a piece of the vegetable was annoying.


  “This is the first I’ve ever heard of either of these plants being poisonous…”


  “On their own, they are perfectly safe. Are you familiar with the term ‘livestock-killers?’”


  Paul went on to explain a phenomenon that occasionally occurred amongst free-range livestock. Certain plants, while not poisonous on their own, produced poison if combined with one or two other specific plants. Free-range livestock sometimes unwittingly ate these plants, which then produced poison when they combined in the animal’s stomach, culminating in the animal’s death. Among farmers, these plants that were dangerous only when consumed together were often referred to as “livestock-killers.”


  The effect was similar to mixing common household cleaners that were safe to use on their own but produced toxic chemical reactions if mixed.


  Paul claimed that this information was not common knowledge, which indicated that the culprit was likely either a farmer-turned-assassin or working in a field of national intelligence, similar to our own country’s Intelligence Department.


  “Why is this method of poisoning so obscure?”


  “The ingredients can be difficult to source, and it doesn’t produce immediate death.”


  That meant that royalty and the nobility weren’t terribly concerned about being poisoned in this manner since it left plenty of time for a victim to be cured using medicines and healing magic.


  But, on the other hand, it means this method of poisoning is still quite deadly if there is no medicine or healer available, right?


  “For this reason, I would surmise that assassination was not the true objective of this incident. However, it is concerning that the healer assigned to Prince Dauxrouge’s private guard was not present at the event…”


  Although there hadn’t been a healer present at the event, there was a healer in the palace, and ultimately, all of the people who’d collapsed were saved.


  “Did you notice anything else?”


  “There were several people at the event whose movements seemed out of place. They may have simply been extra staff called in from another division for the event, but to me, they seemed to be lacking in the basic skills necessary for anyone working in the imperial palace,” Paul explained. 


  “What I wouldn’t give to have him working for me…”


  This was said not by Emperor Celiunos but by Will, muttering to himself under his breath. It was also the first thing he’d said the entire time we’d been in the council room.


  I could agree that even among the Osphe family’s servants, Paul was exceptionally skilled. It was a waste to use him as a glorified babysitter for me!


  “You can’t have him!” I hissed under my breath. 


  Paul had his fingers in all the pots—we couldn’t make do without him. 


  I don’t care how much Will wants him; I won’t let him go!


  “Wilhelt, do you figure this is the work of Runohark?” the emperor asked Will pensively.


  “At first, I didn’t think so, but after hearing Paul’s report, I’m not sure what to believe. If Runohark still has connections with the Church of Divine Creation, it would not be outside the realm of possibility for them to infiltrate the imperial palace.”


  “In that case, until we find definitive proof that Runohark had nothing to do with this, we have no choice but to strengthen our defenses…”


  Uh-oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this…


  “Indeed. It would be dangerous to let Neema go out.”


  Will, you jerk! Are you trying to prevent me from going to the elven forest?! But thankfully, I have the elemental spirits on my side. They’ll get down to the bottom of this mess in no time at all, I’m sure!


  As long as the culprit was caught before the day of the trip to the elven forest, I should be allowed to go. I would hate to lose the opportunity for a rare outing with Karna, after all.


  But if it turned out that Runohark was involved in the poisoning incident, it would be dangerous for me to make a move…


  I glanced over at Will beside me. 


  If I’m going to be opposed anyway, I might as well drag him into it…


  “Will, don’t leave yet, okay?”


  “What are you saying all of a sudden?”


  Seeming to misunderstand that I was frightened by the mention of Runohark, Will patted my head a few times in a kind of tough-love gesture of comfort.


  Heh. After this, it’s time for a strategy meeting!


   


   


   


  Small Talk: Don’t Make Paul Angry! (POV: Shinki)


   


  THAT day, Miss Neema said she wouldn’t be bringing me with her, so I ended up with some free time on my hands. Spica had been left behind for the same reason as me, and I’d expected her to be depressed about it, so imagine my surprise when she saw Miss Neema off with a wide smile.


  “Inaho, let’s play!”


  Oh, so that’s it…


  Miss Neema had instructed Spica to look after Inaho.


  The only monsters Miss Neema had brought with her were Gratia, who could hide his entire body in her hair, Seigo and Rikusei, who could pass themselves off as hounds, and Kai in his human form. Even though Paul was with them, this motley group left me uneasy.


  “Spica, me too! Me too!”


  “Of course you can join us, Haku!”


  “I want to go outside!”


  Spica shouldn’t be able to understand monsters other than the kobolds she’d grown up with, but perhaps her ability to communicate with Haku and Inaho was due to her instincts as a beastperson?


  “Spica, I’m going out,” I announced.


  “Peep!”


  I didn’t understand Nox’s words, but since he landed on my shoulder, I assumed he was saying he wanted to come with me.


  “It seems Nox is going to tag along with me.”


  “Okay! Have fun, Big Brother Shinki and Nox!”


  When Paul wasn’t around, Spica slipped back into her old way of talking and acting. Although, she had thankfully kicked the habit of jumping on people.


  “All right, let’s go, Nox.”


  I’d made a habit of spending any free time I got exercising at the army’s training grounds.


  When we entered the army building, a few guys who recognized me called out greetings.


  “Oh, it’s Nox! Come over here, little guy!” a sharp-eyed female soldier from some kind of avian beastperson tribe said, beckoning to Nox.


  A group of female soldiers quickly formed around us, all from various avian tribes. I’d been warned not to go against this group, so I urged Nox to go to them.


  “Nox sure is popular, eh? Shinki, if you’re looking for Barg and the others, they’re out in the practice arena.”


  If the layer of dirt covering him was any indication, the man who said this had just finished training.


  “I’ll pick Nox up before I leave. Is it okay if I leave him here while I’m training?”


  “Don’t worry; there’s nobody strong enough to harm a creature that all the members of that group love so dearly,” the man laughed until a woman from the earth tiger tribe told him he stunk and chased him out to take a shower.


  After just one glance, Miss Neema had also told me not to piss off the queen bees of the imperial army, so it seemed the beastperson women were just as strong as the men. Maybe next time I was here, I could get some of them to join me for a practice fight?


  “Hey, Shinki. Your little lady’s not here with you today?” Barg of the lizard tribe called out when he noticed me. Without losing a beat, he then casually sent his opponent flying across the arena.


  He’s just as ridiculously strong as usual, I see.


  “She’s going to some ‘social’ or something today.”


  “Oh, must be Prince Dauxrouge’s social. Yeah, they don’t like to let beastpeople join in those kinds of things.”


  He instantly deduced why I was free today.


  Barg invited me to spar, and almost as soon as I stepped into the arena, his tail hurtled towards me. I stepped back to avoid it, then kicked out, aiming for Barg’s shins. My kick hit its mark, but Barg showed no sign of pain as he brought one of his meaty arms down on me from above. 


  I threw myself to the ground to escape the blow, only to be met by that powerful tail, which—as was its signature move—sent me flying through the air.


  Due to their sinuous musculature, the lizard tribe’s attacks were incredibly rapid. They were really difficult opponents to beat.


  After being sent flying by Barg a handful more times, I moved on to being squeezed half to death by a member of the snake tribe, had my butt kicked by a member of the bear tribe, and tried my luck with a member of the wing tribe.


  I was happily accepting all invitations to fight when a loud noise echoed throughout the army complex.


  “Hey, Shinki. You should head back right away. It seems something’s happening at the palace.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This sound is the emergency signal of the investigation unit and the healers’ unit. Your little lady might be involved…”


  I knew from the fact that the elemental spirits weren’t going ballistic that Miss Neema was unharmed, but I figured that it would be best as an outsider to remove myself from the premises while the army was experiencing a crisis. I followed Barg’s suggestion and returned to our rooms. Of course, I stopped to collect Nox on the way.


  “Nox, you’d better shake off those crumbs from the snacks you ate, or Paul will scold you.”


  Paul kept a close watch over Miss Neema’s snack habits and those of her monster entourage. He didn’t bother with hassling Kai or me, but he was strict when it came to the furred and feathered monsters like Inaho and Nox. Because Miss Neema loved petting soft and glossy fur and feathers, Paul constantly harped about how important a balanced diet was for maintaining a lustrous coat and scolded anyone he caught snacking.


  “Peep…”


  Nox shook the crumbs off his beak and chest feathers as we walked down the hall, and a moment later, we came upon Kai curled up on the floor in a random corner.


  “Oh, Shinki…”


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “The desire I ate was really disgusting… I feel sick…”


  It seemed he’d eaten something strange that upset his stomach. Kai was a monster, so he wouldn’t die even if he ate something rotten, but I didn’t want to get in trouble with Paul, so I picked him up.


  “Not like that. I want a piggy-back ride!”


  I’d planned to carry Kai under my arm, but he protested immediately. 


  He seems to really not be feeling well, so I’ll listen to his request this time, but only this once!


  When I transferred Kai to my back, it would make Nox unable to perch on my shoulder. Before I had to bother trying to come up with a solution, Nox easily hopped on top of my head and moved around as if trying to make a nest for himself up there.


  “Ride on Kai’s head, will you?”


  Despite my complaint, Nox made no move to obey. The brief, sharp “Peep!” he let out seemed to mean something along the lines of “Don’t wanna!”


  Nox was a clever bird, so there must be a good reason why he didn’t want to ride on Kai’s head. Miss Neema always praised Kai’s hair for being smooth, so perhaps Nox was worried he’d slide right off.


  Kai miserably complained that swaying made him feel nauseous, so I did my best to concentrate on walking at an even gait, which made our trip back to the suite take longer than usual. Once we arrived, I headed straight for the men’s bunkroom and lay Kai down on his bed.


  “Is Miss Neema okay?”


  “Paul’s with her, so there’s nothing to worry about.”


  So I said, but the truth was I couldn’t help being a little worried, so after putting Kai to bed, I went to find her and see for myself. It seemed she’d already returned to the suite, but I resorted to asking Paul when I didn’t see her anywhere.


  “Lady Neema exhausted herself, so she’s sleeping now,” Paul told me while casting open the windows leading out to the terrace, presumably for the sake of air circulation.


  “Shinki, are you hungry? I’m going to make a light meal; do you want some?”


  I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, so I was hungry. Without hesitation, I responded that I would gladly eat with him.


  Paul disappeared into the attached kitchen area, and a moment later, something black rolled over to me.


  “Hey, Shinki!”


  “You’ve gotten bigger since I last saw you.”


  “Yeah! Today, I got to eat lots and lots!”


  Oh, it’s just bloated from overeating?


  Compared to the other slimes, Koku, who spent most of its time parasitically inhabiting Lady Neema, was on the smaller side. Parasitic slimes rarely got the chance to consume magic, so perhaps that accounted for the difference in their growth rates?


  “Shinki, play with us!”


  This time, Haku rolled over to me and invited me to play, but I wasn’t sure if they truly understood that I couldn’t roll around all over the place like they could.


  “I’m tired, so I’ll pass. Why don’t you ask Seigo and Rikusei?”


  “They’re both sleeping!”


  The two had probably been on their guard the entire time, poised to protect Miss Neema from any dangers. Although they spent most of their time wandering the halls of the imperial palace, looking for hidden tunnels and keeping an eye out for suspicious people, being on active guard duty was tiring on a whole different level. 


  “Come to think of it, where are Spica and Inaho?”


  Before I went out, Haku had been playing with them. In the first place, Inaho was forbidden from leaving these rooms because it would cause an uproar if she were discovered.


  “Spica put her in a bag, and they went out somewhere.”


  If this was on Paul’s orders, then there was no problem. But otherwise…


  Even if Spica hadn’t thought Miss Neema would return so soon, it had been a bad choice to take Inaho out of the room without permission.


  “Koku, let’s race!”


  “Shinki, you’re in charge of giving the signal to start!”


  Once I’d confirmed they were both lined up and ready, I gave the signal, and the two slimes hurtled themselves across the room, rolling end over end at top speed.


