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      Side Story I: The Realist Hero’s Second Youngest


      —In the 1570th Year, Continental Calendar, roughly a decade after Souma’s son Cian ascended the throne.


      The profession of adventurer had existed long before the discovery of the northern hemisphere, but its nature changed dramatically once people began to journey there.


      First, the number of adventurers surged. It was a dangerous line of work, but with expeditions and trade across the vast northern hemisphere becoming more common, the need for bodyguards grew, and so did the demand for adventurers. In addition, Souma’s reforms had stabilized the world of the south and brought an end to large-scale wars. With little to occupy them, many warriors turned to adventuring and set their sights on the north. When both demand and supply rise together, the numbers naturally swell.


      Another major change came in the form of ships. No major continent like Landia had yet been found in the northern hemisphere. Instead, it was a world of archipelagos—island chains, like the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago, separated only by narrow stretches of sea. Traveling anywhere required some way to cross the water.


      Because of that, adventuring parties operating in the northern hemisphere needed boats or some comparable means of transport. Most posted quests even listed owning a ship as a requirement. Fledgling adventurers typically joined experienced parties that already had a vessel, working and saving until they could purchase a wooden ship of their own. Only then were they considered full-fledged. Mid-tier adventurers could afford the large wooden ships built in the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Kingdom, while the wealthier ones made use of iron ships retired from service in the southern hemisphere.


      Those with wealthy backers, or access to wyverns, could even use gondolas, hot-air balloons, or hybrid airships combining the two. Despite their variety, all of these were grouped together under a single heading—ships. Of course, when using wyverns, they had to stick to routes between islands that would not frighten the beasts. The only forces capable of maintaining stable air routes through the north were the couriers of the Nothung Dragon Knight Kingdom and the Kingdom of Friedonia, which could deploy island-type carriers.


      Returning to ships, there were no reliable lodgings on undeveloped islands, so vessels also served as bases to live and sleep in. For adventurers in the northern hemisphere, their ship was their home, their office, and the symbol of their party. In that sense, they resembled pirate crews, but unlike pirates, adventurers avoided attacking other vessels on the open sea. Anyone who tried would be swiftly crushed by their peers, and besides, land exploration interested them far more. They hated being mistaken for pirates.


      Out of respect for the original inhabitants of the north, the Seadians (formerly called demons), adventurers from the southern hemisphere began to refer to themselves this way:


      “We are uminturers.”


      The name came from a joke a retired Souma had made during one of his northern expeditions, combining uminchu (people of the sea) with adventurers. Naturally, he kept quiet about this around Liscia...out of fear of the lecture that would follow.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      And here too, a ship was cutting across the seas of the northern hemisphere.


      Its shape was strange, at least by the standards of this world. It was shorter from bow to stern than a destroyer, yet twice as wide, giving it the silhouette of a stout, bloated vessel. Though it appeared to be made of iron, it moved without sails, and without maritime creatures like sea dragons or horned doldons pulling it along.


      A small bridge sat atop the vessel with a handful of cannons, but most adventurers would have looked at the vessel askance and said, “It looks like an airship that capsized.” The oddest part, however, was its bow. Rounded and bulbous, it bore the painted face of a character from one of the Kingdom’s educational programs.


      A green-haired boy lay napping on the deck of this peculiar ship, a book resting over his face. He had likely dozed off while reading in the sun. He had finished a job for the guild and was on his way home. These quiet moments, when there was nothing urgent to do and he could simply rest his weary bones, were always his favorite. But his leisure was about to end.


      “Ahh! Big Brother is slacking again!”


      He jolted at the sound of a young, high-pitched voice. Pushing the book off his face, he found a silver-haired, brown-skinned girl with prominent elf ears, looking to be in the lower years of primary school, standing before him.
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      The boy scratched his cheek. “Uh, hey. Good morning, Misha.”


      “It is not morning.” Misha angrily crossed her arms. “Honestly now. Didn’t Master teach you that ‘everywhere is a battlefield’?”


      “Do you even know what that idiom means?”


      “It means never slack in your training.”


      “Give me a break... We’re finally free from Master Mugar working us like an ogre. Let a guy relax a little, will you?”


      “Master’s wife made such delicious food...” Misha murmured, drooling a little at the memory. She had famously inherited her mother’s hearty appetite.


      The boy nodded as he recalled their master’s wife.


      “Ohh, Fumi was so nice. Hard to believe an ogre of an instructor like him managed to land such a conscientious, beautiful bride.”


      “Master took good care of us too, didn’t he?”


      “Oh, he doted on you, Misha. But he showed his affection for me through hard training. The man knocked enough sense into me to end three rebellious phases.”


      “He said you had ‘a hundred times the potential of your father,’ you know?”


      “Not much of a comparison when Dad was a noncombatant... And hold on, Misha, he said you have ‘thirty times the potential of your big brother.’”


      “Which makes me...thirty thousand times as good as Father?”


      “Three thousand. Maybe you should study more instead of training so much, huh?”


      “Ahh, ahh! I can’t hear you.” Misha plugged her ears and shook her head.


      For all her prodigious combat sense, she had also taken after her mother in the brains department, and was not especially sharp.


      Sighing at his little sister’s antics, the boy lay back down on the deck. “I’m telling you, let me get some reading—”


      Slam!!!


      A rounded object crashed down where his head had been moments earlier. The impact rang through the deck, a testament to its weight. Attached to it was a handle that Misha gripped tightly. It was a heavy weapon known as a sledgehammer.


      “H-Hey, that’s dangerous! You could’ve turned my head into meat sauce!”


      “Hmph! It’s because you weren’t listening, Big Brother.”


      “It’s cute when you puff your cheeks out like that, but what you’re doing is downright scary.”


      No matter how adorable her mannerisms were, it was terrifying to see her wielding a hammer with a head half the size of her own. Even at eight, Misha already possessed strength that put fully grown adults to shame. She wanted to use a greatsword like her mother, but she lacked the height for proper slashing, so she gravitated towards the hammer, which only required swinging.


      “Master said to knock some sense into you if you got lazy.”


      “He didn’t mean physically! And wait, don’t go swinging that thing into the deck, even if it’s reinforced with magic! You’ll dent it!”


      “Mother told me, ‘Men need a good whack in the butt sometimes.’”


      “If you do it with a hammer, you’ll pulverize my pelvis.”


      “...”


      “Don’t silently ready your hammer! Fine! I get it! I’ll get up! I’ll do things properly!”


      He sprang to his feet, wrapped his legs in wind magic, and vaulted up onto the tiny bridge. From atop the roof, he knocked on the front glass.


      “Old Man! Let’s go home already! Pick up the pace!”


      At his shout, a round-bodied figure poked its head out.


      What’s that? It’s a bird... It’s a plane...! No, it’s Little Musashibo. And for some reason, Little Musashibo was wearing a captain’s hat.


      Captain Little Musashibo lifted a placard that read “OK.”


      The boy standing atop the bridge, Luka Minazuki, called down to his half sister, “All right! The special submersible Musashimaru is heading back to Ad-base!”


      With his enthusiastic cry, the strange ship began to move.


      On the deck, Luka’s forgotten book lay where he had left it. The cover read A Collection of Anecdotes from the Reign of Souma E. Friedonia by Tuttle Tortoise.
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      Enriching the Country Arc


      Aisha: Day of Departure


      It happened in the vast wooded region in the south of the Elfrieden Kingdom, also known as the God-Protected Forest.


      This forest, said to be protected by a god-beast, was also the domain of the dark elves. With great martial prowess, they took pride in their role as woodland protectors and saw themselves as a people who lived and died with the forest. They did not socialize with other races, and while they were technically part of the kingdom, that was only because they had determined that if the kingdom fell, the God-Protected Forest would be in danger.


      Recently, however, the situation in the forest had begun to change. Ordinarily, entry into the God-Protected Forest was forbidden to all but dark elves, yet people of other races had started to trespass. The cause was the food crisis that arose after the appearance of the Demon Lord’s Domain. Other races in the area, struggling to find anything to eat, had begun entering the forest in search of its natural bounty.


      But that bounty was not without limit. The dark elves understood that the food crisis made life difficult for these people, yet they, too, relied on the forest to survive. As a result, clashes had begun on the forest’s outskirts between dark elves guarding against intrusion and outsiders desperate to enter. If left alone, these incidents risked escalating into a larger conflict. Something had to be done.


      Resolving to act, one young woman prepared to leave the forest.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Goodbye, Father. I will return soon,” said a girl with light brown skin who looked to be eighteen or nineteen, a greatsword slung over her back.


      This was Aisha Udgard, the only daughter of Wodan Udgard, chief of the dark elf village.


      “I swear that I will emerge victorious in the martial arts tournament and stand before the king,” Aisha declared, thumping her chest with pride.


      The throne had recently passed from one king to the next, and they had heard the new king was searching widely for talented people. As part of this, he would hold the Best in the Kingdom Martial Arts Tournament, where fighters could demonstrate their martial skill. If she won, she would attend an award ceremony held by the king himself. In other words, she could meet him face-to-face. With that opportunity, she could appeal to him directly about the forest’s plight.


      The clashes are already beginning to grow beyond what we can manage. I must have the new king take action to stop the intrusions!


      That was Aisha’s plan.


      “...Must you go?” Wodan asked, concern in his voice as he watched her prepare. “A direct appeal to the king may be seen as an affront. This young man, Souma, has only just taken the throne. There is no telling what judgment he may pass. There is no need for one so young as you to go, is there?” By “young,” he meant young for a dark elf.


      Seeing her father’s worry, Aisha shook her head firmly. “Father, you know how capable I am in battle. I am the strongest in our village. I can win the tournament and meet the king. There, I will appeal to him directly about the forest.”


      “Hmph! A human king will never listen to our requests,” a contemptuous voice cut in. Wodan’s younger brother, Robthor, Aisha’s uncle, had also come to see her off. Always a conservative, he had grown increasingly mistrustful of other races after accompanying warriors to every recent clash.


      “Uncle, we must meet him and speak first,” Aisha said. “Fortunately, I have heard the new king is wise.”


      “You are too optimistic,” Robthor retorted. “You may find he is cunning instead.”


      “Even so, I must see for myself what kind of man he is.”


      “Hmph! Do as you will.”


      With that, Robthor stomped off. Wodan sighed at his brother’s behavior, then placed a hand on Aisha’s shoulder.


      “Regardless of what happens, I ask only that you return safely. Whatever the outcome, I will not fault you. So long as you come home, that is enough.”


      “Yes! Absolutely!” Aisha nodded, and Wodan nodded back.


      “That said,” he continued, concern returning to his expression, “you have never left the forest before. That is what worries me.”


      “What is there to fear? Even among the men of this village, none can match my strength... Well, when it comes to skill with the bow, I may still fall short of Sir Sur...but in sheer strength, none surpass me!”


      “Not all dangers in the outside world come from foes,” Wodan cautioned, choosing his words carefully. “Aisha, you are an excellent warrior. However...you are something of a glutton.”


      “A-Am I, really...?”


      “If someone outside offers you delicious food, might you not follow them carelessly?”


      “I-I will not forget my task!” Aisha insisted, but Wodan did not look convinced.


      “And when your task is complete? What if the one offering you food is a man? If a man wins you over with food, will you want to stay with him and never return to the forest?”


      His words had drifted into the territory of a father worrying about his daughter being led astray by strange men.


      Aisha protested, “I will never take a man weaker than myself as my husband! And I will not be tamed with food!”


      “Is that so...”


      “It is! I swear I will not give in to the temptation of food!”


      “O-Okay...”


      Somehow...this feels like a lost cause, Wodan though.


      “Have a little more faith in me!” Aisha insisted indignantly. “Now...I must be going!”


      And so, Aisha departed from the God-Protected Forest.




      Later, Wodan received a messenger kui (something like a carrier pigeon) from Aisha. In the letter, she wrote that she had won the tournament and made her appeal to the king as planned. The king had responded favorably, had not faulted her for speaking directly, and had even offered valuable insight into managing the forest.


      All of that, however, made up only about two-tenths of the letter... Another two-tenths praised the new king’s magnificence, five-tenths described in great detail the delicious foods she had eaten while staying with His Majesty, and less than one-tenth reported anything resembling recent developments.


      While relieved that his daughter had completed her task, Wodan realized his fears had indeed come to pass. He let out a long sigh.


      “Hahh... Well, she seems cheerful. I suppose that is good enough,” he muttered, looking towards the capital.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Around that time, Aisha’s voice rang out cheerfully from the Parnam Castle cafeteria: “Your Majesty, seconds please!”


      Tomoe’s People-Watching Diary


      My name is Tomoe Inui.


      I’m a ten-year-old mystic wolf. When the Demon Lord’s Domain appeared, I was chased out of my home in the north and came to the Elfrieden Kingdom as a refugee. My mom and little brother came with me too.


      That was my story, but a little while ago, I was adopted by the old king and queen of this country.


      They did it because I could talk to animals and monsters, and that caught the eye of the new king, Souma Kazuya. He told me it was a very important ability. They adopted me, but my real mom and my little brother Rou were allowed to live in the castle too, so I could always see them.


      That means I have two moms now. Mom and the old queen both take good care of me, so I’m very happy.


      Today, I would like to talk about the people in my life.




      First, I’ll start with Big Sister Liscia.


      She’s the old king and queen’s daughter, and she has an arranged marriage with Big Brother Souma. I’m also her little sister by adoption. She’s brave, strong, pretty, and cool, and she’s a great big sister.


      “Souma, are you really going to import something like that?”


      “Yes. I absolutely need it, and I can’t get it in this country.”


      “Okay, I understand. But...what are you even going to use volcanic ash for?”


      “Well, just you wait and see.”


      She is always by his side, supporting him in his work as king. I admire her as a grown-up woman who is good at her job.


      That’s what Liscia is like, but...


      “Thanks for all your help, Liscia.”


      “Wha...? It’s no big deal... I mean, you’re doing it for the country...”


      ...She still can’t come out and be honest about her feelings for Big Brother Souma.




      “Why, Madam Tomoe. Have you also come to eat lunch?” Aisha called out to me in front of the Parnam Castle cafeteria.


      Ms. Aisha Udgard is a dark elf, and she is always protecting Big Brother Souma. She is really strong. I’ve heard that even if a whole bunch of men ganged up on her, they still couldn’t beat Aisha. She’s pretty, tall, and “busty.” I admire her figure. Will I be like that someday?


      That’s what Aisha is like, but...


      “Hey, Aisha. Poncho is developing a new sauce for dishes made from flour, and there are some samples left over. Do you want to eat them?” Big Brother Souma poked his head out of the cafeteria and called to her.


      “I’ll follow you for the rest of my life, Your Majesty!” Aisha ran right to him.


      It’s so weird... Aisha is a dark elf, but when Big Brother Souma and his food are in front of her, I feel like I can see a tail on her butt, like a mystic wolf’s, wagging back and forth.




      There is another person I admire—the lorelei, Ms. Juna Doma.


      She’s a really good singer with pretty blue hair. She has grace and carries herself like a mature woman, and I admire her, but in a different way than Big Sister Liscia and Aisha. She always seems to take a step back from where everyone else is and look at the bigger picture, supporting them all from the shadows. She’s very mature. I admire her more and more all the time.


      That’s what Juna is like, but...


      “...”


      “Um... Juna?”


      “Oh, what is it, Tomoe?”


      “No, it’s nothing...”


      “Hmm?”


      ...There are times Juna looks a little lonely when she watches Big Brother Souma with Big Sister Liscia or Aisha. But when Big Brother Souma turns to look at her, she always puts on a gentle smile to hide it.


      I think that if she feels lonely, she should say so, but Juna never lets Big Brother Souma see her like that. I don’t understand adults.




      I went to visit a certain room. It belongs to this country’s prime minister, Mr. Hakuya Kwonmin.


      When I knocked and went in, Mr. Hakuya was staring at a pile of papers. Big Brother Souma seems busy, but Hakuya is always just as busy. Even so, he always makes time for me.


      When he noticed me come in, he smiled a little and said, “Oh, Little Sister. Is it that time already?”


      I gave a short bow. “Thank you for your time again today, Teacher.”


      “Okay,” he said. “Well then, let us start by reviewing this country’s history today.”


      “Okay!”


      Ever since I came to this castle, Hakuya has been teaching me reading, writing, math, and even this country’s history. He knows a lot, and he’s a good teacher. I’m not being forced to study; I asked him to teach me.


      Even if it was because of my ability, I’m grateful that Big Brother Souma and Big Sister Liscia adopted me as their honorary little sister. I want to be a smart little sister they can be proud of.


      When I told Hakuya that, he said, “I’m sure His Majesty and Lady Liscia want you to have fun like a child your age...” with a strained smile.


      Still, I want to be able to help my big brother and sister as soon as possible. I want to make it so we can all walk together in this country. That’s why I’m going to study hard!


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      As I was working in the governmental affairs office, there came a knock at the door. I called out that it was all right to come in, and in came my prime minister, Hakuya.


      “Your Majesty, may I have a moment?”


      “Hmm?”


      “I have brought your little sister.”


      “Zzz...”


      Only then did I notice that Hakuya was carrying Tomoe, sound asleep in his arms.