  I didn’t think Paul would get too angry over this, so I left them to it.


  “Shinki, come here.”


  Palases and fruit-infused water had been laid out on the table we used for eating. Paul told me he would fill me in on all that had happened while we ate, so I sat back and silently listened while eating my fill.


  “Here’s what happened at Prince Dauxrouge’s social…”


  The last palas disappeared just as Paul came to the end of his story. That man could seriously make a mean palas.


  It seems Miss Neema wasn’t the intended target, but if this was Runohark’s doing, we’d better find and eliminate them as quickly as possible.


  “So, are you going to take care of this under the table?” I asked.


  “I’m the winner!”


  “No way, I’m the winner! I was way faster than you!”


  The sound of the two slimes arguing could be heard, and although Paul called Haku and Koku’s names, it seemed they couldn’t hear him because they only became louder and louder. Paul quietly stood and crept silently over to the two slimes, then reached out and snatched them up.


  “Lady Neema is sleeping, so be quiet, both of you. If you can’t, you know what will happen, right?”


  I knew the two of them didn’t feel any pain, but even so, the way their bodies were crushed in Paul’s hands made me cringe. After a moment, Paul dropped the two naughty slimes and returned to the table to continue our conversation.


  “I would like nothing more than to take them out quietly on our own, but it would be problematic if it turned out they’re citizens of the empire. Right now, I have people following up on the one person, so for now, we’ll just have to wait for more information.”


  “We got yelled at…”


  “It was all your fault, Haku!”


  “You’re the one who was being loud, Koku!”


  Paul stood up again and went into the kitchen, returning with a box of some kind. Without giving them a moment to protest, Paul snatched up the slimes, stuffed them into the box, closed the lid, then shook it so rapidly my eyes couldn’t follow the motion.


  I surmised this box was a kitchen tool with a spell to simulate whipping cast on it, but I didn’t see the purpose of this “punishment” when even being mixed and shaken shouldn’t actually harm a slime in any way…


  Paul shook the box until he was satisfied, and once he finally placed it down on the floor, his face looked decidedly refreshed.


  “Are they going to be okay after all that?”


  “They’re fine. I imagine they’re feeling quite dizzy in there, though.”


  Paul claimed the slimes would come out once they got over their dizziness. The fact that he could say that with such confidence suggested that he’d carried out this same punishment many times in the past.


  It’s impossible to keep the slimes confined in there, so this was the punishment he ultimately came up with?


  “I’m going to go give orders to my other subordinates, so Shinki, I want you to stay here. Don’t leave this room, got it?”


  I said, “Got it,” and walked Paul to the door, where he gave me a final instruction.


  “If they get noisy again, let me know. I’ll make them regret the day they were born.”


  I wasn’t confident in my ability to keep the slimes under control, but it was clear that if they woke Miss Neema, they’d be dead meat.


  Haku and Koku didn’t come out of the box right away, so I settled down to read a book, but a short while later, Seigo and Rikusei woke up.


  “Where’s Miss Neema?”


  “She’s sleeping, so don’t wake her.”


  “Okay!”


  Even as they promised to be quiet, the two kobolds were already curiously sniffing the box on the floor.


  “That sucked!”


  “Wagh! Something came out of the box!”


  “Oh, it’s Seigo and Rikusei! Let’s play!”


  They were getting energetic again already, but I didn’t think it was a problem at this point.


  The two kobolds chased after the two slimes as they rolled around the room. Once they caught up to the slimes, the kobolds grabbed them in their mouths and shook them aggressively side to side.


  “Ah…!”


  Seigo shook a little too hard, and Koku flew from his mouth to SPLAT! loudly against the wall.


  Haku begged Rikusei to do the same to it, and after that, the room echoed with loud SPLAT! noises as the slimes were flung repeatedly against the walls.


  “Haku, I’m back!”


  Just then, Spica returned. She certainly had a knack for sniffing out the exact moment to slip in when Paul wasn’t around.


  Spica turned to greet me with a cheerful “I’m back, Big Brother Shinki!” and when I told her to keep it down because Miss Neema was sleeping, she froze with such exaggerated body language that it was all I could do to hold in a snort of amusement. 


  “Oh… Then, Paul is…”


  “Paul went out.”


  Spica sighed in relief once she learned that Paul wasn’t there.


  If you know he’s scary when you make him mad, why would you persist in doing things that will anger him?


  Spica brewed herself some tea and prepared a tray of snacks for the smaller monsters. Everyone was quiet and well-behaved while eating, so I took advantage of the momentary calm to tell Spica what I’d learned from Paul.


  “Oh, and Kai’s sleeping, so could you bring him some water when you get a chance?”


  “Sure!”


  Spica disappeared into the men’s bunkroom to check on Kai, and the small monsters, who’d finished their snacks, began running around again.


  “Peep!”


  Nox began flying back and forth between me and the bedroom where Miss Neema was sleeping, trying to tell me something. Although I couldn’t understand his words, I understood his meaning clearly.


  “You have to promise not to wake Miss Neema up.”


  “Peep!”


  I opened the bedroom door, figuring Nox would be fine, and he glided silently into the room without so much as beating his wings to land on the headboard of Miss Neema’s bed.


  Miss Neema, perhaps hearing the commotion from Seigo and the others running around in this room, muttered something in her sleep and rolled over, leading me to quickly shut the door.


  …That was a close call!


  “Rikusei, do you have it in your mouth? I’m gonna pull!”


  “Okay!”


  Seigo and Rikusei were biting Haku from opposite sides. Then, Seigo slowly moved backward, stretching Haku out.


  I remember seeing Miss Neema doing something similar before.


  With a loud SNAP! Haku retracted, smashing into Rikusei’s face. Rikusei began whining loudly, seemingly in pain.


  “Haku made it this far!”


  Koku placed a sugar cube on the ground to indicate how far Haku had stretched before snapping back.


  Once Haku peeled itself off Rikusei’s face, Koku immediately bounced up and down, insisting, “It’s my turn next!” until the two kobolds obligingly grabbed it in their mouths.


  The same scene as before repeated itself, except that this time it was Seigo’s face Koku snapped onto.


  “Koku made it this far! I’m the winner!” Haku announced.


  “You’re bigger than me, so if you take that into consideration, I stretched further!” Koku argued back.


  Do these two ever stop competing with each other? 


  In any case, as long as they weren’t running around anymore, I decided to leave them to it and returned to reading my book. From there, the monsters rolled into a very loud game that seemed to focus on trying to kill members of the same species.


  I set my book down and looked around, trying to determine the source of all the noise, only to discover Koku inside the teapot with tea splashed all over the table and many broken items littered all around the room.


  While I was still trying to make sense of what I was seeing, at that most inopportune moment, the sound of the door opening echoed unnaturally ominously through the room. 


  As one, everyone in the room turned toward the door. There stood Paul, radiating a murderous aura.


  “Punishment, for everyone!”


  In the blink of an eye, two naughty slimes and two naughty kobolds were captured by the enraged butler.
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  I watched apprehensively to see what Paul would do to them. He made quick work of Seigo and Rikusei, tying them up hog-style like captured prey and leaving them lying helpless on the floor. Both apologized desperately, but Paul ignored their pleas for mercy.


  As for the two slimes, they were stuffed into another box, which I’d never seen before.


  “Didn’t you say that slimes can escape from any box?” I asked. 


  “This is a special box for hunting slimes, so they won’t be escaping from here. The slimes on Mount Reitimo tested it for me.”


  According to Paul, he’d previously used some circumstances to discuss his desire to create a perfectly leakproof container with Miss Neema. During this discussion, Miss Neema suggested several options, one of which culminated in the creation of this box.


  Due to a layer of some kind of soft material lining the inside lip of the box’s lid, it completely seals when closed firmly. There was also a latch on the exterior to hold the lid in place, and the box was made out of a type of suntate that would take Haku a very long time to dissolve.


  I was certain that Miss Neema had no idea when she was helping to design this box that Paul wanted it to use for punishing the slimes when they misbehaved.


  After that, Paul caught Inaho and put her in a cage, then assigned Spica a hefty helping of extra training as punishment. 


  Looks like she did indeed sneak out without Paul’s permission.


  The hogtied kobolds were chucked unceremoniously into the room where Kai was sleeping.


  “They’ll probably be noisy while you’re sleeping, but you can consider that your punishment.”


  He wants me to sleep with those two whining and howling the whole time? I feel bad for Kai, who is entirely blameless, for having to try and sleep through that…


  As if reading my thoughts, Paul announced that he would cast a spell on Kai and himself to prevent them from hearing anything.


  At least he’s got that much consideration…


  Oh well, whatever. If I can’t sleep tonight because of the kobolds, I’ll just have to catch up on sleep by taking a nap tomorrow.


   


   


   


  Epilogue


   


  ON His Majesty’s orders, the investigation unit, a part of the army’s intelligence division, gathered at the imperial palace army offices. Although this was only a branch office and not the army headquarters, it was the base of operations that oversaw the security of the entire imperial palace, so the building itself was quite large.


  “I thought we would be able to meet the beloved child since the emperor summoned us…”


  Raelius Judar Egralzen, commander of the investigation unit and a member of the Judar ethnic group, who were highly compatible with wind spirits, didn’t even bother to hide his disappointment.


  “I don’t know why we’ve been summoned, but it’s still possible we might get to meet her.” 


  That was his assistant commander’s—Cairnste Juze Salestarn, a member of the Juze ethnic group who had a high compatibility with fire spirits—attempt at consolation.


  More than half of the elves in the imperial army were members of the investigation unit. The unique abilities of elves had a lot to do with that. They could see and speak with elemental spirits, as well as use elemental power. However, those who formed close relationships with elemental spirits gradually found themselves more and more unable to conceive the thought of using elemental power to harm others. Because of this, they tended to gravitate to units that didn’t see much actual fighting, and this was the result.


  In the past, they’d been treated like errand boys for the intelligence department, but following an incident where they’d used elemental power to quell an insurgency that had broken out within the army’s ranks, the investigation unit was officially formed.


  Elemental spirits were everywhere, so it was not uncommon for them to witness crimes being carried out first-hand. And elves were the only ones who could hear those statements from the elemental spirits.


  Furthermore, elves could be trusted to never misreport the elemental spirits’ statements.


  As soon as an elf was old enough to speak, they took a “vow upon their name,” promising to never disobey, betray, or belittle the elemental spirits who were their lifelong friends. If an elf claimed an elemental spirit had said something, it was taken as undisputed evidence.


  And these elves, who revered the elemental spirits so much, viewed beloved children with the same level of regard that celebrities received on Earth due to how much the elemental spirits adored beloved children.


  Many elves felt that they would be satisfied if they could only set eyes upon a beloved child once in their life, even if only from a distance. Raelius was one of these.


  So being told that it might still happen left Raelius trembling with barely controlled excitement.


  And then the time came.


  Via the elemental spirits, the emperor gave an order. An emergency had occurred in the central leisure garden. The investigation unit and the healers’ unit were to report there immediately to sort out the situation. 


  “The central leisure garden? Isn’t that where Prince Dauxrouge’s social is being held?”


  “Let’s hurry.”


  Raelius took his subordinates, and they rushed to the central leisure garden. When they arrived, the sight of many people collapsed in agony awaited them.


  “Healers, ready your magic! Everyone else, help gather everyone who’s collapsed together.”


  Following Raelius’s orders, his subordinates swiftly scattered. 


  Perhaps owing to their daily practice, their movements were coordinated and precise, and the people in need of healing were quickly gathered together.


  “Let’s heal everyone all at once!”


  After confirming that the healing spell had been cast, Raelius immediately turned his attention to searching for Prince Dauxrouge, the host of this event. However, his eyes caught on a spot shining with brilliant light.


  Following Raelius’s lead, Cairnste also looked in that direction and found himself unable to look away.


  “Raelius, don’t forget His Majesty’s orders.”


  “Oh, yeah…”


  Shaking off their momentary awestruck state, the two called out to Prince Dauxrouge. Even while they were engaged in conversation with him, they found it hard to concentrate due to the amusing sight dancing at the corner of their eyes.


  After being prodded by Cairnste, Raelius shot off orders to his subordinates. Then, determining his work here to be done, he turned to Nefertima with a faint smile and went to speak to her.


  “Don’t say the words ‘beloved child’!”


  “No one’s supposed to know!”


  The elemental spirits were very insistent on this, so Raelius was forced to be vague in his speech. Come to think of it, the emperor had also adamantly instructed the elves not to refer to Nefertima as a beloved child. 


  “Hey, you, Judar-elf! Are you trying to give the beloved child a crick in her neck?! Prostrate yourself on the ground so she can look at you without tilting her head back so far!”


  An intermediate-level fire spirit hovered protectively in front of Nefertima, almost as if trying to block her from view entirely, though only the elves could even see the fire spirit.


  A large number of tiny, low-level elemental spirits had also gathered, and the way they resembled children trying to hide their treasure from the eyes of adults had all of the elves who could see them smiling. 


  In the first place, elves rarely abandoned their usual stoic expressions, so all of the noblewomen who saw the elven soldiers smiling gently like that began fanning their flushed faces and feverishly whispered to one another about the magnificent sight.


  As for Raelius, he immediately acknowledged his mistake after being scolded by the intermediate-level fire spirit and hurried to kneel on one knee. He was aware that he was tall, even for an elf, but he’d never interacted with a child before, so he hadn’t considered how they might regard him. Now that he was taking it into consideration, he knew that he couldn’t very well obey the fire spirit’s command and crawl up to Nefertima on all fours, so this pose would have to do.


  “I have to give you credit, though, for not letting any Jubee-elves approach.” 


  It seemed that fire spirits didn’t think very highly of the Jubee ethnic group, who were highly compatible with water spirits.


  Elves respected all elemental spirits equally and wouldn’t take offense, no matter what they said, but because they didn’t want to displease the elemental spirits, elves made a point of not approaching spirits of the opposing element if they could help it.


  On the surface, Raelius was playing the part of the serious and capable commander perfectly, but internally, he had melted into a pile of goo at the sight of the elemental spirits protecting the beloved child so fiercely.


  “Are you done talking? We want to let the beloved child rest now.”


  The fire spirit didn’t care about the affairs of men one bit, but they didn’t want to cause trouble for the beloved child either, so they almost politely posed this question to Raelius and the other elves.


  Nefertima was completely concealed from view by the elemental spirits, so it was impossible to see whether she looked tired, but beside her, Prince Dauxrouge was visibly pale with exhaustion.


  Once again, internally berating himself for his lack of consideration, Raelius quickly ended the conversation by making plans to meet again when they had more information to share.


  After Prince Dauxrouge and Nefertima left the garden, Raelius crumbled to the ground.


  “The sight of the elemental spirits trying so hard to protect her…”


  “They sure were cute, huh?”


  Most of the people had cleared out of the garden by this point, but more than a few elves could be seen groaning up at the sky, overcome by the elemental spirits’ cuteness.


  A fierce debate arose over who would have the honor of questioning Nefertima, but it probably goes without saying that Raelius and Cairnste pulled rank to wiggle their way into that job.


   


   


   


  Small Talk - The Day a Certain Priest Awoke


   


  PRIESTS started their mornings early.


  They awoke with the sun, cleansed their bodies, prayed before the statue of the Goddess Cresiolle, then took breakfast. After that, they began their priestly duties. These included listening to the worries and suffering of the parishioners and preaching the scripture.


  This place, the holy city of Farshia, was located along the borders of Milma and the Kingdom of Gaché and was officially recognized as an autonomous state. Due to the influx of pilgrims from all over the continent every day, it was easily as large and well-developed as Milma’s capital city.


  Once my service was complete, I came down from the pulpit, and people clamoring for my attention immediately surrounded me. I thanked them each for attending my sermon and exchanged pleasantries with them until a man called my name.


  “Diviner Teeingal, please take this.”


  The man held out his hand, so I reached out to take whatever it was that he wanted to give me. It looked like a perfectly ordinary copper coin.


  Without another word, the man turned and left the chapel. 


  I could only assume that the man had intended this coin as a donation to the church, but if so, why hadn’t he simply put it into the donation box? I was curious what his intention was in personally handing me the coin.


  I would’ve liked to question the man directly about his motives, but locating a single unremarkable parishioner in this city would be impossible. 


  I finished up the small amount of paperwork I had to take care of, then took my dinner and returned to my room, where, at last, I had a bit of free time. I usually spent this time replying to letters or reading books, enjoying the simple pleasures in life.


  I changed out of my priest’s robes and sat down to look at the copper coin more closely. It really did seem like just an ordinary coin, but something about it niggled at me.


  After examining the front and back of the coin, I finally understood the reason for my strange feeling. This coin featured the portrait of someone whose face shouldn’t be on a coin. Meaning it was fraudulent currency.


  Looking at the face engraved on the coin, I felt tears well up in my eyes.


  It was the person I respected most in this world—His Royal Majesty, King Stolvi Russ Gaché.


  Everything that had been sealed away inside of me until this moment poured out, and the memories of everything that occurred from the moment of our first meeting to the day we parted ways for the last time played out behind my closed eyelids…


  🐅 🐅 🐅


  IT all started back when I was still just a child.


  My parents were long gone before my earliest memories, and I was living rough on the streets, never knowing if I’d make it through the day.


  One day, a strange man approached me, saying he wanted my life.


  I didn’t know what he meant by this, but I’d already accepted that I might die at any moment, so I didn’t particularly care what happened to me anymore. After deciding to go with the man, I was led to a house deep in the woods and locked inside.


  He cleaned me up and gave me warm clothes and a warm bed to sleep in. Then he set about teaching me to read and write and the other basic education necessary to get by in life, and I began to seriously wonder if this was all just a dream that I might wake up from at any moment.


  I didn’t know why this man was bothering to educate me, but as the days passed, I put on weight, and my growth, which had halted, restarted. Once I was healthy enough, several more topics of study were added to my roster. These included shady topics such as how to steal and how to kill.


  I’d stolen plenty of times before just to keep myself alive. So it was easy enough for me to rationalize that even if this evolved into me becoming an assassin and potentially ended in my death, that was my fate from the beginning.


  About one cycle passed like this, and then one day, a man visited the house in the forest. He claimed that he’d come to meet me.


  “We’re going to have a very long acquaintance, so I want you to get to know me.”


  With this, the man began telling me about himself. He told me about his wife and their newborn child, the father he dearly loved and respected, and even his trouble-making uncle.


  At first, I was a bit incredulous, thinking that he must just be one of those people who love talking about themselves, but after a few days, I got used to it.


  Then, the man started telling me stories about places he’d been and delicious things he’d eaten while there, trivial things. From there, he even branched out into more esoteric topics like how to create a world where no one would ever have to know hunger.


  “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”


  “Then learn. Study all kinds of things so you can help me.”


  Even my own parents had thrown me away, yet this man in front of me was saying he needed me. That made me happier than I could possibly say.


  He taught me many things. Knowledge, formal etiquette, and even fighting. 


  Only then did I learn who he really was.


  He was the king of this country, the Kingdom of Gaché.


  The days I spent with His Majesty felt so short. In the blink of an eye, five cycles had passed, and during those happy days, I gradually got an inkling of why he had chosen to teach me personally.


  “The choice is yours. Will you become my direct subordinate or not? You are free to refuse. Although, even if you decline, I would be happy to have you work for me in some other capacity.”


  The reason he’d given a child who had nothing food and shelter, education, and the closest thing I’d ever known to love…


  It was to create a pawn that would never betray him.


  To me, who’d never known love, even if this was merely brainwashing, I couldn’t possibly dream of going against His Majesty’s wishes.


  I knelt on one knee and solemnly vowed, “I swear to serve you loyally for all eternity, master.”


  In a situation like this, one would normally vow upon their name, but I didn’t have a name. My small world contained only the man who’d brought me here and the king, so I’d never felt it was inconvenient not to have a name.


  “Thank you. This is my final present to you.”


  What he gave me was a secret between just the two of us.


  After becoming the king’s willing pawn, I was subjected to forbidden brainwashing magic and lost all of my memories.


  My first and last order from His Majesty was to infiltrate the Church of Divine Creation’s headquarters in Farshia. Not only was I to infiltrate the organization, but I was also instructed to rise up the ranks as high as I could go and build a base of power for myself.


  This was probably because a low-level priest wouldn’t have access to much important information.


  Even though I’d lost my memories, I didn’t lose the skills I’d developed. Using the knowledge His Majesty had taught me, I spent the next thirty cycles climbing my way up to the rank of Diviner.


  It was unfortunate that I’d been unable to see His Majesty off on his journey to be with the Goddess, but the fact that they’d made contact now after all this time could only mean that the Kingdom of Gaché was in a dangerous situation.


  As His Majesty’s pawn, I would fulfill my mission to the very end.


  My memories fully restored, I took out a handkerchief from the bottom of the trunk where I stored my clothing. It looked like nothing more than a simple, unpatterned handkerchief, but this was actually a specially made teleportation circle where the runes were woven into the fabric with thread of the same fiber as the cloth, making it invisible to the naked eye. Unless they applied magic, no one would ever guess it was a teleportation circle tapestry.


  I placed the copper coin on top of the handkerchief and let my magic seep into the cloth, sending the coin to the current king, whom I’d only ever seen once when he was still a young prince and then only at a distance.


  Immediately after I’d sent the copper coin, a letter bearing the royal crest was sent back.


  It contained the reason they’d decided to activate me and a royal command. The royal command was signed with two names: that of the current king, Gauldi Russ Gaché, and that of my master, Stolvi Russ Gaché. 


  The distinctive way the letters turned up at the end led me to believe that my master’s signature was written by his own hand.


  “This letter is spelled to burn after reading, but I hope you will cherish it.”


  This writing seemed to be the penmanship of the current king, but I was puzzled by what this instruction to “cherish” something that would self-destruct at any moment might mean.


  I stared at the letter for a long time, trying to burn my master’s handwriting into my memory, and after one color had passed, the self-destruct spell initiated.


  A weak flame burned across the paper as if consuming it. Once the letter burned entirely to ash, my master’s signature would also disappear.


  Or so I thought, but when the flame finally burned out, one tiny scrap of paper remained untouched among the ashes—the spot containing my master’s signature.


  So, this was what he wanted me to cherish.


  I picked up the scrap of paper containing my master’s signature and gently folded it up.


  Thank you, Prince.


  The only things left in this world connecting His Majesty and me were the secret we shared and this single scrap of paper. I was deeply grateful that something physical that I could see and touch had been left behind for me.


  🐅 🐅 🐅


  WHAT the current king wanted from me was a detailed account of exactly what had changed following the Great Cleansing two and a half cycles ago, as well as information about the “holy master” in charge of Runohark, a person who was calling himself Callum Asdyllon.


  The official story was that a group of priests stationed in the Kingdom of Gaché had fallen victim to greed and begun engaging in human trafficking, but the true power behind the scenes was this mysterious “holy master” who had been using fanatical followers like his puppets.


  His Majesty had sent an agent like me into the Church of Divine Creation because he’d foreseen the potential danger of the church’s increasing encroachment into the governments of each country.


  I had been something of a test run, but I suspected that the current king had his own pawns placed within the church by now, too. I would have no contact with them, but I hoped for their sake that they wouldn’t also get activated and have to undergo the same sadness of remembering.


  While continuing with my daily duties, I gathered information bit by bit.


  How did the fanatics contact the holy master? I could only assume that the group code-named Runohark was carrying out clandestine meetings within the city of Farshia.


  So, I began by observing the parishioners. And not only those who came to listen to my sermons, but I also began attending the sermons of the other Diviners. I still didn’t spot any suspicious activities, but after several days, there was a change. 


  “Diviner Teeingal, will you be attending the other Diviners’ sermons again today?”