      “Ah, she fell asleep again, huh?”


      “Yes. She works hard at her reading, writing, and math, but this always happens when we reach history... Do you suppose my history lectures are boring?”


      “Don’t let it get you down. She’s ten, so you can’t really blame her. I’ll take her back to her mother later. Lay her down on the bed over there for me.”


      “Yes, sire.”


      Once Hakuya gently placed her on the bed, I stroked Tomoe’s head. She twitched as if it tickled, but did not wake.


      “Honestly... There’s no need for her to try to grow up so fast...”


      “She is at the age where she wants to act mature. I imagine you went through a similar phase yourself.”


      “You’re right... But for now...”




      —Good night, Tomoe.


      Liscia: Picking an Outfit


      “Augh! What should I wear?!”


      In her room in the castle at the center of Parnam, capital of the Elfrieden Kingdom, Liscia was pulling out everything in her dresser while muttering to herself.


      This was Liscia’s bedroom. Because of her years in officers’ school and military service, and her own strong-willed, overly serious personality, it looked nothing like the room of a typical seventeen-year-old girl. Technically, she had once been this country’s princess, so she did have gorgeous dresses, and because she took good care of her things, the stuffed animals and dolls her parents had given her long ago were safely stored away. Even so, it was very true to Liscia’s personality that she never left such things out on display.


      Yet now Liscia, usually so levelheaded, was scattering clothes everywhere. The cause lay in the words of the (provisional) current king of the country, and her betrothed, Souma.


      “We’ve got a day off. How about we go on a date in the castle town?”


      Ever since Souma had been given the throne by her father, Albert, he had been grinding his bones to dust, working as hard as he could. She knew that was why Prime Minister Hakuya had forced him to take a day off. Liscia herself had seen how overworked Souma was.


      But still...being asked on a date so suddenly had completely thrown her off-balance.


      Liscia had never had any serious romantic prospects before. During her years at the Officers’ Academy, plenty of noble sons had cozied up to her for her status, but their ulterior motives had been obvious. None of them had met the expectations of the straight-laced Liscia. Before she’d realized it, she was more popular with girls than boys, and her unattainable reputation had earned her the nickname “The Golden Ice Palace.”


      Honestly, Liscia found that reputation exaggerated. She hadn’t pushed boys away; there had simply been no worthwhile boys. Proof of that was how, after being asked out by a young man she had started to develop feelings for, she was now completely losing her composure.


      “Hey, Serina, Tomoe, what outfit do you think would look good on me?”


      Liscia held up two outfits for inspection. Tomoe was a mystic wolf girl who had recently become her adopted sister, while Serina, her personal maid, was like an older sister figure. The two of them watched Liscia, and Serina found the scene equal parts heartwarming and exasperating.


      “Um... Everything looks good on you, Big Sister,” Tomoe said. “And I think...no matter which you wear, Big Brother Souma will say you look good in it.”


      Tomoe offered gentle, harmless encouragement. Serina, however...


      “If you are clinging to a ten-year-old girl for support, that is truly pitiful.”


      Her words were blunt.


      “Urkh...” Liscia groaned. “Fine, you choose for me, Serina.”


      “What are you saying? You choosing the clothes yourself is what gives them meaning. Your feelings for the man in your heart, and how you wish him to see you, will reveal themselves in the clothing you select.”


      “Th-The man in my heart... Souma’s not like that, not yet...”


      “If you dawdle too long, your position as his first primary queen will be snatched away by another wife he takes later,” Serina said briskly. “I know...perhaps I should present myself before His Majesty? Dressed up in an outfit I chose myself?”


      “Y-You can’t!” Liscia yelped.


      “Hee hee, I was joking. Look how flustered you are. It’s simply adorable.”


      “Come on!”


      Serina was a capable maid, but she had a bad habit of bullying cute girls. In other words, she was a total sadist. Rather than inflicting physical pain, she preferred psychological torment and embarrassing them with her words. These days, the prime recipient of her “affection” was Liscia.


      “H-How does this outfit look?” Liscia asked, holding up a brightly colored women’s military uniform. It was more decorative than her usual outfit and wouldn’t have looked out of place in a theatrical production about the French Revolution.


      Serina buried her face in her palm. “Why... Why is it a military uniform?”


      “B-Because Souma said...I look good in them, maybe?”


      The embarrassed way Liscia said that was full of maidenly charm and a feast for Serina’s eyes, but...


      “A military uniform simply will not do,” Serina sighed. “It is true you look good in them, but it is hardly suitable for a romantic outing. Besides, on a special day like this, instead of showing him the you he always sees, wouldn’t it be better to reveal a different side of yourself?”


      “A different...side of myself...” Liscia murmured.


      “Lady Tomoe. How does the princess seem from your point of view?”


      “She’s brave and cool,” Tomoe said, her eyes shining.


      Serina nodded. “Exactly. That is how others see you, princess. Now, if the cool, brave princess were to show a side of herself that differs from usual, might she not seize His Majesty Souma’s heart?”


      “A side of myself that’s different from usual...” Liscia repeated.


      “For instance...why not something more sensuous?” With that, Serina produced a red cocktail dress. It had an open back and a rather daring neckline.


      Though she owned dresses like this for social events, Liscia could not imagine wearing one. She had never even tried it on. “Y-You want me to wear this?!”


      “Normally you wrap yourself up so tightly,” Serina said. “That does make it fun to get you undressed later, but why not keep his eyes glued to you by showing off some of the sexiness you usually hide?”


      “I’m sensing an indecent aura from every word you say! And I’m trying to pick something for a date here! I can’t wear something like this around town!”


      “Well, true enough, they would almost certainly mistake you for a lady of the night.” Serina nodded.


      “You recommended it knowing that?!”


      “In that case...what do you think of this one?”


      Ignoring Liscia’s protests, Serina pulled out another outfit—a pink dress with plenty of white frills.


      “Th-That’s...”


      Her mother had practically forced that dress on her as a present half a year ago. Worried about her masculine daughter, she had likely meant Become a girl who would look good in this. Since it wasn’t to Liscia’s taste, she had buried it in the back of the closet without ever trying it on.


      “It’s cutesy, you might say,” Serina remarked. “This could help develop a whole new side of yourself, princess.”


      “I don’t want it to! All those frills are absolutely dreadful!”


      “I think you would look adorable in it, like a doll...”


      “No! Never!”


      After that, they pulled out outfit after outfit, arguing endlessly. Finally, Tomoe, watching timidly from the sidelines, raised her hand.


      “I...”


      “Ah, what is it, Tomoe?” Liscia asked.


      “Um... You’re both very famous. If you’re going to the castle town, don’t you need to wear clothes that won’t stand out too much?”


      Liscia fell silent.


      Now that she mentioned it, Liscia realized Tomoe was right. Hakuya had said something about showing their closeness to the people, but if the future king and queen walked around in broad daylight, it would cause a commotion. In other words, Liscia shouldn’t have been picking out a suitable date outfit; she should have been choosing clothes that would keep her identity hidden. Her legs gave out, and she collapsed onto a floor strewn with clothing.


      Serina, who had known this the entire time, looked down at her with a beaming smile.


      Juna: Better Days Are Coming


      —The royal capital of the Elfrieden Kingdom, Parnam.


      The singing café Lorelei stood on one corner of the shopping street in this castle town. This business, with its headquarters in Duchess Excel Walter’s Lagoon City, was popular for letting customers enjoy tea and snacks by day and alcohol by night in a stylish atmosphere as they listened to the beautiful singing voices of the songstresses who worked there. There was one songstress whose popularity was top class even by their standards—a blue-haired diva said to be descended from loreleis, Juna Doma. Her beautiful face ensnared all who gazed upon it, her every gesture carried a quiet elegance, and her singing voice was strong and beautiful. In the event held just the other day to seek those who were gifted, she had won in the categories for “Beauty” and “Talent,” and it was said that during her audience with the king, her voice had stolen his heart.


      That top songstress, Juna, was singing at Lorelei again today. The song was “Better Days are Coming,” one of the songs Souma had taught her. Closing her eyes, she sang with power, envisioning that young king in her mind.


      He’s truly...a mysterious gentleman... As Juna sang, she thought of King Souma.




      “Well then, it’s a pleasure to be working with you, Your Majesty.”


      “Oh, yes... It’s a pleasure...”


      In a room in the castle, Souma and Juna were seated facing one another. Aside from these two, the only others present were two maids standing by the doors. On Souma’s side there was only a chair, but on Juna’s there was a desk with paper and writing implements. Compared to the bold Juna, Souma seemed nervous and a bit fidgety.


      “You know...I just can’t seem to get used to doing this.”


      Perhaps it was Juna’s mature aura, but despite being roughly the same age, and despite the fact he was the king, Souma tended to speak formally around her. It was too gracious for Juna, but even when she asked him not to, it seemed unlikely he would change.


      “Well, I really do need you to get used to it. Besides, you were the one who suggested we do this, you know?”


      “That was... Well, yes. But still, singing in front of someone else is a bit hard for me...”


      “It’s only embarrassing at first. Once you get used to it, that embarrassment will change to pleasure.”


      “You’re making it sound kind of indecent, you know?! ...Anyway, here goes.”


      After saying that, Souma hesitantly began to sing.


      Souma sang a song from the world he had come from while Juna wrote the melody down as sheet music. This had all begun with Souma’s wish to share the songs of his world with the people of this one. At first, Juna had listened to the music files on his smartphone directly, but because the batteries had quickly died, they had switched to this format.


      First Souma would sing and Juna would write the sheet music, then she would sing it back to him to check that it matched. When the score was complete, Juna would add lyrics in this country’s language, doing her best not to change the meaning. Because Souma’s musical sense wasn’t good enough to capture the harmony or the finer nuances of the melody, the result always ended up sounding like a cover version, but even so, a good number of Earth’s songs had come to this world through this process.


      ...Of course, since they were all songs Souma knew, the selection was blatantly biased towards his own tastes, meaning there were inevitably more songs from anime, video games, and tokusatsu.


      Right now, Souma was singing the opening theme to a certain game.


      “Does it go like this...?”


      After she finished writing down her sheet music, Juna hummed the melody. The song was “reset” by Ayaka Hirahara.


      At that moment, “Ah!” Souma’s eyes opened wide, and tears began to stream down his face. Seeing that, the normally calm and composed Juna stopped singing and rushed to his side.


      “I-Is something the matter?! Have I done something wrong?!”


      “No... That’s not it... That’s not it at all...”


      Souma covered his eyes with one hand and tilted his face upward.


      “I loved this song... The melody has a nostalgic feel to it too, so... When I heard someone else sing it, I just couldn’t help myself... It brought back memories...”


      Juna understood. She had heard that this young king had been summoned here from another world. In other words, he had been forcibly torn away from his homeland. Juna’s singing must have brought on a bout of homesickness.


      “Sire...”


      Juna placed her hand atop his. She expected to be reprimanded for her impertinence, but the maids standing by the door turned a blind eye. Juna spoke to Souma in the gentlest voice she could manage.


      “Sire... Please, do not strain yourself.”


      “Juna?”


      “There are more people who care for you than you realize. The princess, Madam Aisha as well... And myself. I wish to do all I can to support you.”


      Having moved his hand away from his eyes, Souma found Juna looking straight at him with a soft smile.


      “It’s okay to cry, if that will let you smile again afterwards. If you can’t let the princess indulge you because she’s younger, then please allow me to do it instead. Women from port cities are broad-minded. Let me swallow up your little tears with a compassion as vast as the sea.”


      “That almost sounds like a confession of love...” Souma said, giving her a wry smile through his tears.


      “Hee hee, who knows if it is?”


      “Are you teasing me?”


      “No, there was no falsehood in my words just now.”


      Having said that, Juna gently pressed Souma’s head to her bosom. “If the princess brings out your strengths, then I will hide your weakness.”




      As she sang, Juna thought back to that day. To the tears Souma had shed. When I said I wanted to support him...the words came so easily. I’m sure...it was because I was speaking from my heart...


      When the song entered the chorus, she saw the door to the café open. Three people came in—a young human man, a girl, and a dark elf. Perhaps because they were in disguise, all of them were wearing uniforms from the Officers’ Academy. When she saw the young man, an unintended smile rose to Juna’s face.


      It’s okay, Your Majesty... No matter how painful things are, as it says in this song, “better days are coming.” We won’t let you ride the “ship of sadness.” (In the original song this had been a “train,” but because those did not exist in this world, Juna had translated it as “ship.”)


      Having made up her mind, Juna put all her strength into singing.


      The Little Tanuki Princess of Amidonia


      —The capital of the Principality of Amidonia, Van.


      As might be expected from a nation of warriors, the city was surrounded by high walls, and the buildings were ashen gray and free of excessive stylistic flourish. Perhaps because its ruler’s focus leaned so heavily towards the military, the layout of the city was a convoluted mess full of alleyways.


      Right now, a young girl was running through those alleyways. She was perhaps sixteen years old, with a petite, slender physique. Her face had symmetrical features, and she tied her hair back in twin braids. This was the daughter of the current Sovereign Prince Gaius VIII, Roroa Amidonia. She had an air about her that was completely different from her stern, austere father Gaius or her cold, calculating brother Julius. Her curiosity about anything and everything made her as adorable as a little animal.


      When she went out into the city, people were always quick to call out to her.


      “Oh my, it’s little Roroa. Hello there,” said a woman preparing to open up shop.


      “Hello, ma’am. Turnin’ a nice profit?”


      “Not at all. The economy’s poor everywhere.”


      “I see. Sorry ’bout that. My stupid old man’s not so good at governin’.”


      “You must be the only one in this country who could say that...” the woman replied with a strained smile.


      As was common in militaristic states, any criticism of those in power would quickly get a person arrested here. The only reason Roroa could get away with talking the way she did was because she was a princess. Even so, her smile didn’t feel like one from a princess at all.


      “Just you wait. I’ll do somethin’ about it.”


      “Ha ha ha, I’ll look forward to that.”


      “Sure!”


      With a wave to the woman, Roroa ran off again.


      On the shopping street in Van, there was a store that dealt in men’s apparel. The little sign out front read “The Silver Deer” in a stylish font. Roroa opened the door to the Silver Deer with great force, calling loudly to the owner.


      “Seeeebastiaaaan~♪ Leeeet’s plaaaay~♪”


      “Lady Roroa...”


      An attractive middle-aged man with graying hair, dressed like a bartender, emerged from the back. He looked like the sort of stylish, contemplative man who would suit the aroma of black tea, but right now he was holding his head as if struck by a sudden headache.


      “Don’t shout people’s names so loudly. And what do you mean, ‘let’s play’?”


      “Aww, you’re no fun, Sebas.”


      “It’s Sebastian, and I’m working right now...”


      “Hmm? I didn’t get the feelin’ you had any customers.”


      Roroa looked around the store but saw no one. The shop had a pleasant atmosphere, and the items on display were tasteful, so it was strange to see business so dead.


      “Well...the men of Van never were much for fashion,” Sebastian said with a wry laugh.


      The Silver Deer had branches all around Amidonia, but despite this store in Van being the head office, its sales were terrible. Given the rugged austerity that defined the national character, Amidonian men didn’t concern themselves with what they wore, and this trend was especially strong in Van.


      “Normally, it’d be women who’d go for stylish stuff like this, though.”


      “The day I start stocking stylish clothes for women is the day this store goes under.”


      In Amidonia’s patriarchal society, women were looked down on if they were seen outside in needlessly showy attire. Amidonian women wore clothing only in subdued colors. Even if this store stocked stylish women’s clothes, they wouldn’t sell. This was another thing Roroa was dissatisfied with.


      “Honestly, it’s stupid. The market’s defined by customer demand. Expandin’ the market’s what leads to economic development, but our society’s placin’ limitations on customer demand.”


      While Roroa was a princess, she also had a rare sense for economics. Together with people like Colbert, the minister of finance, she had been moving money through the country to make a profit and enrich the principality. However, her father Gaius spent almost all of that profit on expanding the military.


      “Really, if I want to rebuild this country, maybe I’ll have to level everythin’ first. That’d take all the fixed ideas people’ve got in their heads and blow them clean away.”


      “Honestly... Could you not say such dangerous-sounding things in my establishment?” Sebastian sighed. “So, Lady Roroa, how may I be of service today?”


      “Hmm? Oh, right. I wanted to ask you about somethin’.” Roroa edged up to Sebastian like a needy kitten. In gestures like this, she truly was like a small animal. “You’re connected to merchants outside the country, ain’tcha, Sebastian?”


      “Well...yes, to a degree.”


      “So basically, that means you’ve got information ’bout a bunch of other countries. In that case, I was hopin’ you could tell me somethin’ about the Elfrieden Kingdom.”


      “About the Elfrieden Kingdom?”


      The Elfrieden Kingdom was one of the principality’s neighboring countries. Around fifty years ago, the Principality had lost nearly half its territory to Elfrieden in a war, and because of that, among other things, they were regarded as bitter enemies.


      “So, what is it you want to ask?”


      “Oh, I overheard my old man sayin’ there was a sudden change of kings there, you know.”


      “Ahh. You must mean how King Albert ceded his throne to Sir Souma Kazuya.”