  The person who approached me with this question was none other than the leader of the Church of Divine Creation, Grand Divinator Carriduvelle. 


  “Yes. Listening to everyone’s sermons has shown me how much I still have to learn. I need to improve upon myself.”


  “I’m humbled by your dedication, Diviner Teeingal. I would do well to learn from your example as well.” 


  This conversation was superficial, where neither of us revealed our true feelings to the other, but this was the usual pattern. 


  Faith notwithstanding, the inner workings of the church’s hierarchy were fraught with personal interests and the resulting power struggles, and you could never let your guard slip, even for a moment.


  I was supported more by the members of the Neutralist Faction, but he was the leader of the predominant Supremacist Faction. If he came to suspect me, I would be forced out for sure. 


  “Is this gentleman here to pray?” I asked, shifting the topic of conversation to the person who stood beside the Grand Divinator.


  Persons of high status sometimes came to discreetly pray while concealing their identity, and in those cases, a high-ranking priest would usually escort them.


  If the Grand Divinator was escorting this man personally, he must be of exceptionally high status. Or perhaps this was a request from a family that donated generously to the church?


  “Yes. He is deeply troubled and has traveled from far away seeking the Great Creator’s guidance.” 


  “I see. Paltry as it may be, I will add my prayers that you receive the guidance you seek.” I slowly bowed to the presumably noble person who was disguising their identity, then spoke the words of a prayer to the Great Creator.


  “Thank you for your consideration, Diviner.”


  I nodded to the man. He spoke in perfect, unaccented Larshian, so it was hard to pinpoint which country he might be from, but based on his bearing and mannerisms, I could tell he was not from the Kingdom of Gaché. Each country had its unique standards of etiquette, and no matter how hard a person tried to conceal their identity, there was always some kind of “tell” that gave them away. 


  The nagging suspicion that perhaps he was a spy from some other country was probably a side-effect of my memory returning.


  I parted ways with the two men and returned to my room, where I set about writing a letter to the current king.


  The Church of Divine Creation’s headquarters had been orderly and peaceful prior to the Great Cleansing. Of course, except for the fact that the Supremacist Faction was harassing the Ancient Divine Creation Faction below the surface, and the Neutralist Faction was unable to do much to help them.


  Amidst all this, we received word that a number of priests who’d been dispatched to placements in the Kingdom of Gaché had been arrested, and the Church of Divine Creation demanded to be allowed to take material custody of the accused priests while simultaneously denying their guilt. 


  The church asserted that it was its right to determine how to deal with those among its ranks who committed crimes. However, in a personal letter from the king of the Kingdom of Gaché himself, he wrote that the crimes the high priest and his lackeys were charged with included inciting human trafficking, and because they had contributed to the intentional increase of criminal activity within his country, they would be tried according to the Kingdom of Gaché’s laws.


  The high priest stationed in the Kingdom of Gaché was a member of the Supremacist Faction, but if they tried to cover for him in the face of such accusations from the king himself, it would discredit the church among the citizens, so ultimately, they’d abandoned the high priest and his co-conspirators.


  The Neutralist Faction had repeatedly voiced the opinion that someone should be dispatched to the Kingdom of Gaché to carry out an investigation to grasp the full scope of the situation, but that suggestion was turned down without even being brought to a vote.


  They claimed that carrying out an investigation would be paramount to admitting guilt. In the end, they decided that the high priest had carried out these acts on his own accord, and therefore, the church should not interfere, instead leaving the matter to the judgment of the Kingdom of Gaché.


  While the factions were squabbling amongst themselves about how much responsibility the Supremacist Faction should bear for the high priest’s ability to carry out criminal acts, even if they were on his own accord, the Kingdom of Gaché made the first move. They publicly announced the details of the incident to the entire country, including the fact that a high priest and several less-prominent priests from the Church of Divine Creation had been involved with a criminal organization that was carrying out human trafficking.


  That threw the church’s headquarters into an uproar.


  A messenger was dispatched immediately, but apparently, the excuse that “the priests are the ones who’ve done wrong and the church as a whole is blameless” hadn’t been accepted. Not only that, but the Kingdom of Gaché demanded that they be exempted from all donations to the church for a set time period as a form of making amends. The Kingdom of Gaché’s donations amounted to a considerable sum, so I was certain the Supremacist Faction was not happy about this one bit.


  Furthermore, as the days passed, more and more parishioners voiced their growing distrust of the church. They demanded to know whether the accusation that the church had colluded with the criminals who’d kidnapped a young noblewoman was true or not.


  Due to the church’s initially weak approach, they were forced to take a defensive stance and left with no choice but to accept all of the Kingdom of Gaché’s demands. These included exemption from donations for a set period, the right to name the replacement High Priest who would be dispatched to their country, financial compensation to the families of the victims, and the right to punish all priests within the Church of Divine Creation who had been involved with human trafficking.


  At that time, Grand Divinator Carriduvelle had been recalled from the Linus Empire to Farshia. At the time, he was still only a high priest, but he was rapidly gaining power as a central figure in the Supremacist Faction, and in the blink of an eye, he spearheaded what would come to be known as “the Great Cleansing.”


  Despite its illustrious name, it was essentially a coup whereby everyone whom the Supremacist Faction saw as a problem was falsely accused with baseless claims and forced out, strengthening the Supremacist Faction’s stranglehold on the church.


  After that, all books containing the Ancient Divine Creation Faction’s teachings were labeled as forbidden books and locked up, and the current Grand Divinator was pressured into resigning for failure to maintain order within the church, to be replaced in quick succession by Carriduvelle.


  In a truly impressive political maneuver, Grand Divinator Carriduvelle began giving sermons at strategic locations across the continent, “explaining the situation” to appease the followers’ doubts. The fact that the Grand Divinator, who normally never left Farshia, was traveling around in person to alleviate the parishioners’ concerns drew even more people to the church. And that brought in more donations.


  The Neutralist Faction’s numbers were also shaved down during the Great Cleansing, and at this point, the Supremacist Faction was reigning unchallenged.


  But if, even after all of this, Runohark was still active, it could only mean that someone among the Supremacist Faction’s inner circle was connected to the holy master.


  I was doing my best to narrow it down, but I couldn’t find definitive proof pointing to any individual. For this reason, I ended my letter with a request to the current king to share the information he’d gathered with me.


  Perhaps if I compared the information I’d gathered from within the church with what the king’s agents had gathered externally, I might be able to spot something…


   


   


   


  Side Story - Will’s Standards Are Too High Part 1 (POV: Ralfreed)


   


  A short while after Karna and Neema left for the Linus Empire, an unusual new student transferred to the Royal Academy. I’d already progressed to the upper academy, which was housed in a separate building, so we’d never met, but I’d heard rumors that she was very cute.


  “Oh, look—it’s Lord Ralfreed! I never would’ve expected to see him here…”


  Although it had only been one cycle since I moved up to the upper academy, the lower academy building seemed incredibly nostalgic.


  The Royal Academy periodically held special classes where members of the upper and lower academies could interact, and Will had roped me into serving as a program coordinator because he claimed I was good at dealing with kids.


  Due to that, I would be visiting the lower academy more often in the immediate future.


  I did my best to filter out the noise of young ladies who recognized me, screeching with excitement. Although the lower academy was nostalgic, things were certainly easier for me in some respects at the upper academy. The only people who enrolled at the upper academy genuinely wanted to further their education, so there wasn’t anyone running around with hearts in their eyes, in love with the idea of falling in love. Thanks to this, Will and I were living our best lives studying at the upper academy. 


  I finished my meeting with the teacher who would be teaching the next joint lesson and was about to head back to the upper academy when a girl tripped and fell in a spectacular heap on the ground right in front of me.


  “Are you okay?”


  It was all I could do to keep from laughing at how epically she’d fallen—even Neema wasn’t usually this clumsy.


  “Yes! Thank you!”


  The girl was around Karna’s age, and she took the hand I held out to her despite looking absolutely mortified.


  She didn’t seem to be injured anywhere, so after confirming that she could stand and walk on her own, I was about to carry on making my way back to the upper academy when the girl called out for me to stop. Her lack of decorum surprised me, but I supposed the children of lower-ranked families might not know who I was.


  “What is it?”


  “Um… Please tell me your name! I want to thank you properly!”


  Especially promising students were sometimes admitted to this academy despite being of common birth, but in those cases, they were required to study etiquette before enrolling. The idea was that if they acquired enough manners to proudly call themselves a student of the Royal Academy, they should be able to avoid unintentionally offending members of the nobility, and it would also benefit them in their future employment at the royal palace.


  Has the academy lowered its standards since I graduated?


  However, this girl’s clothing was made of fine material. There was no mistaking her for a peasant; she was clearly at least a lower aristocrat.


  In short, her lack of manners was entirely her own fault, and I was under no obligation to entertain it.


  “Sorry, but I have to be going.”


  At the time, I figured I’d never see the girl again. But somehow, whenever I visited the lower academy, she unfailingly appeared before me and babbled away almost entirely one-sidedly.


  Just as I was getting really annoyed with her, one of my friends at the upper academy told me that a rumor had been going around about me. It was a preposterous rumor that I was madly in love with a certain young noblewoman from the lower academy.


  “Anyone with the brains to look back on history would immediately be able to deduce why you’re not engaged yet, Ralf,” my friend remarked, seeming to have a hard time understanding why such a rumor was going around.


  I didn’t know what their motive was, but this insignificant rumor had clearly been intentionally spread. And the only possible conclusion was that whoever had started it was an air-brained idiot who refused to learn the history of our country.


  Even if it was just a little rumor, I had no intention of letting anyone get away with sullying the name of the Osphe Family.


  When I returned home that afternoon, I asked Josh to look into the rumor.


  Around dinnertime, Father came home from work with a suspicious look and announced he had a request for me.


  “That damn Wilhelt…”


  “Dayle.”


  With a single word, Mother pointedly reminded Father that no matter how irritated he was and regardless of the fact that the person in question wasn’t present, it was unacceptable to speak disrespectfully about Will as the crown prince of our country, and Father quickly closed his mouth. 


  “What about Will?”


  “…It seems that he was needed for a task that only he could accomplish, but either way, I’ve learned that His Highness traveled to the Linus Empire and met with Karna and Neema.”


  There hadn’t been any letters from Neema today, but perhaps Father had heard this news in an after-action report that crossed his desk at work?


  “And so, when he returns… Make him pay!”


  Father seemed desperately jealous of Will since he couldn’t meet with Karna and Neema himself. However, his reaction was incredibly childish…


  Appearing disgruntled with Father’s behavior, Mother turned to me with a gentle smile. “Ralf, you know what you should do, right?”


  I assured her I did, but truthfully, I wasn’t sure whether she was suggesting I should ignore Father’s request or obey.


  But just a little couldn’t hurt, right?


  Two days later, Will showed up at the upper academy.


  I’d learned from Paul’s report what Will had been up to while he was gone. He’d requested the fire dragon’s assistance in delivering the ogres the royal knighthood had captured to the Linus Empire.


  There had also been a letter from Neema detailing how she’d gotten to play with lindblooms and camp out with the holy beasts and her monster friends. I could easily picture Neema energetically doing all these things, but I wished I could have witnessed it with my own eyes. 


  “I heard you paid a visit to our neighbors?”


  “So Dayland told you, did he? I simply went to deliver a present to His Majesty the Emperor. Neema and Karna seemed to be doing well.”


  “I can’t even hug my cute little sisters, and after meeting with them, all you have to say is that they’re ‘doing well?’ How cold-hearted.”


  I could understand Father’s wrath towards Will.


  After all, from our perspective, even if we could exchange letters fairly frequently, we couldn’t hug Karna and Neema or hear their sweet voices, so naturally, we felt that Will, who’d been able to spend even one day with them, had a duty to report everything in excruciating detail.


  “Even if you say that, there were so many holy beasts around that the elemental spirits were being a huge menace. Neema was surrounded by them constantly.”


  Will seemed to be invoking the defense that he couldn’t even see Neema due to the elemental spirits swarming around her, but imagining what that must’ve looked like was enough to make me smile despite myself. I couldn’t see elemental spirits, but I was sure watching them affectionately crowding around Neema must be adorable.


  After venting my complaints to Will, I respectfully greeted Lars, and then we headed off to class.


  That day, there was a joint class with the younger students in the afternoon, and Will was also set to attend.


  Being at the academy at the same time as a member of the royal family was a precious experience, and Will himself was always on the lookout for people who might be worth recruiting to work for him in the future, so he made a point of socializing with the other students whenever he was at the academy.


  He didn’t write the children off just because they were young, either. While the children somewhat clumsily paid homage and prostrated themselves for the first time in their young lives, he smiled at them magnanimously.


  The image he portrayed of himself as the “perfect crown prince” did not win him any favors with my younger sisters, however.


  Lars wasn’t with Will at the moment. To avoid scaring the children, he’d elected to take a nap elsewhere during the lesson. Neema had told me that Lars had several favorite spots to nap within the royal palace, so he probably also had a designated napping spot in the Royal Academy.


  The joint class ended without incident, and we were discussing one young man who Will had felt showed particular promise as we headed back towards the upper academy when suddenly…


  “Lord Ralf!”


  The same girl ran up to me, throwing any pretense of good manners to the wind as usual.


  Will cast me a disturbed glance that seemed to be saying, “What the heck?” but he maintained his silence.


  I was curious to see how the girl would react to Will and even more curious about how Will would respond.


  “I heard that you would be coming here today, Lord Ralf… I baked these myself, so please accept them!”


  I looked at the beautifully wrapped little box she thrust out towards me and nearly sighed, but I barely repressed it at the last moment. I took the box, thanking the girl as I did. Will looked like he wanted to say something, but in the end, he remained silent.


  I had no intention of actually eating the contents of the box. I currently had three of the slimes Neema had named parasitically inhabiting my body, but none of them were capable of neutralizing poison. I’d tested it numerous times while Neema had been sleeping, but the slimes only responded to physical attacks, such as those made with weapons or fists. The slimes didn’t have any particular resistance to magic or poison, so I needed to watch out for those things myself.


  “Oh, are you a friend of Lord Ralf’s? My name is Angelica, but you can call me Ann!”


  Apparently, feeling self-conscious about giving me a gift in front of Will without having anything to offer him, the girl apologized to him for only having enough for me, missing the point completely.


  This girl… she’s so clueless that it’s actually kind of amusing. How can she be a student here and not know that Will is the crown prince? …Or maybe she’s just pretending? Either way, she’s so far out of bounds for a noblewoman that I don’t know what to make of her.


  “It’s okay. Even if you gave me something, I wouldn’t be able to eat it.”


  In general, nobles didn’t exchange edible presents with anyone but their most trusted acquaintances, and even though Will had built up a tolerance to most poisons, he would never eat something from an unconfirmed source without having it tasted for poison first. 


  He said he was jealous that Neema doesn’t have to worry about poison since she has Koku inside her, so I bet that if he discovered another slime with poison-negating abilities, he would capture it in a heartbeat.


  “Oh, do you not like sweets? Then, next time, I’ll make palases!”


  Without bothering to respond, Will excused himself and walked off as fast as his legs would carry him. I was unable to entirely contain my laughter as I hurried after him.


  “Ralf, what the hell was that?”


  “That’s the girl who’s become the topic of rumors lately…”


  “…What are you up to?”


  I protested that I wasn’t “up to” anything, but even with as long as we’d been friends, Will still didn’t take me at my word.


  It seemed, however, that Will was content to leave it at that after confirming that I was indeed “up to something.” Of course, it could also be because he either just didn’t care or was too busy with his public duties to be bothered with such trivial matters.


  Either way, I continued to be amused by the girl’s antics after that.


  The next time we met was truly a masterpiece.


  “So you’re the prince! Everyone scolded me for ‘being rude to His Highness’…”


  Even after learning that Will was the crown prince, her continued disregard for social etiquette was truly impressive.


  After that, she really did make palases to give us and even invited Will and me to tea. Will was busy, so he had to decline this invitation, but he seemed to genuinely enjoy our brief interactions in passing.


  “So, how long are you planning to let her carry on like that?”


  One day, while I was helping Will with some paperwork in his office, he brought up that girl.


  “You don’t like her?”


  “What would ever give you the impression that I feel anything but dislike for her?”


  “But she’s totally your type.”


  I knew this better than anyone since Will and I had been friends since we were young. 


  I knew all about Will’s first love, Pialisa, as well as the two young noblewomen, Lady Karen and Lady Clarice, who had shown interest in him. And I knew what all three of them had in common. 


  “Huh?”


  “Doesn’t she resemble Pialisa?”


  🐅 🐅 🐅


  PIALISA was Will’s first love. She was like a childhood friend to me and was the daughter of Will’s wet nurse.


  When he was younger, Will was especially fond of playing pranks.


  For example, flinging open every single window in the west building of the royal palace, then calling up a strong breeze to send everyone’s paperwork flying all over the place… During that incident, Uncle Sanrus, who’d only just become a cabinet minister, had lost some important documents and looked like he was going to cry.


  There was also the time Will declared the hedge maze in the central courtyard too confusing and cut it down to a height shorter than himself to “improve the view.” The palace gardeners had been so astounded that it took them a while to recover their wits enough to even begin to tend to the aftermath.


  Oh, and another time, Will announced that he could jump super-duper high by using wind magic on his shoes, then proceeded to demonstrate this by jumping higher than the roof of the royal palace. When he landed, he made a huge crater in the ground.


  I’d been present for that one, and the massive shockwave accompanying his impact had concerned me. I’d run over to peer down into the crater to find Will in serious pain. I’d been terrified that Will was going to die and had fought through my tears to use healing magic on him. While he’d only broken his leg and was by no means in mortal danger, I still hadn’t grown into full command of my magic at that age and was in such an agitated state that I hadn’t been able to fully heal him. In the end, one of the palace healers finished the job, and I got in trouble right alongside Will.


  Even after that painful experience, Will showed no sign of repentance. I asked him why he kept doing such dangerous things, and he had the nerve to respond that because he had me with him, he knew he was in no danger of dying. 


  Now, I could look back and laugh at Will for reaping what he’d sown, but at the time, I’d been much more naïve and innocent. I probably should’ve distanced myself from Will if my presence was causing him to behave recklessly, but instead, I doubled down on intensively practicing my healing magic, determined to get good enough to heal Will no matter how he injured himself.


  In the end, Pialisa put an end to Will’s mischievous pranks.


  She was his “milk sister,” which put her in the rare position of being able to say whatever she wanted without worrying about whether it was disrespectful or not. When it came to Will, her favorite saying was “Totally uncool.”


  Whenever Will thought up a new prank to play, she would declare him “totally uncool” for enjoying such childish things. When he got sick of studying and ran off, she would say it was “totally uncool” that our country’s prince was so negligent in his studies. When he was in a bad mood and made trouble for the maids, she would dismiss people who were unkind to others as “totally uncool.”


  Hearing this, you might be tempted to think Pialisa was simply a nasty girl, but she would always propose an alternative after shooting down one of Will’s harebrained ideas.


  Instead of playing pranks, she’d suggest racing to see who was the fastest. If he didn’t feel like studying, she’d suggest he do it with me so we could motivate one another. Rather than harassing women weaker than himself, she would suggest he ask the knights to indulge him in a practice fight.


  Pialisa was the reason I started following the same course of studies as Will, and Will’s skill with the sword increased quickly.


  While it seemed that he’d been happy that she paid attention to him and gave him advice, Will’s mischievous ways mostly remained unchanged, and he still focused on playing with us more than studying.


  However, our relationship changed around the time we all turned seven.


  In preparation for entering the Royal Academy the following cycle, Will’s education as the future king began in earnest. I, too, began my education as the future duke and prime minister. And because I was also serving as a playmate for Karna, who was at an especially curious and adventurous age, the amount of time I could spend visiting the royal palace decreased.


  Pialisa was also the daughter of an earl, so she had to complete a “lady’s education” course before enrolling at the Royal Academy. At the same time, due to Will no longer requiring a governess, Pialisa’s mother was released from that position and returned to being a lady-in-waiting for the queen.


  Pialisa’s family held the rank of earl and had served the royal family for generations. Both her father and mother were in service to the current king and queen.


  Then came the day that we finally got to meet again after not seeing each other for quite some time. It was the day of the Royal Academy’s entrance ceremony, and Will called out to Pialisa the same as always as soon as he spotted her.


  “Good day, Prince Wilhelt.”


  Pialisa paid homage and greeted Will not with his usual nickname but with his formal title. I got the impression that this hurt Will more than he wanted to admit, suddenly being held at a distance by someone he’d previously been very close to.


  It drove home the fact that, even if they were milk siblings, it was not appropriate for Will, as the crown prince, to give special treatment to any lady in particular. He must’ve known this, but being so bluntly confronted by it was still a hard pill to swallow.


  Pialisa started treating me differently as well, calling me “Lord Ralfreed” instead of “Ralf” as she always used to.


  For a while after that, Will became sullen and depressed. The fact that others didn’t pick up on the change spoke to his high degree of social training, but I wished he would’ve just talked about it.


  Unable to bear watching him like this, I approached Pialisa myself.


  “Do you hate Will now or something?”


  “I respect His Highness very much. I’ve heard he’s greatly decreased his mischievous behavior lately, so I’m very pleased that it seems he’s gained a proper awareness of his position as crown prince.”


  “I promise not to tell Will, so tell me the truth. Please?”


  Pialisa looked troubled, but I was persistent about ferreting out the truth.


  I tried asking her if our previous close relationship was all just a lie, and Pialisa finally wavered. She asked hesitantly if I really wouldn’t tell Will and even got me to vow upon my name before she would say any more.


  “You see, I… A part of me always hated Will.”


  As she poured he heart out, Pialisa slipped back into her old, casual way of speaking. I was shocked from the very first line she spoke.


  “I’m sure you can understand. Every time Will would do something, Mother had to go around apologizing for his behavior and begging for forgiveness. I understand that Will was sad and lonely since his own mother couldn’t spend much time with him. But I still couldn’t forgive him for using childish pranks to steal my mother’s attention away from me.”


  So that’s how Pialisa saw it?


  Mommy issues may have played some small part in Will’s mischievous ways, but he was well aware of his mother’s position as queen and had resigned himself to all it entailed.


  Surely, Will knew that the queen did her best to make time to spend with her son. When they returned from their official duties late at night, the king and queen always made sure to peek in on Will, who was already sleeping. And yet he never complained about not being able to see them.


  “Even if she was his governess, she was my mother, not Will’s. Besides, as a member of the Rodmani family, I want to work in the royal palace in the future. You should understand, right, Ralf?”


  Essentially, she was saying that she needed to draw clear lines between us to be able to work in the palace like her mother when she grew up. If Pialisa had been a man, she could have done the same as I did and simply stuck around Will, serving as both friend and confidant throughout our youth.


  But the only female who could associate closely with Will, given his status as the future king, would be the future queen.


  At that time, I didn’t know anything about this, but because Will’s mother was from the Linus Empire and the king’s younger brother had married the queen of Milma, becoming king-consort, rumor was that Will’s partner would be chosen from within the country. It was likely that the Rodmani family had fallen under considerable pressure from the other noble houses due to Pialisa’s close friendship with Will.


  “I can think of no one better than you to serve our future queen.”


  “I am not limited only to the east building, you know. Perhaps I’ll take a role in the west building so I can keep an eye on you and Will to make sure you’re not goofing off!”


  “Haha, that’s a terrifying possibility.”


  If we slacked off even a little, she’d never let us hear the end of it.


  After that, Pialisa and I remained childhood friends but maintained our distance as mere acquaintances. I hoped that, once we became adults and settled into our positions at the royal palace, we could build a new working relationship.