      “Yeah, that was it! I wanted to ask you about Souma!” Roroa crossed her arms and tilted her head. “I know a bit myself. He’s that hero they summoned from another world, yeah? I don’t get how he ended up becomin’ king, but what I really don’t get is how, even though he’s a hero, we ain’t hearin’ any stories about him doin’ anythin’ heroic. Aren’t heroes supposed to, you know, blow away monsters and easily clear dungeons and stuff like that?”


      The way Roroa spoke, using little gestures for each example, put a smile on Sebastian’s face.


      “True enough, I haven’t heard any stories like that about the king in question.”


      “I know, right? My old man thinks some inexperienced young pup’s been put on the throne and he’s ready to take advantage, but... Somethin’ bugs me about it. I’ve heard their last king was a mediocre leader and too nice for his own good, but would he really hand over his throne so easily if this guy was just some kid?”


      “I suppose not...”


      Roroa was clever. She had a sharper instinct for seeing through to the heart of matters than either her father or brother. If she could have taken the throne, the principality would surely have prospered. However, she lacked the cruelty needed to harm her own family and take power. Sebastian found it regrettable that she would never sit on the throne, yet he also admired her for not having the disposition to do so.


      That was why he gave her the information he had.


      “I’ve heard that this Souma is building roads in order to fight a food crisis, or something along those lines.”


      “Huh? Buildin’ roads to fight a food crisis?”


      For a moment, Roroa was taken aback, but soon she let out a hearty laugh. It wasn’t a mocking laugh, but one of genuine recognition.


      “Ah ha ha ha! I see, he wants to build a transportation network to boost their transport capacity and get through the crisis that way. Well now, he’s young, but he’s still comin’ up with better policies than my old man.”


      Roroa had instantly seen through to the core of Souma’s strategy. By increasing the fluidity of distribution, he meant to balance out surpluses and shortages. Roroa wiped her eyes and caught her breath.


      “Yep! This new king Souma’s got my attention. Sebastian, would you mind usin’ your network to get me as much info on Souma as you can?”


      Seeing how fired up Roroa was, Sebastian shrugged slightly. “I don’t mind, but...what’s in it for me?”


      “Think of it as an investment in the future. I’m pretty sure...”




      —We’re gonna make a killin’ on this.




      As she spoke those words, Roroa wore a daring smile.

    

  

  
    
      Subjugation Arc


      Aisha in the God-Protected Forest


      After the disaster that struck the God-Protected Forest, Aisha remained in her homeland for some time, even after relief operations were completed and repair work was underway. Souma had allowed this, worried she would not feel right leaving her family and homeland behind in their current state.


      Lately, Aisha had been throwing herself into the rebuilding efforts, but her thoughts still drifted to Souma and the others who had returned to the capital. Something suspicious was in the air throughout the kingdom. Souma, as King of Elfrieden, stood at odds with the three dukes who controlled the army, navy, and air force, and war could break out at any moment. On top of that, the Principality of Amidonia had positioned itself to invade from the southwest. The situation left him no room for distraction.


      However, Aisha knew this confrontation was not as simple as it appeared. She had been present when Glaive Magna, close confidant of Georg Carmine, General of the Army, revealed his friend’s true intentions. Georg intended to risk his life to help the country. As a fellow warrior, Aisha respected his self-sacrificing devotion, which only made her feel sorrier for Souma and the others.


      The princess respected him as a superior officer, so this must be painful for her, Aisha thought. I know His Majesty is suffering too, because he must make a decision that will sadden her.


      Aisha looked down at the letter Liscia had sent by messenger kui. In it were the details she wanted to know about Souma’s recent situation. Georg’s army and Excel’s navy, which Juna had liaised with, posed no issue. However, between the personal forces of the corrupt nobles gathered under Georg, Castor’s air force, and the Amidonian troops massing along the border, she could not be optimistic.


      Furthermore, amid all this, Souma was showing signs of exhaustion. Liscia’s letter reported that he seemed to be pushing himself too hard, insisting he had to because he was king.


      It pains me, sire, Aisha thought. To have pledged my allegiance to you, yet be unable to stand at your side in your time of need...!


      She wanted to return to Parnam at once, but she knew there were still things she could do here, so she stayed.


      Sire... You are not alone. While it may not be much, I will do all I can for you!


      That was what she resolved, looking off in the direction of Parnam.




      That night, more than ten of the most influential members of dark elf society gathered in the home of Wodan Udgard, Aisha’s father and the leader of the dark elves of the God-Protected Forest. Among them was Wodan’s younger brother, Robthor. Wodan sat in the seat of honor with Aisha standing behind him. Once everyone had arrived, he began to speak in a relaxed voice.


      “It looks like everyone is here, so I would like to begin. I have asked you to gather at the request of my daughter, Aisha. It seems she has something to ask of me, and she desires your presence for it. Please, hear her out.”


      Aisha bowed her head, then stood, moved to the lowest seat in the gathering, bowed deeply again, and finally spoke.


      “I stand before you today not as my father’s daughter, but as a servant of the king of this country, Souma Kazuya. I make a request of Sir Wodan Udgard, representative of the God-Protected Forest.”


      “Not as my daughter...you say. What is this request, then?” Wodan asked.


      When she identified herself as a servant of the king, his eyes had grown stern. Aisha looked up and met his gaze squarely.


      “Please, lend us the braves of the God-Protected Forest.”


      Her words stirred murmurs among the assembled leaders. The braves were the protectors of this land, known especially for their skill as archers. Now, she was asking to send them out. Wodan narrowed his eyes.


      “Let’s hear your reason...”


      “At this very moment, the General of the Army, Georg Carmine, is about to raise the flag of rebellion against His Majesty, King Souma,” Aisha said. “Furthermore, the Principality of Amidonia is massing its forces along the southwestern border in preparation for invasion. This is a crisis for the kingdom. I ask that you help save it.”


      She concealed the fact that Georg’s rebellion was a ruse. It had to remain secret, even from her own father.


      Wodan’s eyes grew more severe. “Does this request...come from King Souma?”


      “No. His Majesty intends to settle this using only his own troops,” Aisha replied. “However, with the current troop levels, I am not confident. It seems the brilliant Sir Hakuya has some sort of plan, but without sufficient forces, it may fail. That is why I ask for your aid.”


      “You act alone in this, then?” Wodan asked.


      “Yes... His Majesty rushed to our aid during the recent crisis, saving many of our comrades. Our small village recovered so quickly only because of the food and materials he provided,” Aisha said. “Should we not repay that debt of gratitude?”


      “You are making this request as a servant of His Majesty, are you not?” Wodan said. “If so, you should not speak from our position.”


      “Urkh... I apologize.” Rebuked, Aisha lowered her head.


      Wodan shook his head with a sigh and turned to the others. “That would seem to be it. I would like to hear your opinions.”


      The leaders voiced their thoughts one by one.


      “I am grateful to His Majesty, but would this not violate our laws regarding involvement with the outside world?”


      “We have already accepted aid. If he helped us in our time of need, yet we do nothing when he faces a crisis, it would be a breach of trust.”


      “Fighting Amidonia is one matter, but would aiding him against Duke Carmine not constitute joining a civil war?”


      “I hear Duke Carmine shelters corrupt nobles. If such people gain free rein, will we be able to maintain peace in this forest? I would like to see King Souma remain in power.”


      “I feel the same, but getting involved in a civil war is difficult...”


      In summary—they wished to repay Souma, but were reluctant to violate long-held laws by involving themselves in outside affairs, especially civil strife.


      Wodan turned to Robthor, who had been silent. “Robthor, what do you think?”


      Aisha stiffened. Robthor opposed contact with the outside world and had strongly objected when she first went to see Souma.


      Robthor glanced at Aisha, then spoke quietly. “...I am opposed to leaving soldiers with Aisha.”


      “Uncle?!” Aisha blurted out.


      “Silence, Aisha,” Wodan said.


      She fell silent. Robthor continued without acknowledging her.


      “Aisha has already become a servant of King Souma. If we give her troops and take part in the civil war, we will be seen as servants of King Souma as well. In terms of the forest’s independence, it could set a dangerous precedent. As such, the braves should be led by someone other than Aisha. They should be a volunteer force that goes to aid King Souma without being compelled by anyone.”


      “Huh?” Aisha muttered, unable to believe what she had heard. In essence, Robthor was advocating they side with Souma.


      Seeing her astonishment, Robthor quickly looked away. “Hmph... I owe him a debt of gratitude for saving my daughter. If I do not repay that debt, it will reflect poorly on the honor of our race.”


      “Uncle...” Aisha whispered.


      “Ha ha ha! If that’s how it is, let me lead those volunteers.” A young and strong dark elf stepped forward.


      “You, Sur?” Wodan asked.


      Sur struck his chest with a fist. “I hear Sir Halbert is among Souma’s followers. He saved my daughter after the disaster. If I sit idle while her savior is in trouble, she will scold me.”


      “I see...” Wodan closed his eyes in thought, then opened them. “I agree. I wish to repay our debt to King Souma. To that end, let us adopt Robthor’s proposal and have Sur lead a volunteer army. What say you?”


      All present bowed their heads in assent.


      “Father!” Aisha said, her face bright with relief. Wodan finally smiled at her.


      “The man you fell for is in trouble. I cannot very well do nothing, can I?”


      “Th-The man I fell for...? That’s not...” Aisha stammered.


      “It leaves me with complicated feelings as a father, though...” Wodan said with a wry smile.


      Aisha placed a hand over her heart. Sire, the policies you carried out are bringing you strength. Your people have been watching. That is why...I am certain you will not lose.


      Now certain of their victory, Aisha was eager for the coming fight.


      Tomoe and Poncho’s Behind-the-Scenes Work


      Surrounded by high mountains, with a beautiful lake at its center, this basin filled with tall grass fields held a rhinosaurus preserve. As the name suggested, it was a place where the supermassive lizards called rhinosauruses, or horned lizards, were protected and allowed to breed.


      Rhinosauruses were towering creatures, each with more strength than a diesel engine, and in this world they were raised to pull massive container cars. Their incredible freight-hauling ability had caught Souma’s attention, and he had sought to increase their numbers. He intended to use them to create something akin to trains, boosting the movement of people and goods across the country.


      Originally, training a rhinosaurus to pull a load had required a long time, but Souma had Tomoe and her ability to talk to animals. She could negotiate with the rhinosauruses directly, gaining their cooperation in a remarkably short span.


      During those negotiations, the rhinosauruses had asked for a safe breeding ground with plenty of delicious grass, so this preserve had been created for them.


      Tomoe was in that rhinosaurus preserve now.


      “Mr. Rhinosaurus. Mr. Rhinosaurus.” She rested her hand on the nose of a rhinosaurus that was large even by rhinosaurus standards. The species looked as if someone had combined a rhinoceros and a giant lizard, divided the result by two, then increased the size tenfold. Tomoe was trying to reach a mutual understanding with this one.


      “Mr. Rhinosaurus, I have something else I’d like you to carry. They tell me it’s a very big ship this time. Only a big, strong rhinosaurus like you could manage it. Please, lend us your strength.”


      Tomoe politely explained the situation, but while she could converse with the creatures, rhinosauruses were not very intelligent. About all it understood was “Luggage, carry, okay?”


      “Grrr...” (Me, carry. You, bring female. Okay?)


      The words were fragmented, but Tomoe understood what he meant. “I understand. I’ll ask the keeper here to set you up with a mate during mating season.”


      “Grrahh!” (Me, carry.)


      With an expression full of motivation, the exceptionally tough rhinosaurus let out a loud roar. Tomoe was still feeling relieved that her negotiations were a success when two people called out to her from behind.


      “Madam Tomoe, I assume the negotiations are finished now, yes!”


      “Well done, Little Sister.”


      When Tomoe turned around, Poncho Ishizuka Panacotta, Minister of State for the Food Crisis, and Serina, the head maid in charge of all the maids in the castle, were making their way towards her. Poncho had come to arrange the transportation of provisions with the rhinosauruses, while Serina was there as his assistant. They were traveling with Tomoe.


      “Poncho, Serina. I just finished.” When Tomoe tottered over to them, they greeted her with warm smiles.


      “That’s good to hear, yes,” Poncho said. “Now then, Madam Tomoe, would you like to take a break and join us for lunch? Yes, yes.”


      “We have the boxed lunches Poncho packed before leaving.” Serina held up the basket for Tomoe to see.


      Tomoe gave them a bright smile. “Wowwie. Poncho’s food is always so delicious, and I love it.”


      “Yes. It was well worth pushing him to let me accompany him,” Serina said calmly. It seemed her real reason for coming along was to get her hands on these lunches. Thinking about it, Tomoe realized it was strange for Serina, who was not only the head maid but also her adopted sister Liscia’s personal maid, to be away from Liscia.


      “Was it okay for you not to go with Big Sister Liscia?” Tomoe asked.


      “The princess said, ‘Please, help Sir Poncho out,’ and sent me off with a smile,” Serina replied.


      “I-Isn’t that because...” Poncho began.


      ...she wanted to get rid of you, he narrowly stopped himself from saying.


      Lately, Serina had been entertaining herself by teasing Liscia about her relationship with the man she loved, savoring Liscia’s embarrassed reactions.


      Yeah, I’m sure she did send her off with a smile, Poncho thought.


      The three of them moved elsewhere, finding a place where they probably wouldn’t be stepped on by a rhinosaurus while they ate. When Serina opened the basket, she revealed it was packed with buns stuffed with brown meat. Tomoe took one out and stared at it.


      “This is a sandwich?” she asked.


      “I-It’s similar, but in His Majesty’s world they’re called teriyaki hamburgers, yes,” Poncho explained. “Grilled chicken is glazed with the hishio water the mystic wolves make, then put on a bun with vegetables, yes.”


      “Munch, munch... I see. This is quite the delicacy.” Serina had already finished one, wiping her mouth as she gave that appraisal. Ever since she’d eaten that rich gelin ramen during the panic over the necromancer appearing in the castle at night, she had been hooked on the junk food Poncho and Souma made.


      Seeing the satisfied look on Serina’s face, Tomoe took a bite as well. “Oh?! This really is delicious, Poncho!”


      “I-I’m glad to hear you say that, yes.” Seeing Tomoe’s beaming smile, Poncho let out an embarrassed laugh.


      “Little Sister, you have sauce on your cheek,” Serina said before using a napkin to wipe it away. Tomoe was at her mercy, unable to resist, but when Serina finished, Tomoe gave her a small bow.


      “Thank you, Serina.”


      “Hee hee. It was a shame to see your adorable face spoiled by sauce, after all,” Serina said with a warm smile. She showed her sadism with Liscia, but she was actually very sweet with children. Whether she realized it or not, whenever she was with a young girl like Tomoe, she wanted to dote on her.


      Because they were together often, Poncho had noticed this, and he watched with a smile as Serina fussed over Tomoe. To an outside observer, they might have looked like two parents and their child out on a picnic during their day off, even if Tomoe looked too big to be the daughter of a woman who appeared as youthful as Serina.


      It really...did not seem like a scene that belonged in a country on the verge of a major war.


      Tomoe’s honorary big brother, who was also the king of this country, Souma, was about to fight the General of the Army, Georg Carmine. Tomoe and her companions had come to the rhinosaurus preserve to help prepare for that battle. Because rhinosauruses could carry large amounts of freight at once, they were expected to play a key role in the coming conflict.


      “...I wonder if Big Brother is okay,” Tomoe whispered as she watched the rhinosauruses idly munch on grass. Hearing her, Poncho and Serina each quietly rested a hand on her head.


      “I-It will be fine,” Poncho said. “With Madam Aisha’s brawn and Sir Hakuya’s brains, His Majesty has many talented people gathered around him. That’s why everything will work out fine, yes... Probably.”


      “Poncho, you have to say it more confidently, or you’ll worry her,” Serina said.


      “I-I’m terribly sorry, yes!” Poncho sat up ramrod straight.


      Watching him with a wry smile, Serina gently patted Tomoe’s head. “Let me add, Poncho is managing the supply train. He may not seem reliable, but he’s a trustworthy person. That’s why His Majesty and the others cannot possibly fail.”


      Uncharacteristically for Serina, her words carried total faith in the person she spoke of. Tomoe was surprised to hear her talk about Poncho like that, but when she realized it was meant to encourage her, she smiled and gave a salute. “Yes, ma’am! I believe in Big Brother and Big Sister too!”


      Tomoe’s cheerful reply brought smiles to both Poncho and Serina’s faces.


      Ludwin and Genia (Before Meeting Souma)


      It was the day before Souma issued his ultimatum to the three dukes. On that day, the captain of the Royal Guard, Ludwin Arcs, was visiting a certain place not far from the capital. The prevailing view was that a clash between Souma’s Forbidden Army and General Georg Carmine’s Army was inevitable. Ludwin would command the Forbidden Army, as the Royal Guard took command of it in times of crisis.


      This will be my first real battle...and what’s more, the situation is quite bad, he thought.


      At present, the Forbidden Army could mobilize roughly ten thousand troops, while the Army had forty thousand. In addition, the allegiances of Navy Admiral Excel Walter and Air Force General Castor Vargas remained unclear. The Principality of Amidonia was also said to be massing forces on the southwestern border. The situation was obviously grim for the Forbidden Army.


      Be that as it may, I am the captain of the Royal Guard, he thought. The Royal Guard are His Majesty’s shield and spear. Even if it costs me my life, I must defend His Majesty...even if that means I will never return here again. Ludwin silently closed his eyes.


      With war drawing near, Ludwin had come to visit the home of an acquaintance. It was a log house, built alone in the middle of a space whose metallic ground bore geometric patterns. He stood before the door and, once composed, knocked.


      Knock, knock.


      The sound echoed in the darkness, and then...


      “Hmm? That you, Luu?”


      A voice called from inside. Hearing the light, casual tone, Ludwin suddenly felt foolish for brooding so deeply and forced a smile.


      “You’re right, it is me, but couldn’t you at least wait to see my face before deciding that?” he complained.


      “You’re about the only one who’d come out here to see me, aren’t you, Luu?” the voice replied.


      “Well, yes, but still...”


      The door clicked open. “Well, anyway, thanks for coming to visit.”


      A petite woman in a white lab coat who looked to be in her early twenties stepped out. Though a bit scrawny and with unkempt semilong hair, her symmetrical features would have made her a beauty if she took proper care of herself. With the small round glasses perched on her nose, she embodied the very image of a researcher.


      Seeing her, Ludwin sighed. “Genia, you’ve gone a while without bathing again, haven’t you?”


      Genia gave an awkward laugh. “Ah ha ha. I’ve been absorbed in my research lately. Do I smell?”


      “Honestly... You’re a girl, so take better care of yourself.”


      “I think I’m a little old to be called a girl, though... Hmm, well then, Luu, will you come in with me and wash my back? The way you used to.”


      When she began to slip off her lab coat and bare a shoulder, Ludwin’s face went bright red. “That was when we were kids! You just said you aren’t young enough to be called a girl anymore!”


      “I don’t mind, you know?” she teased.


      “Well, I do mind!”


      Genia’s cackling quickly wore him down.


      Her name was Genia Maxwell, daughter of the House of Maxwell, known for researching overscience artifacts occasionally found in dungeons. The House of Arcs, Ludwin’s family, was their neighbor, so the two had grown up like brother and sister.


      Genia ushered Ludwin into the house that doubled as her lab and poured him a mug of tea. “So, Luu? What brings you here today?”


      “I’ll need to head off to war soon...so I came to say my goodbyes,” Ludwin said, doing his best to sound calm. Since he was going to war after this, it could very well be his final parting with her. He was painfully aware of that, but he didn’t want Genia to worry.


      Yet her expression didn’t change at all.


      “Hrm. Sounds like you’ve got it tough,” she said, continuing to sip her tea. Ludwin blinked, thrown off-balance.


      “Th-That’s all?”


      “I’ll be a bit lonely not seeing you for a while though.”


      “No, I mean we might never see each other again...”


      “Hmm? Luu, are you planning on not coming back?” she asked blandly.


      Ludwin’s eyes widened. “No, my plan is to make it home alive, of course...”


      “Well, that’s no problem, then,” she said. “Go do your best to distinguish yourself while you’re with that king.”


      She said it like it was nothing.


      “Genia... Do you have no doubts that His Majesty will win?” Ludwin asked.


      “Huh? Well, of course.”


      “Why? The situation looks bad to me.”


      “True. From the information I’ve gotten, things don’t look good. But what if we try looking at it from a different perspective?” Genia stood and began preparing something. She poured water into a beaker, then added tea leaves.


      Ludwin frowned. “Genia? What is this supposed to be...?”


      “The situation in this country right now,” she said. “There are countless tea leaves swimming in the water, so you can’t see through to the other side of the beaker, right? Well...what if I do this?”


      She stirred the beaker with a glass rod. A current formed inside, and in short order, the tea leaves gathered in a mound at the bottom. The water was cold, so little color seeped out.


      “When I do this, I can separate the water from the tea leaves, right? Now if I take only the top, I end up with clear water. I think that’s what the king is trying to do.”


      She looked quite pleased with her explanation, but Ludwin was lost.


      “Sorry... Could you explain that in a less abstract way?”


      “The king’s enemies right now are the corrupt nobles and their private armies, plus Duke Carmine and the troops who won’t swear loyalty, right?” Genia said. “All of them are currently gathered in the Carmine Duchy. Just like the tea leaves in my beaker.”


      At last Ludwin understood. “You think he’s set a trap to round up all his enemies at once?”


      “Too many conditions are lining up. We should assume someone set that up. Now whether it was the king, the Black-Robed Prime Minister, or someone else entirely...that I don’t know.” Genia stared hard at the tea leaves, as if searching for a hidden secret.


      Without noticing her gaze, Ludwin laughed. “You really are smart, Genia. It’s like you can see things I can’t.”


      “Well, I am from the House of Maxwell, famous for turning out nothing but geniuses and eccentrics,” she said proudly as she set the beaker over a flame to brew tea.


      Ludwin smiled wryly. “Thank you. I feel a little better now.”


      “Well, good. Now, then.”


      Ludwin rose and put on the helmet he usually never wore. “Thank you for the tea... I’ll be heading out.”


      “Take care. I’m counting on you to come back quickly.”


      “Yes. I swear that I will come back here.”


      Genia clicked her tongue. “Now there’s a line that makes it sound like you won’t be coming back.”


      “Don’t say ominous things like that. I’ll make it home out of pure stubbornness. I promised to introduce you to His Majesty, after all.” Ludwin raised his hand. “Bye now.”


      “Hmm. Well, I’ll be looking forward to the day I meet this king of yours.” Genia sipped her tea as she watched Ludwin leave.


      The surface of the liquid in her cup trembled ever so slightly.


      Juna and Excel


      It happened on the night Souma issued his ultimatum to the three dukes. As Excel was in the city of Altomura preparing to deal with the Amidonian troops massing on the southwestern border, her granddaughter Juna paid her a visit. Juna was dressed not in her usual lorelei outfit, but in the uniform of a marine commander.


      Juna stood before Excel, who was seated at a table enjoying tea, and saluted. “Now then, Grandmother...no, Sea Princess. In order to carry out the ambush on the forces of Amidonia, I will now depart with two thousand marines and lie in wait in Goldoa Valley.”


      “It will be a hard job, Juna.” Excel set down her teacup with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll handle it well, but don’t be reckless. You’re still young. I won’t allow you to throw your life away needlessly. I’m sure your sweetheart would be saddened if that happened too.”


      “G-Grandmother!” Juna’s cheeks flushed red.


      Smiling at her embarrassed granddaughter, Excel thought back to days long past. “I sent you off like this that time too...”


      “Yes, you did...”


      She was referring to when she had first sent Juna to be with Souma.




      The former King of Elfrieden, Albert, had suddenly ceded his throne to Souma, a hero said to have been summoned from another world. When Excel’s son-in-law, the Air Force General Castor, heard the report, he suspected usurpation and opposed Souma. Excel, however, believed that mediocre as Albert might have been, he would never have ceded the throne without reason, so she first worked to gather information.


      When she learned that Souma had not usurped the throne and that Albert had voluntarily abdicated, Excel dispatched Juna to serve under the new king. Though he was no usurper, she wanted to gauge whether he was fit to rule. Souma had just issued a call for talented people, and Excel reasoned that Juna, with the beauty inherited from Excel and her natural singing voice, could easily get close to him.


      Juna had also visited Excel on the day she was sent to Souma.


      “Now then, Grandmother. I will head to the royal capital.”


      On that day, unlike this one, Juna wore her songstress outfit so she could stand before Souma purely as Juna Doma, the girl from the singing café Lorelei.


      Excel looked apologetically at her. “I’m sorry about this. Making you act like a spy...”


      “No, this sort of infiltration mission suits me well,” Juna said.


      “I appreciate you saying that. I’m sure you’ll be able to stand before King Souma.”


      Souma had asked for gifted people, and he was a man. Excel was sure he wouldn’t overlook Juna’s beautiful face and singing voice.


      “However... I have no intention of making you act like a prostitute,” Excel added. “If the new king is driven mad with lust and tries to lay a hand on you, don’t hesitate to come back. If he criticizes you for it, I will strike him down myself.”


      There was a dangerous glint in her eyes then. She looked like a woman no older than twenty-five, but she was still Juna’s grandmother. Her concern was natural.


      Juna, however, remained calm. “I don’t think you need to worry. According to the reports, he is on good terms with his betrothed, Princess Liscia. I’m not acquainted with her, but everyone in this country knows our princess’s forthright nature. If King Souma were to force himself on a woman, the princess would punish him immediately.”


      “I guess she would,” Excel said.


      Remembering Liscia, who had joined the military despite being a princess, Excel agreed. As long as Liscia was by his side, Souma would not sink venomous fangs into Juna.


      “Well then... I suppose my only other concern is that the king will get to you while you’re at his side,” Excel said.


      “You think I would betray you...?” Juna asked.


      “Hee hee... Oh, that’s not what I’m saying,” Excel replied with a wry grin. “It’s just that you aren’t as experienced with love as you look, am I right?”


      “Urkh... You’re right.” Juna had a mature air, but she had been in the navy since her mid-teens, and nothing had ever come up for her. Compared to Excel, who was five hundred years old and had gone through multiple marriages, Juna lacked experience.


      “The strangest things can bring people together,” Excel said. “If you were serving at his side and something made you fall for him... Can you say for sure it won’t happen?”


      “I-I’ll be careful...” Juna stuttered.


      “Hee hee... Well, if that happens, it happens. It would be interesting in its own way,” Excel said with an amused smile.


      “Grandmother!” Juna protested, her face turning deep red. “It is simply not possible that I would forget my duty and let some man get to me.”
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      “Oh, you won’t?” Excel asked.


      “I won’t!”


      Juna could say it firmly...for now, at least.




      “‘It is simply not possible that I would forget my duty and let some man get to me,’” Excel quoted teasingly as Juna blushed and looked down.


      It was hard for Juna to insist now that Souma hadn’t gotten to her.


      Excel looked at her gently. “It’s a good thing, isn’t it? That Souma is a king who could reach your heart.”


      “Grandmother...”


      “Work hard, Juna,” Excel said. “If you distinguish yourself here, His Majesty will look fondly on you. Eventually he will need queens other than Liscia, I’m sure. When that time comes...”


      “...No. If I achieve anything in this battle, the credit is yours, Grandmother,” Juna said with a smile. “We have to consider Duke Castor and Madam Carla. Please use my accomplishments to your advantage after the war.”


      “Juna... You...”


      Before Excel could continue, Juna saluted again. “Now then, Sea Princess, I will be on my way.”


      With those words, Juna quickly left the room.


      Left alone, Excel looked towards the door with a quiet sigh.


      True... Carla is precious to me. But Juna, you are my precious granddaughter too, you know? A grandmother always wishes for her grandchildren’s happiness. She was worried for Carla and Castor, yes...but she also wanted Juna to grasp her own happiness.


      “And for that, I’ll need to play my own role in all this,” Excel murmured to herself.


      Getting Dressed by Liscia


      On this day, in Liscia’s room in Parnam Castle, I, the provisional king of this country, was being fitted for a uniform. It was being done in her room because I still had no room of my own and because the outfit in question was a military uniform. The fight against Army General Georg Carmine, as well as the Amidonian forces massed on the southwestern border, was drawing near, so I needed to be fitted for what I would wear on the battlefield. I couldn’t stand on the field in my usual casual attire. The uniform, however, was intricate with all sorts of flourishes, and I had no idea how to put it on.


      Originally the maids had been scheduled to dress me, but Liscia had offered, “Let me do it. I mean, I am...your fiancée.” I felt far more comfortable having Liscia help me than a group of maids I didn’t know well, so I accepted her offer.


      “It doesn’t look like me...” I muttered.


      While Liscia was helping me dress, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror and the words slipped out. The design resembled the uniform Liscia usually wore, but mine was mostly black with gold buttons, embroidery, and belts. It looked so self-aggrandizing.


      “I feel almost like I’ve become a king now,” I said.


      “What are you talking about? You’ve been king for a while,” Liscia replied with exasperation. For some reason, it felt like it had been a while since we’d had an exchange like this. She stepped in front of me, looked me over, and nodded with satisfaction.


      “But it’s true. It does make you look like a king.”


      “Don’t you think that sounds a little harsh?” I asked.


      “Well, the problem is how you usually dress. It’s not kingly at all.”


      “If you’re going to say that, Liscia, then you don’t look even remotely like a princess.”


      Ever since the day we met in the governmental affairs office, Liscia had almost always worn her military uniform. Not once had I seen her in a frilly dress like a princess might wear. When I pointed that out, her cheeks reddened, she crossed her arms, and she looked away.


      “N-Never mind. This outfit suits me best.”


      Maybe she sounded like she was making excuses, but it was true. With her well-balanced proportions, the tight-fitting uniform suited her perfectly.


      I stretched an arm out before me as if issuing an order. The golden embroidery on the cuffs gave my movements a vibrancy they never had before.


      “Yeah... This still doesn’t suit me,” I said. “It feels like I’m trying to look more important than I am.”


      “I’m telling you, you are important,” Liscia said. “You can’t lead an army if you don’t look the part. Think about your subordinates’ and the troops’ morale.”


      “Ludwin and his people will be the ones giving actual orders,” I said.


      A king’s duties were primarily to set goals before the war and repair the nation afterwards. Prince Gaius of Amidonia would likely lead his troops himself, but a neophyte like me couldn’t hope to imitate that. Once the fighting began, I would leave the proper command to Ludwin and the others.


      “About my only job is to be a figurehead in the main camp.”


      “Then that’s all the more reason you need to dress for the occasion,” Liscia said. “You need to be the sort of magnificent king everyone wants to carry on their shoulders.”


      “I suppose that makes sense...”


      “It does. Besides, this uniform protects you too.” Liscia stepped behind me and adjusted the optional mantle.


      This world had “attachable spells.” In short, a cloth outfit could be enhanced to protect its wearer from magic and arrows. However, even with the same spell used, harder armor by default benefited more than cloth. Armor was heavy and reduced mobility, so people who disliked that fought in uniforms instead. Whether someone used armor or a uniform depended on their role; mounted knights preferred armor, while archers and mages used uniforms. The mantle of this uniform had an attachable spell on it.


      “But don’t get careless,” Liscia said, jabbing a finger towards my face as she inspected the mantle. “This may stop a stray arrow, but it won’t block powerful magic or a direct attack from a skilled soldier. Don’t even think about going to the front line.”


      She looked genuinely worried. I rested a hand atop her head. “I won’t go. I know my weaknesses better than anyone.”


      I gently petted her, but she still looked uncertain.


      “But you push yourself too hard sometimes... Hey, Souma?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Do you really have to go out onto the battlefield?” she asked, her face tightening with anxiety. “You said yourself you’re a figurehead. Not many kings go to the battlefield. There are kings like Gaius who insist on leading their troops, but usually a king sends his retainers. Can’t you leave it to Sir Ludwin and the others?”


      “You know I can’t do that, right?”


      Liscia fell silent.


      “It’s only been a short time since I was given the throne,” I said. “And I’m still just a kid. If I don’t go to the battlefield, even only as a figurehead, the troops will look down on me. If I want Ludwin to command without regrets, I have to be there.”


      “I know that!” Liscia shouted, then buried her face in my chest. “I know that, but...I’m still worried! When I think about what we’d do if we lost you... I...no, everyone...!”


      I wrapped one arm around her and gently pulled her close. “Thank you for worrying about me.”


      “Souma...” Her moist eyes turned up towards me.


      I tried to smile. “But I think we should both be worried. You’re planning to go out on the battlefield too, right? And unlike me, you’ll be giving commands on the front line.”


      “That goes without saying,” she replied, as if it were completely natural. It made my head hurt a little.


      “For my part...I wish you’d stay in the main camp,” I said. “When I think about what I’d do if anything happened to you, I’m beside myself.”


      “No. This country is in crisis. Let me do my part,” she insisted.


      Honestly...what a tomboy princess.


      “Well...I’m definitely sending Aisha with you. Got it?”


      “Won’t that weaken the main camp’s defenses?”


      “If I keep Aisha, our strongest individual fighter, in the rear, it’s a waste. I’m sure she wants to be on the front line. So please make sure both of you...come back safely.”


      Liscia smiled, then hugged me. “You too, Souma. I don’t want to come home to find I have no one left to return to.”


      “Ah... This is starting to sound like a death flag,” I said.


      “A death flag?”


      “A line like ‘When I get back from the war, I’m getting married,’ or ‘When we return, it’s your turn to treat me.’ You know?”


      “Those should be ordinary things to say...but they sound ominous. Hee hee.”


      We looked at each other and laughed, if only to chase away our worries.


      The Little Tanuki Princess on the Night Before the Final Battle


      In the south of the Principality of Amidonia stood a walled city called Nelva.


      The capital, Van, guarded against westward invasions from the Elfrieden Kingdom and served as a potential beachhead for attacking it. Nelva, in contrast, had been built to defend against the Republic of Turgis and its relentless push northward.


      On Nelva’s walls, above the south gate, the old general who governed the city stood beside Prince Gaius VIII’s only daughter, Roroa. Incidentally, they were also grandfather and granddaughter; Roroa’s late mother had been Herman’s daughter.