  I never told Will what Pialisa and I had discussed. There was, of course, the vow I’d taken upon my name, but I also didn’t want to hurt him with the knowledge that the girl he’d harbored a crush on actually hated him, even if only a little.


  Perhaps to help him forget Pialisa, Will threw himself into interacting with the other students at the Royal Academy. While his primary motive was to search for people he could appoint as trusted advisors in the future, I also suspected he had an underlying motive of trying to broaden his horizons.


  The children who studied at the Royal Academy came from all over the country. Some had been born and raised in the Royal City, while others had lived the slow life out in the countryside, and still others had moved around countless times due to their parents’ circumstances. All these people had different experiences due to their different backgrounds and how they’d been raised.


  By interacting with this diverse array of people, Will heard many opinions other than just what his teachers had taught him.


  I’d been raised in the Royal City myself, but due to occasionally accompanying my father on inspections of his province, I knew a bit of the world outside of the capital. 


  Will, on the other hand, had never set foot outside of the Royal City, and even then, all he’d ever seen of the city was the view out his carriage’s window as it traveled between the palace and the academy.


  How did Will feel listening to the other children’s experiences?


   


   


   


  Side Story - Will’s Standards Are Too High Part 2 (POV: Will)


   


  “NOT just Pialisa, but also Lady Karen and Lady Clarice.” 


  Ralf had been spouting girls’ names, but was this also part of his scheme?


  It had been a long time since I’d last heard Pialisa’s name.


  Pialisa was my “milk sibling.” Her mother was one of my mother’s ladies-in-waiting, and because she’d given birth to her daughter shortly before I was born, she was chosen as my wet nurse.


  It had been Father’s decision to put her in charge of my care, but I suspected he also wanted the matter settled immediately to avoid the scheming of other aristocrats who’d intentionally timed having children of their own around the same time I was born, hoping to benefit from it in some way.


  I was pretty sure that the fact that Ralf was the same age as me wasn’t intentional on Dayland’s part so much as that he’d been “inspired” by constantly seeing how affectionate my parents were with each other. It was an infamous story in certain circles how passionately in love he was with Lady Cerulia.


  Once we all turned two, Ralf, Pialisa, and I began playing together often. Although his position was lower than mine, Ralf was also in the line of succession for the throne, so we were building an appropriate relationship. Meanwhile, Pialisa seemed to make it her mission to look after me like a sister.


  If you asked me who my first love was, I would probably have to say it was Pialisa. Without ever condemning me as a person, she unfailingly scolded me for doing things I shouldn’t.


  There was a time when I thought maybe I could build a relationship with her like the one my parents had.


  However, that dream quickly faded around the time we entered the academy. No matter how I may try to pretend otherwise, at the end of the day, I was the crown prince, and those around me would not allow me to have overly close relationships with anyone.


  I suspected that Pialisa had also been warned by her parents that she could no longer act casually around me like she once had. She took this advice to heart, going so far as to stamp out our friendship up to that point.


  I knew that, at this point, there was no possibility of going back. 


  As for the next person Ralf had mentioned, Lady Karen… She had taught me very clearly the fearsomeness of excess.


  Compared to the other young noblewomen, she seemed fairly normal, and I’d enjoyed chatting with her and her older brother. However, after I bonded with Lars… I would rather forget about that. I would order Ralf to banish it from his mind as well.


  I didn’t like the person I was back then… Or rather, I suppose if you were being generous, you could say I’d been foolish and inexperienced at that age. Either way, I didn’t like remembering it.


  As the crown prince, I’d always been treated as if all of my hard work and accomplishments were “only to be expected,” but then, when I bonded with Lars, I was praised for being so promising. 


  While I’d simply been happy thinking people recognized my achievement, Lady Karen’s reaction to my bonding with Lars opened my eyes to these people’s true motives. They only wanted to get close to me in hopes that some of the holy beast’s majesty would rub off on them. They were in awe of Lars, and in their minds, my usefulness after bonding with him had suddenly increased, leaving them practically rubbing their hands together in delight.


  After that, a concerned Ralf had invited me to his house, claiming I seemed less energetic than usual.


  Ralf’s younger sister was only a toddler at that point, so I’d offered to leave Lars behind, but Ralf only smiled and said it was fine to bring him along. In fact, he told me he hoped I would bring Lars because his sister wanted to meet the holy beast.


  When I complied and arrived at the Osphe family’s manor with Lars, Ralf’s younger sister, Karnadia, greeted him with eyes sparkling with fascination. Lars never showed interest in anyone other than me, so he ignored Karnadia entirely, but she seemed unfazed as she turned her attention to me.


  Her rapid-fire barrage of questions reminded me of another experience I’d had recently.


  After I bonded with Lars, the researchers from the Royal Magical Research Center seemed curious about him and our bond and asked me question after question. Among those, perhaps the most daring was from Lady Cerulia, who, without flinching, asked me, “Why did he choose to bond with you? Was it preferential treatment due to your mother’s lineage?” 


  I could tell they weren’t asking maliciously; they were driven by pure curiosity and an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. And by all indications, Karnadia seemed to have been cut from the same cloth as them.


  The Osphe family’s servants also didn’t seem afraid of Lars, but neither did they fawn over him, showing just the appropriate level of respect, which made it comfortable to be there.


  I occasionally visited to play with Ralf, but then, in rather quick succession, the dowager duchess journeyed home to be with the goddess, and a new child was born into the Osphe family, leaving them quite busy. 


  No longer able to visit the Osphe family’s manor, I found myself bored, and once, I even made the mistake of commenting about it to Mother in passing. Before I knew it, I found that Karnadia had been added to the list of my potential fiancée candidates, and after that, I learned my lesson once and for all to watch my mouth.


  The final lady Ralf had mentioned was Lady Clarice. I first met her at one of my mother’s tea parties.


  The fact that, along with the friends I’d made at the academy, many other boys and girls around my age had been invited to this party had been a well-meaning gesture on my mother’s part. From Mother’s perspective, at that time, my circle of friends was a bit too narrow. Without coming out and saying so, she was clearly telling me to broaden my horizons a bit. 


  Karnadia had been the one to introduce me to Lady Clarice, a friend of hers. It seemed she’d been so happy about making a friend her own age that she wanted to show her off a bit. 


  In general, I didn’t let anyone but the people I’d personally vetted and approved of get too close to me, so when I met new people, it was through one of these trusted associates. Cousins and other relatives were usually fine, but sometimes people approached me under the pretense of a more flimsy connection, such as “someone who used to play with so-and-so when we were younger.”


  I exchanged only the most basic pleasantries with Lady Clarice, but even so, I got a glimpse of why Karnadia was so fond of her. Her mind worked quickly, and she possessed a unique charm that none of the other noble young ladies did. 


  Until enrolling at the Royal Academy, Lady Clarice lived in the eastern part of the Dierta province, where her father worked as a proxy lord. If you were being generous, you might describe the area as “blessed with abundant nature,” but frankly, it was a tiny village in the middle of nowhere where she grew up playing with livestock.


  She regaled us with tales of grassy fields stretching as far as the eye could see and animals I’d only ever read about in books, things that most gently bred young ladies had never experienced. The way she seemed entirely unashamed of her background as she described running through the fields barefoot was endearing.


  “I’m currently working on learning to ride a horse. Lady Clarice and I have promised to go out for a ride together once I get good enough.”


  It was hard to picture Karnadia ever becoming a capable rider when I remembered how clumsy she’d been when she was little.


  “Don’t fall off.”


  “My instructors have said that I’m very promising!”


  I glanced over at Ralf, silently questioning this dubious statement, but he gently stroked the top of his sister’s head and confirmed it was true.


  I can’t believe Dayland actually gave her permission to learn to ride. I wouldn’t have expected that overprotective father to let his precious daughter do anything even mildly dangerous.


  “Our younger sister loves animals and is determined to go riding together when she gets older.”


  I see, so Dayland caved to his daughter’s pleading, eh? Come to think of it, I still haven’t met the Osphe family’s youngest child.


  Right after the baby was born, Dayland told me to stop coming around because he now had two daughters to protect. I was a bit incredulous about this—what designs did he possibly think I could have on a baby? But in light of Karnadia being added to my list of potential fiancée candidates, I decided it was best to maintain my distance from the family. I didn’t want to encourage Mother, after all.


  “Do you ride, Your Highness?”


  I responded to Lady Clarice’s question by explaining that I’d learned how but rarely engaged in horseback riding these days.


  Lars’ presence inevitably spooked horses, and anyway, it was much faster to ride on his back, flying through the sky. However, if I didn’t have the basic skills to handle a horse, I might find myself in trouble should the need ever arise, so I made sure to learn how to ride.


  However, I’d found myself seriously questioning the necessity of the training exercise where I was forced to ride a warhorse through a snowy mountain pass… I was quite sure the princes of other countries weren’t practicing mountain survival training.


  Even after that tea party, when I ran into Karnadia and Lady Clarice at the academy, I sometimes joined them for lunch or tea. I always had someone with me at pretty much all times, so we were never alone together, and when Karnadia was going to be there, I always made sure to have Ralf join as well. I didn’t want to deal with Dayland’s complaining otherwise.


  Lady Clarice was a polished young noblewoman, but compared to Karnadia, she inevitably came out lacking. Others all had their own opinions, but I didn’t reach a conclusion either way. 


  Not too much later, I unintentionally picked up a stray. 


  She turned out to be the Osphe family’s youngest child, Nefertima.


  Until this point, Lars had never so much as looked at a child with interest, yet he let her ride on his back, which shocked me. I’d always heard that holy beasts didn’t get close to anyone other than their bondmate.


  That lost little girl was able to tell me her name, so I brought her to where Dayland was currently working with my father in his office. That was the first time I’d witnessed Dayland looking at his daughter with such a sappy expression. If I’m being honest, it was pretty uncool.


  Neema’s expression immediately changed once she was informed of my identity, and after a bit of prodding, she responded appropriately.


  Things really began to unfold at the academy’s open class day. It was an event designed to allow students to show off what they’d learned to their families, but problems sometimes arose due to the duels the older students fought as part of their presentation.


  While taking a quick walk around the school grounds to make sure no such problems were occurring, I ran across Ralf, entangled with a particularly annoying guy.


  Tristan Disdall. It seemed he had a problem with all of the people I’d identified as promising candidates for the roles of my future advisors because he always picked fights with them at any opportunity. However, he’d never once come out on top in any of these fights. The potential advisors I’d chosen wouldn’t have been much use to me if they were so easily defeated, after all. 


  However, I could appreciate his unrepentant honesty and stubborn persistence, so I thought I might find some use for him in the future.


  Perhaps I’d teased her a bit too much when we’d previously met at the royal palace because the instant Neema spotted me, she hid behind Ralf. He narrowed his eyes and asked me in a brittle tone how I knew her, and I explained about discovering her lost in the gardens. Neema popped out from behind her brother long enough to protest that she hadn’t been lost, but I wasn’t fooled. She’d been hopelessly lost.


  After that, I picked Neema up and used Lars as bait to extract a promise from her to play at the royal palace again sometime. If word got around that she had Father’s protection as well as my own, the number of people who dared to speak ill of her would surely decrease. And if it was to ensure her safety, Ralf also couldn’t complain.


  Without any concern for propriety, Neema frankly expressed her dislike of me, and when I remarked how amusing I found the irreverent little girl, I inadvertently provoked the ire of the entire Osphe family.


  Then, Karnadia somehow summoned the fire dragon, and Neema somehow exchanged a promise with him that they would bond when she was older. 


  The instant Neema leapt down from the seating area to rush to Karnadia’s aid, it had felt as if every molecule of air had fled from my lungs. When I considered what might have happened if the elemental spirits hadn’t reacted in time…


  Ever since I’d met Neema, Karnadia’s attitude toward me had changed completely.


  Previously, she’d always acted the part of a refined lady when others were around, and when we were in a group of just close acquaintances, she would behave in a casual and friendly manner, much the same as how Ralf treated me. But now she viewed me with unveiled animosity.