      “Grandpa Herman... Ya wanted to go with my old man, didn’t ya?” Roroa asked as she looked up at him.


      Her old man...meaning Gaius...was marching on the Elfrieden Kingdom with her brother Julius. Because Herman was a soldier to the core, she assumed he must have wanted to join the fighting.


      However, Herman laughed. “True, it’s a warrior’s nature to want to jump into every battle he sees. But staying here to keep the Republic of Turgis in check is an important duty for a warrior too.”


      The Republic of Turgis was a land of bitter cold. In winter, everything froze beneath sheets of ice, so the republic constantly eyed warmer, snow-free lands to the north, as well as ports that would not freeze.


      “So...what’s the Republic doin’?” Roroa asked.


      “It seems their army is near the border,” Herman said. “There’s no telling if they mean to attack us or the Kingdom. Well, much as they’re desperate to push north, they’re slow to act. They’ll wait and see for a while yet, I’m sure.” His scorn made clear what he thought of their hyena-like opportunism. The Republic would wait for the Principality and Kingdom to collapse, or for one to fall at a disadvantage, before swooping in.


      Roroa sighed. “Truth is...if we lose, we’ll be in a right pickle. But my old man and the people around him ain’t thinkin’ at all about what happens if we lose. Honestly...it’s a real problem.”


      “Do you believe Sir Gaius will lose?” Herman asked.


      Roroa shrugged. “I dunno war that well. I don’t, but...this Souma guy, their new king, I can tell he’s not just some dumb kid.”


      Because of her sharp financial sense, Roroa had many merchant friends. Using their networks, she had gathered information on Souma early.


      Herman stroked his beard. “Is this Souma an incredible warrior?”


      “I dunno,” she said. “Word is he’s some kinda hero summoned from another world, but I haven’t heard rumors of him doing anythin’ big. He’s just been rulin’ the country with rational policies...gatherin’ personnel, buildin’ roads, puttin’ a transportation network in place.”


      “Hmm... From what you tell me, I can’t tell if he’s strong or not,” Herman said.


      “That’s what makes him so hard to read.” Roroa rested her hand on an arrow slit in the wall. “One thing I can say is he’s got a lot of capable people around him. I think a king with an eye for talent and the ability to use it right is more dangerous than one who’s just strong. If my old man can manage to waste even Mr. Colbert’s talents, he may be gettin’ taken for a ride.”


      Herman fell silent. When Roroa sounded that lonely, he never knew how to answer. Their personalities were too different, one shaped by battle and the other by business. A gulf had opened between Roroa and her father. She had resented that he poured every last coin her bureaucrats managed to save into the military, and Gaius had resented her reaction to his investments. Now, Roroa had accepted that she might have to part ways with him, and there was no changing that.


      Even so...he was still her father. She couldn’t deny she had feelings about it.


      “Roroa...” Herman began.


      “Well, when my old man loses, that’s what we’re here for,” she said, giving Herman a teasing grin to dispel his concern. “When my old man loses, me...and this country, we’ll be facin’ the challenge of a lifetime. To overcome that challenge, we can’t go lettin’ the Republic interfere. I’ll be needin’ ya to guard the border real tight, Grandpa Herman.”


      Herman burst into laughter. “I can’t say no to a request from my granddaughter! Leave it to me!” He thumped a fist against his armored chest. “For as long as I stand, not a single Republican soldier will reach your back. So, Roroa, you do as you see fit.”


      “Nya ha ha! I’ll be countin’ on ya, Grandpa.”


      While they shared a laugh, two men approached—Colbert, the former Minister of Finance under house arrest for angering Gaius, and Sebastian, the proprietor of The Silver Deer, a clothing shop in Van. To Roroa, they were trusted allies in her plan.


      “Princess...it’s about time we left,” Colbert said, handing her a large overcoat. Both he and Sebastian wore similar ones.


      “Is it...?” Roroa asked.


      She slipped into the oversized coat, which hid her small frame completely, allowing her to walk unnoticed.


      Seeing them dressed this way, Herman asked, “Where are you going from here?”


      “Mr. Colbert and I are gonna hide out in a city with a Jewel Voice Broadcast receiver,” Roroa said. “With all the soldiers here, we can’t walk outside the way we’d like. Sebastian’ll head back to his shop in Van. He’ll monitor the situation and report back.”


      “My...you’re well prepared,” Herman said. “It’s a shame you couldn’t have been born male.”


      If Roroa could have inherited the throne, her popularity and financial genius would have pushed the Principality far ahead. Herman couldn’t help regretting the loss.


      But Roroa shook her head hard. “Oh, stop. I’m just a cute and feeble little girl, ya hear?”


      “Ga ha ha!” Herman roared. “Surely you meant cheeky and hardy?” He placed a hand on her head. “Well then, if you can’t be our sovereign prince...at the very least, I hope you meet a husband who can put your financial sense to good use.”


      “A husband?” Roroa spluttered. “I’m still only fifteen, y’know?”


      “Fifteen is old enough to start thinking about marriage,” Herman said. “I want to see my great-grandchild’s face soon.”


      “You’re gettin’ ahead of yourself, Grandpa!” she cried.


      But then she looked away, cheeks flushed. It was such an adolescent gesture that all three men smiled at her in spite of themselves.

    

  

  
    
      Postwar Cleanup Arc I


      Aisha and Juna’s Secret Pact


      “Aisha, could I get you to put that dresser over here, please?” Juna called.


      “Understood.”


      Aisha gently set the chest of drawers, which was taller than she was, into the corner of the room. Even after single-handedly carrying something heavy enough to make the floor tremble when it touched down, she was not even slightly winded.


      Juna gave her an apologetic smile. “Thank you. Also...I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be making you, who will be His Majesty’s second primary queen, help me with my move...”


      Aisha laughed. “Ah ha ha. This much luggage is no trouble at all. Besides, Madam Juna, you will be His Majesty’s wife too one day, so our positions are equal.”


      It had happened only a few days earlier. The two of them had become betrothed to King Souma Kazuya of Elfrieden. At present, only his betrothal to Aisha had been made public, but it had already been decided that his engagement to Juna would be announced once her work as a lorelei reached a good stopping point.


      Announced or not, the fact remained that they were betrothed, and so a room had been prepared for Juna within Parnam Castle. Still, taking on additional attendants to help with the move carried the risk of their engagement leaking to the public, so Aisha was using her strength to lend a hand.


      “That should be everything,” Juna said after a glance around the room. “Let’s take a break.”


      “Okay,” Aisha replied.


      They sat at the table and asked a servant waiting in the hall to bring them boiling water. Juna poured the water into a glass pot filled with tea leaves, let it steep for a short while, then filled two cups.


      “I received this herbal tea from the owner of Lorelei, the singing café, as a parting gift,” she said. “Though it’s not like I’ll actually be leaving Parnam.”


      “Will you be living at the castle from now on, Madam Juna?” Aisha asked.


      “Yes.” Juna nodded. “It’s close to the studio with the broadcast jewel, and besides that...if I am to act as a go-between for His Majesty and Grandmother, it seems best that I remain at His Majesty’s side as often as possible.”


      “Hmm... Is that truly all there is to it?” Aisha asked with a knowing smile as she sipped her tea.


      Juna gave a wry laugh and conceded. “Of course, even without that reason, I would still want to be at His Majesty’s side.”


      “Hear, hear!” Aisha grinned, delighted by the answer.


      Juna set her teacup down and leaned her elbows on the table as she looked at Aisha. “You truly do love His Majesty, don’t you?”


      “Of course,” Aisha replied. “On the very day we first met, I swore my body and soul to His Majesty.”


      “But that was as an oath of fealty as a dark elf warrior, wasn’t it? When did you begin to think of him as a man?”


      “That would be...when the disaster struck the God-Protected Forest,” Aisha said, nostalgia softening her expression. “I am quite confident in my own strength. I would not lose to just any man.”


      “Yes. I’m well aware.” Juna nodded. It would have been fair to call Aisha the strongest person in the kingdom. It was not merely that she wouldn’t lose to an average man. In single combat, she could overwhelm even battle-hardened veterans.


      “And yet,” Aisha continued softly, “there, my strength meant almost nothing. While my martial ability may let me cut through any bloodshed, I was powerless before the might of nature. When word came from the village, I stood there not knowing what to do. That was when His Majesty said, ‘Leave this to me.’” A broad smile crossed her face. “He said, ‘I have no strength, but I’m in a position to move many people,’ and ‘If there are lives that can be saved, I will save as many as I can.’ The man I thought was weaker than me, the one I believed needed my protection, was the one who protected me instead. He made me so happy, and he was so reliable... I clung to his chest and cried.”


      “Yes... I can see why you would have fallen for him,” Juna said quietly.


      Then Aisha turned the question back on her. “If anything, I would like to ask you the same thing, Madam Juna. You were sent by Duchess Walter as a liaison, were you not? When did you begin to long for His Majesty?”


      “That’s a fair question,” Juna said. “I think, in my case, I was drawn to His Majesty’s weakness.”


      “His...‘weakness’?”


      “Yes. Just before issuing the ultimatum, His Majesty was pushing himself very hard.”


      While Aisha had remained behind in the God-Protected Forest after the calamity, Souma had been worn down by the impending clash with the three dukes and the Principality of Amidonia.


      “Despite that,” Juna continued, “he put on a strong front for Princess Liscia’s sake. He didn’t wish to show her his weakness. Watching him shoulder the heavy burden of ruling the country, even while so frail inside... I came to feel that, whether I was acting as a liaison or not, I wanted to support him.”


      “I see... That is very like you, Madam Juna,” Aisha said with a satisfied nod as she popped a tea biscuit into her mouth. “Mmf, when I fing ob it fat way...”


      “I can’t understand a word you are saying. Please continue after you’ve swallowed.”


      Aisha gulped and then said, “But when I think about it that way, it is quite mysterious. We both love the same man, yet I fell for him because of his strength, while you fell for him because of his weakness.”


      “That’s only natural,” Juna replied. “People have as many faces as the moon in the night sky. A strong face, a weak face, a gentle face, a cruel face... If we were to ask Lady Liscia, I suspect we would find she fell in love with yet another face of his.”


      “Hee hee. I am sure you are right,” Aisha said with a smile. Then her expression suddenly turned serious. Leaning closer, she whispered, “By the way, since we are already alone together, I would like to speak about that matter.”


      “‘That matter’?” Juna echoed softly, caught up in the conspiratorial tone.


      Aisha’s eyes widened as if to say, Have you forgotten?!


      “It was when I went into Parnam with His Majesty,” she whispered. “That time at Lorelei, you said it to me, remember? When I asked, ‘If there were eight of us, do you think we would only have His Majesty to ourselves one day a week?’ you replied, ‘If we invite each other on our days, we can both have more time with him.’”


      “Ah...”


      Now that you mention it, I did say that, Juna recalled. It had been meant as a playful comment for Souma’s ears, but it seemed Aisha had taken it quite seriously.


      “But even counting me, he only has three fiancées right now,” Juna said. “We would already have more than one day a week...”


      “No. His Majesty is the king,” Aisha replied firmly. “I am certain he will one day take other wives for political reasons. It would harm neither of us to begin thinking about it now.”


      “I suppose you are right...” Juna admitted.


      The truth was, the more days she could spend with Souma, the better. Rather than place blind faith in optimism, she had learned it was best to always prepare the cards one might need to play. That, too, she had learned from the man who would one day be her husband.


      “But you will want days where you can have him to yourself as well, won’t you, Madam Juna?” Aisha asked.


      “Yes. In that case, perhaps we should take our physical conditions into consideration and plan a schedule together...”




      Those secret discussions continued late into the night.


      Liscia’s Happy Family Get-Together


      On this day, having won the war against Amidonia and safely concluded the postwar negotiations, the Elfrieden Royal Army led by the provisional king, Souma, made their triumphant return to the royal capital of Parnam. Liscia was now visiting her father, the former king Albert, and her mother, Elisha, in their room.


      “Father, Mother. I have returned,” she said, giving a formal military salute as she reported in.


      The couple, seated on the terrace, welcomed their daughter with warm smiles.


      “Ohh, it is good to see you home safe,” Albert said.


      “Welcome home, Liscia,” Elisha added.


      Liscia felt relieved at first, but then she noticed her adopted little sister, Tomoe, sitting on her mother’s lap with a troubled look on her face.


      “Really, now...” Liscia sighed. “Father, Mother...are you bothering Tomoe again?”


      Ever since they’d adopted Tomoe, the two of them had been fawning over her like a pet cat. Though, given that she was a mystic wolf, perhaps it was more accurate to say “like a pet wolf.” Liscia suspected that since she herself had already been a tomboy at that age and never a cutesy girly girl, they were eager to dote on a child who was.


      “Tomoe just got back today too, you know. Show some restraint,” Liscia complained.


      “But it’s been so long since we were last able to see her,” Elisha said while patting Tomoe’s head.


      Albert nodded in agreement. “We were most lonesome with both of our beloved daughters off in Amidonia. Is it not natural that we should wish to spend some quality time with our girls when they return?”


      “Still...can’t you see the troubled look on Tomoe’s face?” Liscia pointed out.


      “B-Big Sister, I’m okay, really. This is a bit too much of an honor though...” Tomoe said timidly, trying to mediate. She likely didn’t want others fighting over her.


      Liscia pinched her temples and let out an exasperated sigh. “Tomoe, you can’t spoil them like that.”


      “Is that not something you should be telling us instead?” Albert countered.


      “Who do you think is being spoiled here? It’s the two of you,” Liscia shot back.


      “Now, now, Liscia, come and sit with us,” Elisha said. She lifted Tomoe from her lap and beckoned Liscia closer.


      Liscia reluctantly took a seat at the table. Tomoe moved to the chair beside Albert, leaving the whole family seated together. Then Elisha rose and stepped behind Liscia.


      “Mother?” Liscia asked.


      “Oh, Liscia, you really did cut your hair,” Elisha said, running her fingers through Liscia’s short locks. “A girl’s hair is her life, you know. How could you suddenly cut it off like that?”


      “I-I wanted to show my resolve at that moment...” Liscia said, pouting. Even she knew that, although she’d meant it as a declaration to Duke Carmine, cutting her hair on that occasion had been a rash decision. Things had worked out, and Souma had told her, “Short hair looks good on you too,” but had he said, “I liked it better before,” it would have crushed her.


      Elisha chuckled softly, seeing straight through her daughter’s thoughts. “Still, you did wear it like that a long time ago.”


      “She did?” Tomoe asked, and Elisha nodded.


      “Yes. This girl was such a tomboy that she didn’t act like a little girl at all.”


      “M-Mother! Don’t say that in front of Tomoe!” Liscia protested, but Elisha placed a hand against her cheek with a fond sigh.


      “When Liscia was about your age, she was already training with the castle guard every morning. I wanted her to grow her hair out so I could tie it up cutely, but she said, ‘Long hair just gets in the way of my training,’ and refused.”


      While Tomoe listened with admiration, Albert leaned over and whispered into her ear. “The tomboyishness comes from Elisha’s side. As you can see, I lack any talent for martial pursuits. In her younger days, Elisha was quite...”


      “Darling? Were you saying something?” Elisha asked with a broad smile.


      Albert snapped to attention. “N-Not a word!”


      Tomoe smiled wryly at her adoptive father’s panic as Elisha continued. “Was it when you were about fourteen? You suddenly grew it out then, didn’t you? Did something happen at the academy?”


      “Urkh...” Liscia faltered. Elisha had clearly struck a nerve. “Um...one of my female classmates once said, ‘Liscia, you’re cool, but you’re not very girly, are you?’ I got heated and told her, ‘If I grow my hair out, I’ll look like a girl too!’...and I just kept growing it after that. So I was never that attached to keeping it long, anyway...”


      “But you were so dashing and beautiful with long hair, Big Sister!” Tomoe exclaimed.


      “Ah ha ha, thank you,” Liscia replied with an embarrassed laugh.


      Elisha smiled gently. “Do you think you’ll grow it out again?”


      “I’m still thinking about that. I mean, he told me I look good either way,” Liscia said.


      “Our son-in-law-to-be, you mean,” Albert added. “I am most relieved to see how close you two have become.”


      Realizing what she had said, Liscia flushed.


      Albert laughed heartily. “And only half a year ago, you were furious with us, crying, ‘How could you decide my engagement without even consulting me?’”


      “I’m not unhappy about the engagement, but I’m still not over the fact you decided it without telling me!” Liscia snapped. “Because of that, we went through so much over the past half year.”


      “But you overcame it together, did you not?” Albert said gently. “Over the past half year, this country has quietly yet profoundly begun to change. None of it could have been done by you alone, Liscia. Nor could our son-in-law have done it alone. With him clearing the path ahead and you supporting him along the way, you moved this nation forward.”


      “Have we really?” Liscia murmured doubtfully. Ever since Souma had been forced onto the throne, she had done everything she could to support him, but she was unsure how much help she truly had been.


      Elisha smiled softly. “You’re doing fine, Liscia.”


      “Mother?”


      “You are doing more than enough to support your future husband,” she said. “I once sat upon the throne myself, so I know this well. With great power comes great responsibility. It wears down the heart of the one who bears it. They lose the ability to worry for others, and eventually they even lose sight of themselves. Yet that hasn’t happened to him. Even after running himself ragged to rebuild this country, then enduring both civil war and foreign war, he has never forgotten to care for you. That choker was a gift from him, was it not?”


      Liscia touched the choker at her throat.


      “His heart remains intact,” Elisha said. “Whether he realizes it or not, your presence must be what is supporting him and keeping it that way.”


      “My presence is supporting Souma...”


      I hope so, Liscia thought. “Thank you, Father. Thank you, Mother.”


      Liscia wore a gentle smile, much like Elisha’s.


      Hal and Kaede’s Stay in Van


      Scrape, scrape...


      On this day, the sounds of entrenching tools (military shovels) echoed through the streets of Van, the capital of the Principality of Amidonia, which was currently occupied by Elfrieden. Soldiers of the Kingdom were digging the mud out of the gutters that lined both sides of the roads in the residential district.


      “Why...do I...have to do...this...!” Halbert grunted.


      The one complaining as he shoveled was Halbert Magna, an officer of the Forbidden Army. Though it was late in the fall, he was still drenched in sweat from working beneath the high sun. Halbert wiped his brow, stabbed his entrenching tool into the ground, then rested his elbows on the handle and buried his face in his hands.


      “Ever since I joined the Forbidden Army, we’ve been doing nothing but this sort of stuff. We built roads, we built a fortress, and now, after all that, I’m cleaning out gutters in the capital of an enemy state! Isn’t a soldier’s job to fight...? Hey, that hurts!”


      He’d been suddenly bopped on the head from behind.


      “Hey, Hal,” a voice said. “You can’t slack off like that, you know.”


      When he turned around, he saw his childhood friend and current superior officer, the young fox-eared Kaede Foxia. She had her hands on her hips and an irritated look on her face.


      “This isn’t the only site we need to work on,” she added. “You don’t have time for idle chatter.”


      “You say that, but come on,” Halbert complained. “Do we really need to be the ones doing all the work we’ve been stuck with since coming to this city? There are some pretty random errands mixed in, don’t you think?”


      Unlike the army and the air force, Souma’s personal forces within the Forbidden Army were not camping outside the city. Instead, they were garrisoned in the princely castle or in the abandoned homes of knights and nobles. At first, Halbert had thought that not having to wake up in a tent was one of the perks of their position, but what had awaited him instead was a mountain of work.


      They naturally had to preserve the peace, but they were also called in to repair roads, mediate fights between drunks, clean out gutters, and even hunt vermin like rats. Every day, they were busy running back and forth across the city.


      “Jeez, we’re not a bunch of jacks-of-all-trades for hire!” Halbert griped.


      “It has to be this way,” Kaede said. “The principality’s knights, nobility, and soldiers all retreated, so there’s no other force left that can police the city. Besides, if we proactively do charitable things like clean out gutters, the people will think better of us. If that ends up nipping resistance in the bud, we’ll be reducing our future workload, you know.”


      When Kaede broke it down like that, Halbert scratched his head. “Yeah, I get what you’re saying. But when I spend more days cleaning out gutters than I do fighting, it makes me start questioning who and what I really am.”


      “There, there,” she said. “If you can just make it through today, we have the day off tomorrow, right? For a change of pace, let’s go out somewhere together.”


      “Yeah, yeah... Okay.”


      It was true. He would finally be able to rest tomorrow. Halbert resigned himself to one more day of gutter cleaning and got back to work.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next day, Halbert and Kaede visited the plaza where the Jewel Voice Broadcast receiver stood.


      With the people of Van gathering there to watch the regularly scheduled broadcasts, and merchants gathering to attract those crowds, the plaza had grown into a bustling marketplace. Halbert and Kaede walked leisurely through the rows of stalls.


      “It’s awfully lively here,” Halbert said approvingly. “Hard to believe the city’s under occupation.”


      Kaede giggled. “It’s proof that His Majesty’s ruling well, you know. Everyone says it’s far easier to live here now than it was under the Princely House of Amidonia.”


      “That Souma,” Halbert said. “He’s a slave driver, but he’s got this whole ‘being a king’ thing down, I’ll give him that.”


      Coming from one of the king’s retainers, the remark might have sounded disrespectful, but because Souma wanted friends of his own age and gender, he allowed Halbert to interact with him as a friend would. Halbert himself thought of Souma less as the liege he served and more as a friend he couldn’t turn a blind eye to. After making it through the war under his command, that feeling had only grown stronger.


      “I’ll bet he’s busy now too,” Halbert said, glancing towards the castle.


      Kaede nodded. “They have the negotiations with the Gran Chaos Empire waiting for them. Things have only just begun here for His Majesty and the others, you know.”


      “So he’s still fighting in there, inside the castle?” Halbert asked.


      “That’s why you can’t complain about cleaning out a few gutters,” she said.


      “Sorry. But, y’know, today’s our day off. Let’s not do anything that’s a hassle.”


      “Heh heh heh,” Kaede laughed. “I can agree with you there.”


      The two of them began browsing the different stalls. Many sold skewers of meat, but there were also a few that dealt in accessories. They stopped in front of one such stall, which specialized in hair accessories. Thanks to Souma using his entertainment programs to teach women that they were free to dress up, demand for women’s clothing and accessories had rapidly grown.


      Halbert picked one up. “This one’d look good on you, don’t you think?” he said, showing Kaede a silver wire hairpin shaped like a flower.


      Kaede blushed a little. “W-Would it?”


      “Yeah. Look.” Halbert slipped the hairpin into Kaede’s hair. The silver flower shimmered prettily against her short blonde hair. He gave a satisfied nod. “Yeah. It looks good on you.”


      Kaede smiled, clearly pleased. “Heh heh. That’s a surprisingly tasteful choice, coming from you.”


      “You didn’t have to add the ‘coming from you’ part. Ah, excuse me! I’ll take this hairpin,” Halbert said, paying the shopkeeper.


      Kaede blinked at him. “You’re giving me a present?”


      “Once in a while, sure,” Halbert said. “I make enough that I can afford it without any problem.”


      “But I have a higher rank and make more than you, you know?” she said.


      “Yeah, yeah, but...did you really have to bring that up right now?” he complained. “Maybe I won’t buy it for you after all.”


      “It was a joke. Thank you. This makes me very happy, you know, Hal.” Kaede gave him a soft smile.


      Halbert, clearly embarrassed, muttered, “Y-Yeah...” and looked away. Once he had finished paying, the two of them walked on, the hairpin shining in Kaede’s hair.


      Kaede wrapped her arm around Halbert’s. “Now then, where to next?”


      “Um, Kaede? It’s kind of hard to walk with you clinging to me like that...” he said.


      “...Do you not like it?” Kaede asked, looking up at him with upturned eyes.


      Halbert quickly waved the white flag. “It’s not that I don’t like it.”


      “Heh heh heh,” she giggled. “Well, this is a rare day off, you know. We’re going to keep having fun.”


      “You’re right. Let’s have a blast.”


      “Come to think of it, I heard from Madam Juna that there’s a stylish store near here,” she added.


      “Okay, you want to go there? Oh, but before that, I’m hungry. Let’s grab a bite to eat somewhere first.”


      “Yes, we can do that, you know.”


      And so, the two of them enjoyed their day off in Van.


      Jeanne and Hakuya’s Joint Complaining Session


      Based on an idea by the provisional king Souma, a hotline had been established between the Elfrieden Kingdom and the Gran Chaos Empire using broadcast jewels. The line allowed bureaucrats in both nations to stay in regular contact so they could arrange meetings between Souma and Empress Maria. However, because both of them were extremely busy, and there was also a time zone difference, arranging those meetings had not been easy.


      As a result, whenever matters exceeded the bureaucrats’ authority but were still not important enough to require a direct talk between Souma and Maria, the Prime Minister of the Kingdom, Hakuya, and the empress’s younger sister and general of the Imperial Army, Jeanne, would speak in their place and then submit a report. On average, Hakuya and Jeanne spoke once every five days to trade information. They would first discuss the important matters that required reporting, then exchange opinions on domestic policies, and finally use whatever time remained to engage in small talk about recent events. Nearly all of that small talk consisted of complaints about their respective masters.


      Today was no different. Once their official meeting ended, the two launched into a lively discussion about everything wrong with the people they served.


      “Sigh... Why must my sister be so slovenly?” Jeanne complained.


      “What happened?” Hakuya asked.


      Jeanne looked exhausted on the other side of the simple transceiver, wearing a wry smile that clearly said, What can you really do but laugh?


      “Before, I told you how my sister brought a bed into the governmental affairs office like Sir Souma, right? Well, this happened the other day. As per usual...and it’s a problem that I have to say this is per usual...when she woke up, she went straight to work in the office, but would you believe it? She was still wearing her pajamas. This is a room that male bureaucrats come in and out of, you know?”


      “That’s, uh...” Hakuya struggled to find the words.


      Rumor held that the Saint of the Empire, Empress Maria, was a great beauty. Judging by her younger sister’s striking looks, those rumors were likely true. It certainly would not be ideal for male bureaucrats to see such a beautiful woman working in her nightclothes.


      Jeanne sighed loudly again. “Fortunately, she doesn’t sleep in a camisole or anything that would show her figure. It’s a bulkier sort of thing. But when I saw her working while wearing a nightcap instead of her crown... This time, I couldn’t stop myself from shouting, ‘You’re the empress! Please, put a little more thought into how people see you!’”


      “I feel your pain...”


      “I know the burden my sister bears, so I don’t want to hound her to act like an empress...but this time, it was just too much...” Jeanne moaned.


      “I don’t think there was anything else you could have done,” Hakuya said gently. “I’m sure, were I in your position, I would have scolded her too.”


      Jeanne likely felt guilty that, even knowing the weight her sister carried, she still had to admonish her. It came with the position. Hakuya tried to ease her worries.


      “Even if we were to be unduly generous and condone the pajamas, the nightcap is simply one step too far,” he assured her.


      “Huh?! That’s the problem?!” Jeanne exclaimed.


      “The ruler’s head is where the crown rests,” Hakuya said solemnly. “A ruler must never stand before their vassals with something so casual in its place. If I were to see that, I might resign on the spot.”


      It was bizarre reasoning, accepting the pajamas but not the nightcap. Jeanne blinked in confusion for a moment before bursting out laughing.


      “Bwah hah... Y-You’re right, we definitely can’t let the nightcap go...”


      This was surely Hakuya’s attempt at a joke. Delivering it with complete seriousness, he had tried to cheer her up with sheer absurdity. Jeanne chuckled.


      “Well, does Sir Souma ever do anything like that?” she asked.


      “His Majesty is no slob,” Hakuya replied. “If anything, he’s fastidious and reasonable. He values efficiency. His sleeping in the governmental affairs office arose from his belief that it would be more efficient. That’s all the worse in some ways; it makes it very difficult to criticize him for it.”


      Now it was Hakuya’s turn to wear a sour expression.


      “But efficient or not, he doesn’t work in his pajamas, does he?” Jeanne asked.


      “His fiancée, Princess Liscia, keeps a tight leash on him regarding such things,” Hakuya said. “Working in his pajamas...would be worse than this, yes, but Liscia once found him sleeping in his clothes so he could go straight to work upon waking. She made him sit on the floor while she lectured him at length.”


      Ever since then, Souma had made sure to change into his nightclothes before sleeping. Even the provisional king who ignored unnecessary tradition could not withstand a lecture from Princess Liscia.


      “Hee hee hee! They make a good couple,” Jeanne said.


      “Yes. I happen to think so too, but...” Hakuya trailed off, clearly avoiding something.


      Jeanne tilted her head. “Is there some problem?”


      “No... It’s just that, recently, Princess Liscia seems to be influenced by His Majesty.” Hakuya was thinking of the group’s recent eating habits. “The truth is, His Majesty has been making his own meals ever since he acquired this grain called ‘rice’ from the mystic wolves. He prepares fried eggs and miso soup to go with it. The sort of meal he can eat with two bowls and a single plate.”


      “That’s...awfully simple,” Jeanne said.


      A royal meal was normally more extravagant, both to display authority and because eating anything too unusual might cause vassals to look down on the ruler.


      “Didn’t Liscia get angry at him?” Jeanne asked.


      Hakuya sighed. “You see, Princess Liscia is very fond of these meals.”


      “Why?!”


      “Princess Liscia attended a military academy and is accustomed to simple meals,” Hakuya explained. “She would actually be more unhappy having a formal style of dining forced on her. As for the new queen candidates, Madam Aisha and Madam Juna, Madam Aisha lived in the God-Protected Forest and will eat anything edible, while Madam Juna is of common birth and has no problem with simple food. I saw the four of them earlier, eating that menu together with great gusto.”


      Hakuya slumped his shoulders.


      Jeanne could only give a wry smile. “I think it’s good they get along so well, but that is a problem, isn’t it? As king, Sir Souma will surely need to take wives beyond those three. When that time comes, he’ll struggle if they aren’t the type to accept meals like that.”


      “Precisely,” Hakuya said. “I doubt the daughter of another royal or noble household would tolerate it. In fact, if the number of people who can enjoy such meals increases, that could be a problem too.”


      “My sister would join in with glee, I’m sure.” Jeanne pictured her sister happily eating a simple meal at Souma’s table. Somehow, it suited her perfectly.


      “By the way, are those meals good, by any chance?” Jeanne asked.


      “Yes... Earlier, I happened to join them, and the food was quite good,” Hakuya admitted. “The fried egg flavored with soup stock was a delicacy. It had a simple, yet profound, taste.”


      “It sounds delicious hearing you describe it,” Jeanne said. “I wish I could have tried it the last time I visited... Ahem. In that case, might it not be fastest to use that delicious food to win over any new queens who come in?”


      “I suppose I should consider that angle...” Hakuya murmured.


      As they were discussing this, their allotted time came to an end.


      “Well, Madam Jeanne, I think we should call it a day.”


      “Yes. I’ll look forward to our next chance to talk, Sir Hakuya.”


      “As will I.” He paused. “I do hope we won’t have any new material to complain about when that time comes.”


      “I couldn’t agree more.”


      The two wore matching wry smiles as they closed out the communication.


      Maid Training


      One fine afternoon early in fall.


      “Now, do it the way I told you,” Serina ordered.


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!” Carla replied.


      The head maid, Serina, and Carla, who had been assigned to the Maid Corps just the other day, were together in Parnam Castle’s dance studio. Standing before a large wall mirror, Serina was drilling all the know-how a maid would need into Carla’s head.


      However, while Serina wore the classical long-skirted uniform, Carla wore a flared maid outfit that fell above her knees and accentuated her chest, the sort of costume that would not have looked out of place in a modern Japanese maid café. It went without saying that this was the proud handiwork of the sadistic head maid. Forced to wear it for the first time, Carla was bright red with embarrassment.


      She was now practicing how to walk gracefully with five thin books balanced on her head. Despite the haphazard stack, Carla managed to walk briskly without letting them shift even a little.


      “Hmm... I see those with martial arts training are on a different level,” Serina mused, sounding impressed as she held a short whip. “It must be because you have a solid core. Most people struggle with this at first.”


      “Heh heh, for a warrior, being able to move your body is the most basic of basics,” Carla said, puffing out her chest with pride, as if to say, How do you like that?


      “Don’t get full of yourself.” Serina cracked the whip across Carla’s backside, making her jump.


      “Yowch?!”


      The whip Serina used was specially enchanted. It never left a mark, but it attacked the spot it struck with a half-and-half mix of pleasure and pain. It was apparently a training tool that used pleasure to keep the victim from bracing against the pain, while the pain kept them from indulging in the pleasure.


      Carla protested with tears in her eyes, “Wh-What was that for, Head Maid?!”


      “I believe I’ve taught you this,” Serina said sternly. “What do you say when praised?”


      “Ah...! ‘You are too kind.’” Carla quickly clasped her hands in front of her and gave a slight bow.


      Serina nodded. “Yes. At all times, a maid must remain humble.”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am!”


      “At this rate, it may be best to let you learn the rest on the job,” Serina said. “Now, I’ll show you how to make the beds. Let’s move to another place.”


      “Yes, ma’am! Roger that, Head Maid.” Carla saluted, earning another sharp rap from Serina’s whip.


      “Ow?!”


      “Don’t salute. We may swear loyalty to the royal house, but this is not the military.”


      “I-I understand,” Carla said, teary-eyed, rubbing her sore backside which kept getting hit.




      The two left the dance studio and walked down the corridor towards a room with a bed.


      “Still, it is a little unexpected,” Serina said suddenly.


      Carla, walking behind her, tilted her head. “Unexpected? What is?”


      “When His Majesty ordered me to train you as a maid, I thought you would struggle more,” Serina said. “There have been times a lady once of the nobility was forced to become a maid. In many cases, pride got in the way and she resisted her duties. And you were once the daughter of one of the three dukes, despite now being a slave.”


      “...I was.”


      “I assumed I would have to begin by crushing that haughty attitude of yours utterly. But, sadly...I mean, fortunately...that wasn’t necessary.”


      She definitely started out saying sadly, didn’t she?! Carla thought.