  Sure, I found Neema amusing, but she was a three-year-old little kid. Did the entire Osphe family seriously believe I was some kind of pedo creep or something?


  However, I was amused by the way Karna puffed up like some kind of feline defending her kitten from me, so I left it as-is. It didn’t escape Lady Clarice’s notice, however, that Karnadia’s attitude towards me had changed.


  “Good day, Your Highness. I haven’t seen you around much lately. You must be very busy. If you have time, would you like to have tea together?”


  There was something I wanted to ask her about, “the fire dragon incident,” so I accepted the invitation.


  “Lady Clarice, have you heard about the failed conjuring incident that occurred recently?”


  “Only that Karna messed up and accidentally committed the severe disrespect of summoning a primordial dragon.”


  There was no hiding the fact that the fire dragon had appeared, but as long as Neema’s involvement hadn’t gotten out, that was fine.


  “However, I’m a bit concerned about the rude things Karna has been saying when Your Highness isn’t around…”


  Knowing Karnadia, I was certain she managed to barely toe the line of outright disrespect. She and Ralf had that ability in common. No, on second thought, they both undoubtedly inherited it from Dayland. 


  However, I was a bit taken aback that Lady Clarice had spoken unfavorably about Karnadia.


  “Yeah, Karna’s fine. She has my permission.”


  “…?!”


  How will she react to this? Please impress me with a display of skillful social maneuvering. 


  I’d thought that Lady Clarice would at least entertain me for a while, but…


  “The result was not as I’d hoped.”


  She’d done well befriending Karnadia and biding her time using that connection to get close to me without revealing her true motives, but trying to repudiate Karnadia had been her downfall. It wouldn’t be enough to get Karnadia removed from my list of potential fiancée candidates; she would need to get Karnadia on her side and then really sell herself if she wanted to have any hope of being accepted by the other aristocrats. 


  “That’s why I told you to tell me. I could have laid down the framework for you,” Ralf protested.


  “It would have been meaningless if I couldn’t do it myself. And besides, if I went crying to the Osphe family every time something happened, you and Dayland would have me wrapped around your little fingers.” 


  Just look at his mother, after all. She built a massive network of social connections entirely on her own after marrying into the family.


  “It wouldn’t take too much digging to uncover that Dayland is against the match. She must’ve realized that becoming friends with Karnadia would give her a connection to Dayland that she might be able to leverage to become a fiancée candidate herself.”


  “Who would assume that just being friends with his daughter would make Father listen to a thing she said?”


  “He’d be willing to listen if it meant a certain chance of Karnadia being removed from the list. However, to be considered as a replacement for Karnadia, the standards would be much higher than for a normal young noblewoman.”


  It would bring dishonor to the family for Karnadia to be replaced by someone as inferior as Lady Clarice. However, the more accomplishments Karnadia piled up, the more difficult it would become to find anyone who could possibly take her place.


  “Please tell Karnadia that if she doesn’t want to be upgraded from ‘candidate’ to ‘official,’ she needs to stop doing things to draw attention to herself.”


  “Most of the things Karna does are usually at Neema’s request, so that might be a difficult sell.”


  “Then get Neema to behave herself. Perhaps putting a collar around her neck would do the trick?”


  This mention of a collar made me seriously consider that it might not be a bad idea to create something to control her movements. 


  It would be good to have a lifesaving rope to put on her when she’s riding on Lars… I think I’ll discuss it with Lady Cerulia.


   


   


   


  Side Story - Will’s Standards Are Too High Part 3 (POV: Ralfreed)


   


  THE moment I mentioned Pialisa’s name, Will suddenly froze.


  Maybe it was from nostalgia, or maybe it was from the pain of an old wound? If Will was that sensitive about the topic, I felt bad for bringing it up.


  I called Will’s name, planning to apologize, but after a moment, he muttered wryly, “What nonsense are you spewing now?”


  I should’ve known he’d play it that way. 


  “I think the way she’s so unrestrained is similar to Pialisa and the others,” I said.


  “I wouldn’t call that ‘unrestrained’ so much as ‘unable to judge how to behave in different social situations.’”


  He was unusually calm. Perhaps I’d gotten under his skin after all?


  “But Lady Karen and Lady Clarice were both like that too…” I persisted.


  Lady Karen had been close with Will when he was eight, and Lady Clarice had been close with him when he was thirteen. Both of them were strong-willed, and while respecting Will’s position as crown prince, they still didn’t hold back, saying precisely what they were thinking.


  While we were in the first few years at the academy, even if someone hadn’t quite mastered formal speech patterns yet, the others tended to turn a blind eye, so some of the children had spoken casually to Will.


  Lady Karen had a brother two cycles older than herself, whom Will had been attempting to recruit as a supporter. Will planned his interactions carefully to determine the other party’s sincerity and whether or not they harbored hidden motives, but each time he interacted with Lady Karen’s brother, she would force herself in between them. To me, she seemed the picture of a younger sister who felt threatened and didn’t want her brother to be snatched away from her, but to Will, who had no siblings, apparently, she came off as nothing more than an unforgivably rude girl, so the two of them would always end up bickering. 


  “Nobody invited you.”


  “I made plans with Brother first!”


  Lady Karen’s brother felt that he was obligated to prioritize the invitation of a member of the royal family over his sister, but each time, Lady Karen used some kind of excuse to tag along. 


  One day, when he’d invited the brother and Lady Karen failed to appear, Will tentatively asked about her.


  It turned out that she’d gotten a sudden fever the day before, and after being treated by a healer, she’d been firmly ordered by her mother to rest today. Well acquainted with her daughter’s precociousness, the mother had even gone so far as to assign a servant to keep an eye on her. 


  Afterward, Will paid a customary sick visit to Lady Karen, who, having mostly recovered, thanked him for his concern with a faint blush. 


  I thought that things might continue on a positive note between them after that incident, but everything changed when Will bonded with Lars.


  To most children, Lars was terrifying. 


  Between the fear of being swallowed whole and the knowledge that one should pay him respect as a holy beast, the fear won out for most people.


  Once I noticed that Lars paid no attention to anyone other than Will, to the extent that I sometimes seriously questioned if the holy beast even saw anyone else around him, I stopped feeling afraid of him.


  However, such was not the case for Lady Karen. Whenever she found herself in Lars’ presence, she would be so overcome with fear that she would promptly faint. Because she was still a child, no one blamed her harshly for this, but shaming herself in such a manner in front of the crown prince dealt a heavy blow to her self-esteem.


  Lady Karen started to fear Will as well, and after that, she stopped showing her face around him.


  Will had been more impacted by the fear directed at Lars than the fear directed at himself. Adults could control their emotional reactions for the most part, but the same could not be said of children.


  That plunged Will into a depression again, so I invited him to my house to play.


  I knew our family’s servants wouldn’t be afraid of Lars, and as for Karna, I suspected that, far from being afraid, she would pester Will with questions about his holy beast partner.


  Now, however, inviting Will to my house at that time had become one of my greatest regrets.


  I really should’ve quit while I was ahead…


  The person who objected the most to inviting Will to our house was our father. Well, technically, he wasn’t opposed to Will visiting, only to Karna being present during those visits. At that time, Neema hadn’t been born yet, and the only “princess” in our family was five-year-old Karna, whom Father insisted he didn’t want to expose to any men.


  But I’d insisted. I wanted to show off my adorable little sister and prove to Will that not all children were afraid of Lars.


  “I can meet a holy beast?!”


  Karna, who’d been listening in on our conversation, directed this question to Father with stars in her eyes.


  “Well, technically, the primary visitor isn’t the holy beast but a certain troublesome prince… Besides, don’t you hate formal manners, Karna?”


  “If it means I can meet a holy beast, I’ll be on my very best behavior!”


  In the end, Father gave in to his princess’s cuteness. The only people who could deny Karna’s requests were Mother and our steward, Marjace.


  Starting that very day, Karna increased the amount of time she spent on her etiquette studies entirely of her own volition in order to properly receive a prince and a holy beast. Although, I’m sure Mother was pulling some strings to make this happen as well…


  Then, the day finally came when Will visited our house for the first time. Our servants greeted Will and Lars just as they would any other honored guests, and Karna curiously peppered Will with questions.


  “Where did you meet the holy beast?”


  “What changed after you bonded?”


  “What do elemental spirits look like?”


  When Will would answer one question, Karna would fire back two or three more.


  “Karna, calm down. There’s plenty of time, so you don’t need to rush.”


  Will seemed a bit bewildered by Karna’s verbal assault, which was kind of amusing to watch. 


  Karna’s curiosity didn’t abate in the slightest following my warning, and she moved on to asking Will various questions about the royal family.


  How much magic could each of the members of the royal family use? Was there any magic that only the royal family could access? Were copies of all the books that had been forbidden by the country stored within the royal palace? The fact that most of these questions were related to magic just went to show that she was clearly her mother’s daughter.


  For his part, Will seemed to enjoy that he wasn’t treated as “different” at our house because he started visiting fairly often after that.


  Karna took a liking to him instantly, saying it felt like she’d gained another brother. Unfortunately, this “liking” was the problem.


  When Karna was six, and I was nine, our beloved grandmother journeyed home to be with the Goddess.


  Although we had to present a joyous front as we saw Grandmother off on her journey, with Grandmother gone, it felt like a light had gone out in the manor, and a coldness settled over all of us living there.


  Karna, who’d been especially close with Grandmother, was the most affected of all. For a while, she seemed to stop smiling completely. Even I was at my limit just trying to keep up appearances and act normally. As such, we were in no state to entertain Will at that time. 


  Not too long after that, Mother fell pregnant, and Neema was born.


  This new life revived our family completely.


  Claiming that our household servants were extremely skilled, Mother declined to hire a wet nurse, and the maids dedicated themselves to caring for both mother and baby.


  However, as is only natural, the baby monopolized our parents’ attention following her birth.


  I recalled how I’d felt after Karna was born. I’d felt like both my parents—but Father especially—loved Karna more than me, which had made me feel cast aside and lonely. Of course, I’d just been overthinking it, and Father had simply been elated by the birth of his first daughter.


  But because I’d had this experience, I was concerned about how Karna would react to our new sister joining the family.


  But I needn’t have worried. Karna was head-over-heels for Neema from the moment she first set eyes on her, hardly ever leaving her side. When Neema would cry, Karna would race over to her, crooning, “It’s okay, big sister’s here!” When Neema smiled, Karna would smile, too.


  I was impressed by Karna, but on the other hand, I couldn’t help feeling a little left out.


  However, because Karna didn’t want to be away from Neema, she began neglecting her lady’s education. When Miss Annalee would come for Karna’s tutoring sessions, Karna refused to leave Neema’s room.


  “Karna, Miss Annalee is waiting.”


  “Neema says she’ll be lonely if I leave, so I’m taking today off from lessons!”


  Neema was fast asleep, so I seriously doubted she’d be “lonely” if Karna left. And, in the first place, she wasn’t even old enough to talk yet!


  “That’s too bad… I’d always imagined that when Neema got a bit older, she would see what a splendid lady you’d become and say that you’re so cool and she wants to be just like you, but that won’t happen if you neglect your studies. Nor will you be able to help teach her when it comes time for her to begin her lady’s education…”


  Almost before I’d finished speaking, Karna shot to her feet and announced, “Brother, I will stop slacking off and go to my lessons right away!”


  This brother is quite worried about your future if you’re that easy to manipulate…


  “Karna, I want you to know that you are a very precious little sister to me.”


  “What are you saying all of a sudden? I never doubted whether or not you love me, even one tiny bit!”


  Karna held her pointer finger and thumb so close together they were nearly touching as she said this, indicating “a tiny bit.” The confidence in her voice made clear how certain she was of this universal truth.


  “Oh, I see. You’re also lonely because you can’t always be with Neema, is that it? I suppose it can’t be helped, then. While I’m studying, I’ll generously allow you to take my place by Neema’s side.”