      A shiver ran down Carla’s spine. Haughty girls were the ideal prey for this total sadist of a head maid. She would break their pride and retrain them as dogs, fit to serve their master anywhere. Carla was deeply relieved she did not fit that profile.


      “It seems you’ve accepted your position as a maid, have you not?” Serina asked, turning her head back towards Carla. “You were a noblewoman and a soldier. What do you think of your current situation?”


      “It is not like I’m not a little out of sorts,” Carla admitted. “There’s a lot of work I’m not used to doing, and I was always out seeking glory on the battlefield, so I have never really acted like a woman.”


      Deciding she couldn’t hide anything from this head maid, Carla revealed her true feelings.


      Serina’s gaze sharpened. “Then...you are dissatisfied with your situation?”


      “No! Not at all!” Carla hurriedly denied it. She let out a wry laugh and scratched her cheek. “I’m a little bewildered, but I’m not dissatisfied in the least. If anything, I am grateful.”


      “Grateful...you say?” Serina asked.


      “Yes. After I committed a crime out of my own bullheadedness, my best friend and the person she cares for saved me. I’m sure...I must have caused them a lot of trouble.”


      Many intentions had been at play and the situation had no simple explanation, but the result remained that Carla had participated in a rebellion against King Souma. The ones who had saved her were her best friend Liscia and the man Liscia loved, King Souma. Execution should have been certain, but instead they had made her a slave and, on top of that, treated her as a maid. It must have caused them no small amount of trouble.


      “I may no longer be in the military, but I want to serve those two however I can,” Carla said. “That’s why I want to learn my duties as a maid quickly.”


      “A fine aspiration...” Serina’s dangerous tone faded. She had likely been testing Carla’s resolve. It seemed she was satisfied with the answers she had received.


      “Oh, but... Is there anything we can do about this maid dress?” Carla asked, fidgeting. “My thighs feel awfully exposed, and it worries me...”


      “Why is that?” Serina demanded. “I think it looks very cute on you.”


      “But when I crouch down, well... I worry people might see...”


      “Carla...” Serina let out a dismayed sigh. “You became a maid after becoming a slave. If I were to treat you the same as the other maids, it would set a poor example. In fact, how do you think your coworkers feel seeing you work in that outfit?”


      “I think they pity me,” Carla said.


      Whenever they saw her being toyed with...ahem, instructed by...Serina, the other maids treated her far more warmly than one would expect them to act towards a slave. With Carla around, Serina’s sadism was not directed at them quite so intensely (or at least her focus was more spread out).


      “That means the clothes you wear have proper meaning behind them,” Serina said.


      “Head Maid...” Carla stared into her eyes. “...No, I’m pretty sure this is just what you’re into, right?”


      “Of course,” Serina replied without hesitation. “I simply cannot get enough of seeing you writhe in humiliation.”


      “Do you not feel even slightly guilty?!”


      “Come now, let’s continue. I still have many, many tasks for you to learn.”


      “Urkh...” Carla mumbled. “Understood...”


      Carla’s days of suffering had only just begun.


      In the Refugee Camp


      Outside the castle walls that surrounded Parnam, the capital of the Elfrieden Kingdom, sprawled a cluster of makeshift shelters. This shantytown was home to those who had fled the expanding Demon Lord’s Domain. Having drifted in during the reign of the former king, Albert, these refugees survived by helping and supporting one another. Their plight had been a persistent issue for every nation affected.


      Albert, mediocre but gentle, had quietly tolerated the existence of this camp. His successor, King Souma, could not actively integrate the refugees, but he had ordered his Minister for the Food Crisis, Poncho, to provide direct support. During his time in the Principality of Amidonia, Poncho had supplied emergency rations to the residents of Van, and here in Elfrieden he did the same.


      Thus Poncho stood in the camp wearing a bandanna and a kappogi, a gown-like apron that had been Souma’s idea, looking for all the world like an old cafeteria lady as he took the lead in serving meals.


      “We are serving food here, yes,” Poncho called out, standing before a great cylindrical pot with a ladle in hand. “Today we have a pork soup made with miso from the mystic wolves and lily root dumplings brought from the Principality of Amidonia. Everyone, please line up, and no pushing, yes.”


      “The end of the line is here,” Tomoe added. “There’s plenty to go around, so there’s no need to hurry.”


      Helping Poncho was Tomoe, who despite being a refugee herself was now King Souma’s adopted little sister. Many mystic wolves assisted as well. They had earned the right to live in the capital in exchange for their miso and soy sauce production, but, having once lived in the camp themselves, they maintained a deep camaraderie with the refugees. The money they made from Kikkoro-brand miso and soy sauce largely went to support the camp.


      While Poncho and Tomoe served food, a young girl approached them. “Thank you for your hard work, Poncho, Tomoe.”


      She looked about seventeen, dressed in earth-toned clothing reminiscent of Native American attire. She had tanned skin, a vigorous, healthy beauty, and athletic limbs that reflected her lively nature. Seeing her, both Poncho and Tomoe smiled.


      “Wh-Why, Madam Komain. It has been a while, yes.”


      “Hello, Komain,” Tomoe said.


      She was Komain, the younger sister of the leader who held the refugee camp together. When Poncho hastily removed his bandanna and began bowing, Komain panicked.


      “P-Poncho, don’t bow to someone like me. You’re the one supporting us. It hurts my heart to see you do that.”


      “Ah...! I-I’m sorry, yes.” Even as he spoke, Poncho kept bowing. His timid nature made it difficult for him to stop, and Komain knew it. All she could do was smile wryly.


      “I think you could afford to act a little more self-important, you know?”


      “Urkh. I-I suppose you’re right. If Madam Serina were here, she would say, ‘As one who stands above others, please, be more proud of yourself,’ and scold me. Ah ha ha...”


      Poncho wore a troubled smile. Ever since Serina, the head maid, had been charmed by his cooking, she had involved herself in Poncho’s affairs constantly. Souma had noticed and begun formally assigning her to help him more often. However, she had other duties today, so she was absent.


      “Serina? Is that your wife?” Komain asked, tilting her head.


      Poncho frantically shook his head. “N-No, she’s not my wife! I do rely on her, but she’s more like a coworker. And with how I look, I am still single, yes.”


      He responded humbly, but Tomoe tilted her head. Was their relationship really just coworkers? Even a ten-year-old could tell the two seemed unusually close.


      Komain also looked surprised. “Is that so? Well, you’re popular among the women in the refugee camp, you know?”


      “P-Please, don’t tease me with jokes like that, yes.”


      Poncho assumed she was joking, but Komain was entirely serious. The fastest way to a person’s heart was through their stomach. There were women throughout the Kingdom, the Principality, and the camp who adored Poncho for his cooking. Yet his low self-esteem kept him oblivious. Dense as he was, his humility and lack of arrogance made him endearing.


      “We’re all grateful to you and King Souma,” Komain said. “You support us when we have nowhere to go, and no home to return to. For that, we truly thank you.”


      “Ah! You’re welcome, yes,” Poncho answered with a shy smile.


      Komain smiled as she nodded. “Well, I’ll go tell everyone you’re handing out food!”


      With that, she hurried away. Before vanishing around a corner, she turned back once to wave at them, a gesture that lingered in their memories.


      Poncho had watched her go with a smile, but once she was gone, his expression sank into thoughtfulness. Tomoe noticed immediately.


      “What’s wrong, Poncho? You look depressed.”


      Poncho jolted a little. “Ah! No... I was thinking about what will happen to Komain and the others from here on.”


      “From here on...?”


      He nodded solemnly. “We’re supporting them now, but we can’t leave the refugees like this forever. Kindness alone is not enough to rule a country. Eventually, His Majesty, the Prime Minister, or someone else will work to solve the underlying problem. Komain and the others may be forced to make a hard decision. When that time comes, I fear it will darken her smile, yes.”


      Kindness alone is not enough to rule a country.


      Those words lodged deeply in Tomoe’s young heart. But...


      “It’s going to be okay,” she said, smiling up at Poncho.


      “Madam Tomoe?”


      “Big Brother Souma is really kind,” she said with conviction. “He’s not full of himself, even though he’s a king, and he always looks out for me, a former refugee. My teacher... Lord Hakuya is a very warm person too, even if he doesn’t look it, you know? I’m his number one student, and I say so, so I must be right.” Clasping her hands behind her back, she gazed up towards the castle. “If those two have something planned, it definitely won’t be all harsh. I’m sure they’ll figure something out.”


      It was baseless confidence, but Tomoe believed it wholeheartedly. The people she loved would never choose a path that left others in sorrow.


      “I-I’m sure you’re right,” Poncho said, nodding. “I’d like to trust His Majesty and everyone else too, yes.”


      “Okay!” Tomoe chirped.


      “Now, let’s work hard on handing out food, yes!” Poncho declared.


      With that, he rolled up his sleeves and raised his ladle high.

    

  

  
    
      Postwar Cleanup Arc II


      The Secret Origin of the Bridal Training Course


      It was a few days after Roroa had come to stay with Souma.


      Though it was a clear autumn day, the curtains in the castle’s governmental affairs office were drawn tightly shut, leaving only a narrow gap that dimly illuminated the room. A single occupant sat at the desk with her elbows resting on its surface. A knock came at the door, followed by an “Excuse me” as someone entered.


      “Thank you for coming,” the person at the desk said.


      The one who had entered looked dubious. “Um...Princess? What are you doing in His Majesty’s seat?”


      She was Aisha Udgard, King Souma’s bodyguard and a candidate to become his second primary queen. Liscia rose from the chair and pulled the curtains open. Sunlight flooded the room.


      “I was just trying to set the mood,” Liscia said. “Also, I’ve told you not to call me Princess.”


      Unable to fully grasp the situation, Aisha gave a troubled smile. “Um...Lady Liscia? Did you summon me to joke?”


      “No. I called you for serious business.” Liscia returned to the desk. “The other day, Roroa joined us as another of Souma’s fiancées. It wouldn’t do to give her too strong a position, as that could cause unnecessary resistance. She will therefore be the third primary queen, ranked after you and me.”


      “Oh, yes,” Aisha said. “That gave His Majesty a just cause to absorb the Principality. Roroa herself is capable. The outcome seems good... Right?”


      Liscia nodded. “It was the best result the country could have hoped for. But...it has also created a grave situation for both of us.”


      “A grave situation?” Aisha asked. “What does that mean?”


      With the expression of someone announcing a death sentence, Liscia said, “Roroa...can cook.”


      ...Come again? Aisha stared blankly for a moment.


      Liscia pressed on without noticing. “It was a careless mistake. I assumed she would be like us. But while helping her ‘uncles’ and ‘aunties’ in the marketplace, she learned how to prepare simple dishes. She hides it behind merchant slang, but her housekeeping skills are quite real.”


      “Um, Lady Liscia...” Aisha said. “Is that truly a crisis?”


      Even if Roroa can cook, how does that affect us? Aisha wondered. Liscia slammed her hands on the desk.


      “It’s a serious problem. Aisha, can you cook?”


      “No,” Aisha replied. “I am not very refined. I have no experience with such things.”


      “Neither do I,” Liscia said. “Until recently, I was in the military. I avoided bridal training because I was terrible at it. I can’t prepare food fit for family.” She clasped her hands before her mouth. “Juna has always kept things in order while we ran around. She came from a merchant family, so she can cook, clean, and do laundry. Even if they married tomorrow, she would already be a fine wife.”


      “She is a wonderful woman,” Aisha said. “That is clear even to us.”


      They were speaking of Juna Doma, the Prima Lorelei. Beautiful, gentle, shapely, and skilled at household work, she embodied many men’s ideals.


      “You must understand, Aisha,” Liscia said. “Two of the four candidates can cook. That means the household will split into those who can and those who can’t. We fall into the latter group.”


      Aisha met Liscia’s gaze. “I do not believe inability is shameful. Our focus has been military matters. Their achievements lie in art and economics. Our numbers are equal.”


      Liscia shook her head silently.


      “They’re not equal. You’re forgetting someone.”


      “Forgetting?” Aisha asked. “Who?”


      “I said ‘the household.’ There is one more member. Someone whose housekeeping skills surpass even Juna’s.”


      “No...” Aisha’s eyes widened. “You mean...His Majesty?”


      “Yes, you know how delicious Souma’s cooking is.”


      “Of course, my stomach remembers.”


      Souma had re-created many dishes from his homeland with Poncho’s help. Lately, they often gathered for the Japanese-style breakfasts he prepared. Every dish was memorable, and even recalling them made Aisha’s mouth water.


      “It’s not only cooking,” Liscia continued. “He can sew as well. One moment he’s hand-stitching a doll, the next he’s operating a treadle sewing machine to make a robe for Tomoe.”


      “He can cook. He can sew,” Aisha said. “If I were a man, I would want him as my wife.”


      “I feel the same,” Liscia said, clenching her fist. “But we’re the wives. That means those of us who can’t cook are the minority. Do you understand how humiliating that is? Being less capable than a man in these matters stains our pride as women. We must act at once.”


      “I understand your concern. I do not know what action is possible. Bridal training requires guidance.”


      Liscia nodded. “That is why we need help.”


      “Help?” Aisha asked. “From whom?”


      “There is only one choice. A woman who’s been married many times over five hundred years. One who bore many children. One who lived with her husbands until death. A professional wife.”


      A blue-haired beauty with a mysterious, sultry smile appeared in Aisha’s mind. She resembled Juna, yet triggered far stronger instincts of caution.


      “Th-That woman?” Aisha said. “You mean...? I believe she would toy with us. I do not like the idea.”


      Liscia shared the concern, but she shook her head firmly. “We have no alternative. Prepare yourself, Aisha. Whatever happens, we must endure it.”


      “Y-Yes, Lady Liscia.”




      Some days later, on a small islet in the Excel Duchy.


      “Oh, me. Oh, my...” Excel smiled as she read Liscia’s letter.


      Hee hee... she thought. That tomboyish princess is in quite a panic. With Juna and that Amidonian princess joining the list of fiancées, she must feel her position threatened. How very telling. His Majesty truly is special to her. My, how innocent she is. This letter alone makes me feel a hundred years younger.


      She sighed lightly.


      “...What is it?” Castor asked, hesitant. The former commander of the air force was now in Excel’s custody.


      Excel laughed cheerfully. “Hee hee... I was just thinking of youth. That’s all. Perhaps I should offer some grandmotherly guidance to these young brides-to-be. Not only cooking and sewing, but also what husband and wife can do in bed.”


      “Grandmotherly...guidance,” Castor said carefully. “Well, considering your age... (Eek!) N-Never mind! Nothing at all, ma’am!”


      Sensing a flash of murderous intent, Castor snapped to attention. Excel tolerated jokes about her age only when she made them herself.


      Moments later, her stern aura melted back into glee. Hee hee. I look forward to our next meeting, Princess, and Your Majesty.


      Seeing her radiant smile, Castor could only offer silent sympathy to the princess he had once served.


      Poncho and Serina: A Bizarre Midnight Snacking Session


      “Hrm... I just can’t seem to get it right, yes.”


      This was shortly after the Principality of Amidonia had been annexed into the Elfrieden Kingdom. The Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Poncho, had been spending the long autumn nights in the castle’s cafeteria, racking his brain. The source of his troubles was a certain sauce His Majesty had asked him to develop. Souma had said it was an absolutely essential seasoning for recreating the dishes from his former world.


      According to His Majesty, the sauce was brown and thicker than anything found in this country, with a sweet-and-sour flavor that was amazingly delicious when tossed with noodles or poured over fried foods. Developing this sauce for flour-based dishes had become Poncho’s current task.


      Poncho swallowed. I’d very much like to try the yakisoba and okonomiyaki dishes His Majesty spoke of, yes.


      With his greater-than-average interest in cuisine, Poncho had spent exorbitant sums on gourmet journeys across many lands. If he was told there were unknown delicacies waiting to be discovered, it was only natural that he would be intrigued. However, to taste them, he first had to create this mysterious sauce.


      It hurts that I’ve never tasted it myself, yes. I must re-create an unknown flavor relying only on His Majesty’s hints.


      Working from the clue that it tasted good when mixed with noodles, Poncho repeatedly poured his experimental sauces over spaghetti, stirring them in as he fried it. Even with an ordinary sauce, the result was fairly tasty, yet something still felt lacking.


      What is the sweetness His Majesty mentioned anyway? Sugar? Caramel? Or perhaps a fruity sweetness? Without knowing that, there is only so much I can do...


      “Sir Poncho,” a voice suddenly called out from across the cafeteria, where he had believed himself alone in the dead of night.


      “Eek! Yes?!” Poncho jumped and spun around to find the head maid, Serina, standing there. “O-Oh... It’s you, Madam Serina. You startled me, yes.”


      “I come here often, so there was no need to be surprised. I’m hurt,” Serina said. She sighed, though her expression remained as unreadable as ever, making it difficult to tell whether she truly meant it.


      “I’m terribly sorry, yes,” Poncho said, bobbing his head. “I was lost in thought, you see, yes.”


      “About that sauce, correct? Have you still not completed it?”


      “I haven’t produced anything that makes me say, ‘This is it,’ yes,” Poncho replied.