  I didn’t think Karna quite understood my heartfelt expression of brotherly love correctly, but I wasn’t about to turn down the opportunity for some precious alone time with Neema.


  “Thanks. I will spoil her for both of us while you’re gone.”


  After developing this awareness of her position as a big sister, Karna began devoting herself to her studies and showing much more potential than even our parents realized she possessed.


  That also had the unintended consequence of drawing the attention of certain interested parties…


  Grandmother journeyed home to be with the Goddess, and Neema was born. Every day was bustling and hectic within the Osphe manor. 


  In the midst of this, Will made an off-handed comment to the queen that he would come to regret… 


  He said that Karna was a ball of curiosity and that he found her amusing. 


  He tried to correct the mistake by explaining that this was only an intellectual interest, not attraction, but it was too late. It was so rare for Will to praise any female—if you could even call this praise, which I was skeptical of personally—that the king and queen took notice, and things quickly developed to the point of Karna being considered as a potential fiancée candidate for Will, the reverberations of which could be felt in our own home. 


  Our father, who was hopelessly besotted with his adorable little daughter, would miss no opportunity to brag about her to anyone who would listen, which had led to all of high society becoming well aware of Karna’s many accomplishments. 


  Of course, Father vehemently opposed the idea of an engagement between the two of them, even going as far as to do everything in his power to quash the idea entirely.


  Unfortunately, Karna was the only young noble lady of appropriately high social status in whom Will had shown even the slightest interest, and no other young noble ladies were accomplished enough to compare to her.


  Father had fervently championed the position that the situation with neighboring countries might change in the near future, and for the time being, he’d managed to prevent Karna from becoming anything more than a potential candidate.


  If she became queen in the future, I could only picture what hardships my adorable little sister might face. Knowing what I know now, I wish I could’ve gone back in time and punched my past self in the face for even thinking of introducing Karna to Will.


  Thanks to the fact that the betrothal was not formalized and because some of the nobility opposed the match on the grounds that it was unadvisable to allow the already formidable Osphe family such a powerful connection, Karna was able to spend her childhood growing up at our home in a relatively carefree manner.


  I was extremely grateful that she hadn’t been taken to live at the royal palace to undergo training for the role of future queen.


  Soon enough, Karna also enrolled at the Royal Academy, and we began attending school together. However, the mantle of “potential fiancée candidate for the crown prince” followed her even there, causing problems.


  For Will’s part, he was in the difficult position of genuinely regarding Karna like a little sister and nothing more, but also recognizing that she was the most qualified candidate for the role of his fiancée.


  “Will, if you find a girl you think you might like, let me know.”


  “…Why?”


  “The Osphe family will do everything in our power to encourage the match so Karna can be removed from the list of potential fiancée candidates.”


  “Okay… I’m really sorry about all that.”


  Finding someone Will actually liked was the biggest issue. If her social status was a bit low, we could remedy that by publicly backing her family, and if her accomplishments were insufficient, we could send the best tutors available to help her develop the needed skills.


  In any case, our family’s plan was to do whatever we could to get Karna out of the running for the position of future queen.


  Of course, if Karna had actually wanted that future, we would have supported her, however reluctantly, but she had begun showing interest in Mother’s work. It seemed very likely that she would decide to become a magical researcher in the future.


  🐅 🐅 🐅


  “FORGET about Lady Karen. That’s an order.”


  Will’s hand froze halfway through writing his signature on a document, and he said that to me with a dry chuckle. Had he completely forgotten his heartfelt apology several years back for dragging Karna into all of this?


  In the end, he never did inform me of any girls he was interested in.


  “Our promise from back then still stands, you know. If there are any girls that you like, I want you to tell me honestly. We still haven’t given up on getting Karna removed from the list of potential fiancée candidates.”


  “You and Dayland are both so persistent, it borders on obsession.” 


  “There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for the sake of my precious little sister.”


  I could tell he was trying to change the direction of the conversation by shifting the topic to me, but I wasn’t about to be dissuaded so easily.


  “So, whatever happened with Lady Clarice?”


  “Well, you see…”


  It seemed that I’d been mistaken. I’d thought Will liked girls who showed their true colors, but apparently, that only went so far.


  When I’d looked into Angelica Disdall’s background, I hadn’t discovered anything suspicious. 


  The heir of the Disdall Marquess family, Tristan, had run away, claiming he’d been “given an important mission.” Left with no heir, his father had taken his daughter by his mistress into the main family. Originally, Angelica and her mother had been living in the commoners’ residential district in a house Marquess Disdall had given them. It seemed that they’d been living quite comfortably, but aristocrats would see them as indistinguishable from other commoners, all the same.


  This kind of situation was rare but not unheard of. Children could only be born to couples bound with at least a lady’s vow, but due to the prevalence of political marriages, there were cases where the legal wife approved of the existence of a mistress.


  I was very well aware of just how unique my parents’ love match was among their peers.


  It was hard for me to believe that there were noble ladies who willingly chose not to bond themselves to their husbands with their true name, fulfilling all of the duties of a wife but leaving the task of bearing children to the mistress. I guessed it went to show just how dark the underbelly of high society could be.


  Marquess and Marchioness Disdall were basically the dictionary definition of a political marriage, agreeing to marry under the mutual understanding that they would no longer share a bed once the marchioness had birthed an heir. For this reason, the marchioness had conceded to her husband discreetly taking a mistress.


  After Tristan had run off, it seemed that the marchioness had magnanimously offered to oversee the mistress’s daughter’s education to see her trained up into a proper noble lady, but the marquess had rejected this offer, rushing right into enrolling Angelica at the Royal Academy. 


  I felt a little sorry for Lady Angelica, who was little more than a victim in the schemes of the adults in her life. One had to wonder if the marquess intended to make his daughter suffer by enrolling her at the academy without any lady’s education. 


  What am I going to do if she’s not to Will’s liking either?


  …I guess for now, all I can do is keep pushing.


  As usual, the next time we visited the lower academy, Lady Angelica materialized as if out of thin air and immediately ran right over to Will and me.


  “Lady Angelica, I took the liberty of looking into your background. Please tell me honestly, are you okay?” Will said without prelude.


  I’d figured Will would have her investigated, but it seemed he had determined that she was another of his subjects in need of saving.


  “It must have been quite a shock to be suddenly thrust into high society without any preparation. Haven’t you had a hard time at the academy, trying to figure out how to get along?”


  “Um… Well, I…”


  Will didn’t say anything more, waiting patiently for Lady Angelica’s reply. Lady Angelica seemed undecided whether or not she should answer the question honestly.


  “…I want to go back to my mother’s house…”


  The practiced “crown prince smile” that my sisters hated so much seemed to give Lady Angelica a glimmer of hope, making her think he might actually be able to help her.


  She went on to admit that she didn’t want to become an aristocrat. The way her doe-like eyes glimmered with unshed tears as she explained her plight to Will drew the eyes of all the men in the vicinity to focus directly on her.


  “I don’t want to be an aristocrat… I’m not smart, and I don’t have very much magic, but my father ordered me to use my looks to catch myself a man…”


  Is Marquess Disdall really that stupid? I thought he was at least a little smarter than this…


  “So then, why did you approach us?”


  “Huh? Because I heard you both don’t have fiancées yet, of course…”


  It seemed she had no idea that the reason we were not yet engaged was due to a matter of national politics. She’d just assumed that she might as well try to get close to us since we were single.


  Even I couldn’t completely hide my sympathy for Lady Angelica, who’d clearly been ordered to bag herself a husband without being given any guidance about what kind of person was appropriate. 


  “…Lady Angelica, please leave this matter to me. I promise to handle it without bringing harm to either you or the Disdall family.”


  “…Okay.”


  Will’s sincere and confident attitude led Lady Angelica to forget her tears and instead gaze at him with hearts in her eyes.


  Several days later, I asked Will how the matter was going, and was surprised by his response.


  “Tristan’s sudden disappearance was my fault.”


  “…What do you mean by that?”


  According to Will, he’d put some thought into how he could make use of Tristan’s troublesome personality and had hit on the idea of making him into a town crier. The criers were a subset of the merchants’ guild and were primarily used to promote the merchant guild’s shops and draw in customers. They were also used to spread information we wanted to disseminate among the common people, but this took on a different meaning when it came to a crier in the service of the crown prince.


  Such a crier could focus on proclaiming the royal family’s good deeds and charitable contributions to improve the commoners’ goodwill towards their rulers, and if they visited a place where the citizens were expressing discontent, they could lay it on extra thick to earn a bit of time.


  Personally, I didn’t really think Tristan, of all people, was suited for such a position, but…


  “If there’s one thing to be said of that guy, it’s that he’s incredibly loyal to the royal family, so much so that he was always picking fights with you and the others,” said Will.


  “What does that have to do with anything? Are you saying he thinks he’s more suitable than any of us to be your advisor?”


  “Don’t get angry. You’re always reprimanding me, right? Tristan just misinterpreted that as disrespect.”


  “If you would behave properly as a crown prince should, I would never have to reprimand you…”


  “I’m exhausted just trying to behave appropriately while I’m at the academy. I hate it.”


  “Whatever the case, the fault lies entirely with you. Tristan was his father’s sole heir, so if you wanted to make him into your personal town crier, you should’ve dealt with his family.”


  When I tried to point out that Lady Angelica could have avoided all this unpleasantness if Will hadn’t been so neglectful, he just made more excuses.


  “It never would’ve occurred to me that Tristan would go and rescind his status as a member of the nobility! I was really busy around that time in the aftermath of Neema’s kidnapping and hunting down Runohark, so I didn’t notice right away.”


  He said that once he did notice, it was too late, and Marquess Disdall had already named his daughter by his mistress as his new heir. And since the family had an heir to take Tristan’s place, Will had determined that there was no need for him to intervene.


  “So then what are you planning to do, rescind the acceptance of Lady Angelica as the family’s heir and have them take in someone from a distant branch of the family as an adopted child?”


  “That’s about it.”


  “Hmm… And you really didn’t feel even a little bit attracted to Lady Angelica?”


  “Don’t push your luck. Unless you want to hear me say that Karna and Neema are both much more suited for the role of queen?”


  “Will, get your sword and meet me outside.”


  Some things weren’t okay to say, even as a joke. I planned to teach him this lesson with my fists if necessary.


  “Ralf, don’t take it so seriously… I’m sorry, okay? I went too far.”


  “Lord Lars, for the sake of Neema’s honor, I need to teach Will a lesson. Can you please overlook it this time?” 


  “…Growl.”


  “Lars, don’t agree! You know how stubborn he is, don’t you?!”


  Lars had given his permission, so I dragged Will out of the room.


  I wrote about Lady Angelica in one of my letters to Neema, and she wrote back that she wanted to hear more details, so I explained everything in my next letter.


  “My Dearly Beloved Older Brother,


  This sounds like the kind of rags-to-riches love story that the common folk love to fantasize about! Will must’ve been captivated by her sweet innocence and genuine nature, traits that are uncommon among cultured noble ladies.


  Have things progressed to a discussion of forcing the Disdall family to adopt a distant relative so Lady Angelica can be named as Will’s fiancée yet?


  Please keep me updated if you get any suspicions they might be meeting up in secret or if you see them acting especially friendly at a banquet or something!”


  I didn’t want to disappoint my little sister, who seemed to view the entire thing as a grandiose love affair, so I thought I might really see if I could get the two of them to fall for one another.


  In Karna’s letter, she wrote that she would very much like me to do my best to encourage the match and that Neema would ask the elemental spirits to keep an eye on the two of them as well.


  Once it was decided that Will would be traveling to the Linus Empire to help search for anniley and toma, the Osphe family undertook a secret mission to find a fiancée for Will once and for all.


  When Neema’s having a hard time dealing with Will, maybe I’ll tell her about how Will used to play pranks all the time and get scolded by Pialisa. 


  I was curious to see how Neema would react to that.
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