      “That’s unfortunate. I’d hoped today would be the day I could partake of it...” Serina said flatly. Despite her tone, Poncho sensed genuine disappointment in her words.


      “Is that why you’ve been coming here every night?” he asked.


      “The sauce yakisoba His Majesty described... It sounded cheap, yet strangely alluring, wouldn’t you agree?” she said. “Oh, Sir Poncho... Please, let me have it soon.”


      Serina wore an enraptured expression, as though her earlier stony demeanor had been an illusion. Ever since she had tasted the seafood and pork bone ramen Souma and Poncho had made, she had become utterly captivated by the junk food of Souma’s world.


      With a wry smile at her change in attitude, Poncho said, “I’ll let you know once it is finished, yes. I’ll have you be the first of the first to taste-test it, so you don’t need to come here every night...”


      “That’s not my only reason for coming, of course,” Serina replied. “I obtain all sorts of delicious nighttime snacks when I do.”


      “I-I know I’m not one to speak, but aren’t you worried about gaining weight?” Poncho asked.


      Serina answered calmly, “Being a maid is heavy labor, so I don’t have time to gain weight. If anything, I increase my workload during the day so that I may enjoy these nighttime snacks.”


      What she said was true. Recently, Serina’s duties had grown even heavier, including training the new maid Carla, attending Princess Liscia, and managing all the other maids as head maid.


      “It’s quite taxing,” she continued. “Therefore, I must have a late-night snack to end the day properly.”


      “I-Is that so, yes?”


      “It is. Now, Sir Poncho, please...feed me again tonight.”


      She leaned in close enough that Poncho could almost hear her breathing as she whispered sweetly. When a beautiful woman like Serina begged him so alluringly, he had no hope of refusing.


      “I-I’ll do it. That said, all I have is spaghetti. Spaghetti Napolitan is about the only thing I can make. Will that suffice, yes?”


      “It will,” she said. “It truly is a mystery. Who would’ve imagined spaghetti and that sauce called ketchup would pair so well? You simply pour it on and stir-fry it, yet the result is unlike meat sauce or arrabbiata. It’s cheap but delicious, with a flavor that endlessly reminds one of home. Just recalling it makes my mouth water.”


      Serina spoke rapidly, her passion uncharacteristic. Poncho listened with a wry smile, until one remark caught his attention.


      “Ketchup goes well with spaghetti...” he murmured.


      “Hmm? Is something wrong, Sir Poncho?”


      “One of the traits His Majesty mentioned for the flour-based sauce was that it paired well with noodles, yes. Spaghetti is a type of noodle, so that fits the description...”


      “That’s true...” Serina said. “The sauce was meant to be thick, wasn’t it? That trait is similar to ketchup as well.”


      “Could it be that the flour-based sauce His Majesty described is Worcestershire sauce mixed with ketchup or some other boiled vegetable? M-Madam Serina, I’d like to try making it right now. Would you mind, yes?”


      “Of course not. Allow me to help.”


      Thus, the two worked side by side in the kitchen. Poncho added a small amount of ketchup to his sauce and mixed them together. Serina poured it over boiled spaghetti, then stir-fried it in a pan with chopped vegetables and other ingredients. A savory aroma quickly filled the air.


      Once the noodles had turned a deep brown, they piled them onto a plate and brought it to a cafeteria table. Sitting across from one another, they twined the noodles around their forks, as this land lacked the custom of slurping, and took a bite at the same time.


      Both of their eyes widened.


      “I...I can’t get enough, yes.”


      “Yes. My, what a destructively delicious flavor.”


      This was it. This was exactly the taste His Majesty Souma had been searching for. Even without knowing the correct answer beforehand, Poncho could instinctively tell.


      The flavor was powerful, overwhelmingly so. Although spaghetti was a staple food, it made one crave another staple alongside it. Now he understood. That was why the bun existed. His Majesty had created the spaghetti bun after abandoning something called a yakisoba bun. Certainly, placing this yakisoba between bread would be incredible.


      “This is...a success, I’d say, yes.”


      “Yes. I agree,” Serina said. “Oh, it is so delicious.”


      “Ah ha ha... You truly look like you’re enjoying it, yes,” Poncho said as he watched Serina eat with bliss written plainly across her face. Serina adored Poncho’s cooking, yet Poncho found himself equally fond of watching her savor it.


      Seeing her enjoy what I have made... It’s wonderful, yes.


      “Hmm? Is something the matter?” Serina asked, tilting her head.


      “No... We made plenty, so there’s enough for seconds, yes,” Poncho said, shaking his head with a wry laugh.


      “Oh, this is the best, Sir Poncho.”


      Poncho had a firm hold on Serina’s stomach. Normally, he was timid and she was sadistic, but at this moment, their roles were entirely reversed.


      That bizarre midnight snacking session had only just begun.


      The Association for Victims of Masters: Now Seeking New Members


      It was around the end of the year, after the postwar talks with the Principality of Amidonia had concluded, on a winter night so cold that, without a fire in the hearth, your breath would turn white even indoors.


      In the Jewel Voice Room of Parnam Castle, the Prime Minister of Elfrieden, Hakuya, and the Little Sister General of the Gran Chaos Empire, Jeanne, were holding one of their regular meetings via the Jewel Voice Broadcast.


      At the end of each week, they would contact one another through the Empire’s ambassador, Piltory, acting as an intermediary, and exchange information about their respective nations. Once that was done, they would gripe about their rulers over tea. This was their secret pleasure.


      Normally, this time was reserved for just the two of them, but today, unusually, they had an extra guest.


      “Um, Sir Hakuya? Who is that person you have with you?” Jeanne asked.


      Their routine meeting had just concluded, and she had thought that at last it was time for their complaining session to begin. Instead, Hakuya had invited another individual into the room, leaving Jeanne perplexed.


      Hakuya had the person he had summoned stand in front of the jewel.


      “Allow me to introduce you,” Hakuya said. “This is Sir Colbert, who served as Minister of Finance of the former Principality of Amidonia and now holds the same position in our kingdom.”


      “Greetings, Madam Jeanne,” the man said, bowing. “I am Gatsby Colbert.”


      Jeanne hurriedly bowed in return. “Oh! Why, hello... Um, should I call you Sir Gatsby?”


      “Oh, no. For some reason, both His Majesty and the princess insist on calling me by my family name rather than my given name. Please feel free to call me Colbert as well, Madam Jeanne.”


      “Ahem... Well then, Sir Colbert. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Jeanne then turned back to Hakuya. “And Sir Hakuya? Why have you introduced Sir Colbert to me?”


      “The truth is...His Majesty has taken to calling us ‘the Association for Victims of Masters,’” Hakuya said.


      “Hmm... That is exactly what we are, but... If my sister were the one to say that, I would have to ask, ‘Who are you to complain?’”


      Rather than directly criticizing Souma, Jeanne chose to bring up her elder sister, Maria, instead. No matter how deeply she and Hakuya sympathized with one another, she knew better than to insult the ruler of another nation outright.


      “I couldn’t agree more,” Hakuya replied with a nod. “Ideally, there would be no need for such an association, but...the reality is that we are being run ragged by our masters. By forming an association, we can share our struggles and perhaps find ways to cope. That is why I wanted to introduce Colbert, who has all the makings of a new member.”


      “I see... So, in short, Sir Colbert is also being run ragged by his master?” Jeanne nodded, satisfied. “Sir Colbert, would your master happen to be Sir Souma as well?”


      “No... Ah! I suppose you could say that he is, but the one who has truly been running me ragged is the former Princess of Amidonia, now a candidate for His Majesty Souma’s third primary queen...Princess Roroa.”


      “Princess Roroa?” Jeanne asked. “You mean the one who forced Sir Souma to take her as his betrothed after the war, along with her country? The one who had him cancel the war reparations, then pushed the responsibility of caring for her people onto him as well?”


      Making full use of the merchants’ information network, the girl had outwitted Souma, the wise Hakuya, and even her own brother, stealing the spotlight for herself. Souma had described the experience as, “I was using shrimp as bait to catch sea bream, but instead I caught a shark.”


      “But I’ve heard she’s a clever princess, isn’t she?” Jeanne asked.


      “That she is... Though there are some small issues with her personality,” Colbert replied.


      “Her personality? In what way?”


      “She has boundless curiosity and a fondness for flashy displays. From an economic standpoint, it is an excellent trait. However, when that personality spills into her personal life, people like me are the ones who suffer. Just the other day, when she was meeting His Majesty for the first time, I was told only the night before that she wanted me to procure a large quantity of carpets...”


      The night before her audience with Souma, Roroa had suddenly said, “I’m gonna be goin’ off to get hitched with Souma, but first impressions are important, y’know? I think I’m pretty cute, as far as girls go, but Souma’s probably got plenty of beauties around him. I wanna make a first meetin’ that really leaves an impact.”


      Her plan had been to disguise herself as one of the carpets presented as a gift, then leap out to surprise Souma when he approached. Unfortunately for her, a similar stunt had once been attempted in Souma’s former world, so he’d seen through the scheme immediately...


      Remembering that moment, Colbert’s shoulders sagged. “I spent the entire night running around for high-quality carpets, and then the most important part was exposed so easily. What was all that effort even for?”


      “W-Well... You have my condolences,” Jeanne said, unable to suppress her sympathy.


      Listening quietly, Hakuya asked, “Did you have to pay for the carpets out of your own pocket as well?”


      “Oh, no. She is sensible about things like that,” Colbert said quickly. “The money came from the princess’s allowance... Though the amount was far too large to comfortably call it that.”


      “Ah. So she does have a conscience,” Jeanne said.


      “Yes. Though you could also say she only has it together when it comes to money. Because I had to act in such haste, many of the carpets were unsuitable as gifts. Naturally, we couldn’t present those to His Majesty, so I’m still holding on to them. Rolled up, they resemble logs sprouting wildly throughout my house.”


      “That’s awful...” Jeanne said.


      Colbert’s domain lay in the Amidonia Region, but while working in the capital, he lived in a small residence. That house was now stuffed full of carpets, placing immense pressure on his already limited living space.


      “I was told Sir Sebastian would eventually collect them to sell, but until then, I must live surrounded by carpets. There’s barely room to stand. I once thought carpets were meant to be unrolled and sat upon, but I’ve since learned that, when rolled up, they can be sat on as well.”


      “You’re making strange discoveries?!” Jeanne exclaimed. “I can tell you’ve been through quite a lot.”


      “Ah ha ha... Still, serving the princess isn’t so bad in itself,” Colbert said. “She only makes such selfish requests of someone she trusts. I think of her as a needy little sister.”


      Seeing the distant look in his eyes, Jeanne felt certain that Colbert, too, was one of their comrades. “Still, whether it’s my sister or Souma, do all those who stand above others have something defective about them? Like...it’s necessary for balance?”


      “You may be onto something,” Hakuya agreed with a wry smile. “Now then, Madam Jeanne. I was thinking of admitting Sir Colbert into our Association for Victims of Masters. What do you say?”


      “I would have it no other way. Welcome, Comrade Colbert.”


      “A-Ah ha ha... Thank you for having me,” Colbert replied.


      Thus, the Association for Victims of Masters gained a new member.


      The newly inducted Colbert then turned to Hakuya. “Still, I never expected this. To think the sagacious Hakuya would lead such a playfully mischievous gathering... Ah, forgive me. Was that rude of me to say?”


      “Hee hee,” Jeanne giggled. “He may not look it, but Hakuya can be quite funny.”


      “Please, don’t tease me like that...” Hakuya said, making a sour face. “I serve a master who is unpredictable and prone to taking bad jokes too far. It would not do for me to let myself loose as well.”


      “You’re quite right. I also wish my sister would get her act together,” Jeanne said.


      “I can truly sympathize,” Colbert agreed. “Why, just the other day...”


      On that night, it is said that the three of them stayed up late, complaining endlessly about their masters.


      Roroa’s Mistaken Order


      “Oh, drat... What am I gonna do about this?” Roroa muttered.


      It was an unusually warm winter day, with four days remaining until the 32nd day of the 12th month, New Year’s Eve.


      Inside the apparel shop The Silver Deer 2, which had opened in Parnam just a month earlier, Roroa, the former Princess of Amidonia and current candidate to become King Souma’s third primary queen, was facing a problem. Spread out before her lay a sleeveless, deep crimson dress.


      “How? How’d it go and turn out like this?” she complained.


      “There’s no ‘how’ about it... This is your own fault, isn’t it, Lady Roroa?” said the handsome middle-aged man standing beside her, his tone tinged with exasperation.


      He was Sebastian, the owner of The Silver Deer. While the shop’s main branch was located in Van, Roroa was one of his best customers, and when she moved to Parnam, he left the main shop in someone else’s care so he could work here. The dress now giving Roroa such a headache was one he had prepared personally for her.


      “The tailors made this dress exactly to the specifications you ordered, Lady Roroa,” he pointed out.


      “Well, yeah, my li’l joke may have been what caused it...”


      “Not ‘may have.’ I can say with certainty that you caused this.”


      “No, no. It should’ve been clear I was just foolin’ around, right?” Roroa exclaimed, pointing at the dress. “Who’d ever wear an oversized dress like this?!”


      There was only a single dress laid out before her, but it measured an astonishing eighteen meters in length. Even folded, it monopolized the shop’s floor space. Standing before it, Roroa clutched her head in both hands.


      “Margie’s the one who’ll be wearin’ it, y’know?”


      Margarita Wonder, or Margie as Roroa affectionately called her, had once been a general in the Principality of Amidonia. She had since changed careers and become a singer. This dress had been ordered specifically for her, yet while Margarita was tall, she fell just short of two meters. This dress was clearly far too long.


      “Honestly... Were ya expectin’ a dragon to wear this thing?” Roroa asked.


      “As I said, this happened because it was made to your exact specifications. Have you forgotten what you wrote in the column for Madam Margarita’s height?”


      “1,950 centimeters...”


      “That’s one zero too many. What kind of giant is she?”


      “Shouldn’t it’ve been obvious I wrote that as a joke because Margie’s so darn big?!” Roroa cried.


      Roroa and Margarita were close. Though there was an age difference between them, and one had been the sovereign’s daughter while the other his retainer, the compassion they shared for the common people had brought them together. Roroa thought of Margarita as a friend, and Margarita never hesitated to scold her when needed. As part of that dynamic, the mischievous Roroa often joked about Margarita’s height, usually earning herself a light chop to the head.


      This time, Roroa had written 1,950 centimeters in the height column, shown it to Margarita to tease her, then promptly forgotten to correct it after receiving her usual reprimand.


      “I mean, didn’t anyone think it was strange?! It’s almost twenty meters, y’know!” Roroa exclaimed.


      “You are aware that you’re the former Princess of Amidonia and a woman destined to become His Majesty Souma’s queen, correct?” Sebastian said. “Even if the craftsmen thought it odd, none of them would have dared raise an objection.”


      “Urgh... Am I not allowed to joke around anymore?” Roroa asked, her eyes welling with tears.


      “There’s no need for a ruler to be able to tell jokes,” Sebastian replied bluntly. “In any case, assuming Madam Margarita wears a different dress for the song battle, what do you plan to do with this one? If you leave it here, it will interfere with my business.”


      “Oh, enough already!” Roroa slapped her cheeks to steel herself. “I’m not one for stayin’ down. I’ll show ya what Darlin’s smartest fiancée can do when she gets serious. Like when I turned our loss in the war around, I’m gonna find a use for this monster dress!”


      She worked herself up with confidence, but Sebastian remained unconvinced.


      “You say you’ll find a use for it, but what exactly? The best idea I have is taking it apart and reusing the fabric...”


      Roroa pressed her fingers to her temples. “Hrmm...” she groaned. Then, barely five seconds later, she clapped her hands. “I know. Change of thinkin’, Sebastian. Instead of makin’ the dress smaller, we just gotta make it so she can wear one this size.”


      “Hmm? But wouldn’t that be impossible?” he asked.


      “If she were wearin’ it as a dress, sure. But as a skirt, there’re ways.”


      Roroa lifted the dress by the neckline.


      “If we close up the armholes and shorten the neck section, she can wear it like a skirt. Then, if we attach the top half of a normal dress, it’ll become a dress with an unusually large skirt.”


      “But wouldn’t she be dragging most of the skirt behind her?” Sebastian asked.


      Roroa wagged a finger and tut-tutted, flashing him a fearless smile. “That’d be true for a normal dress, but this is for the song battle. She’ll be onstage. The whole point is to stand out. If we put Margie on a platform and spread the hem out, it’d look mighty impressive, don’t ya think?”


      “I see...” Sebastian said. “You intend to make the dress part of the set.”


      If Margarita only needed to sing and not move, a massive crimson dress would indeed be eye-catching for viewers watching via Jewel Voice Broadcast. Sebastian found himself impressed by the idea.


      “Well... I’m sure Madam Margarita will hate it though,” he muttered.


      This was the same Margarita who had served as a general in Amidonia, a nation that valued simplicity and strength. Such a flashy presentation was entirely against her nature.


      Roroa, however, disagreed. “Margie ain’t gorgeous like Big Sister Juna, but she’s got the nerve to speak her mind and the leadership she forged in the military. The loreleis and orpheuses are holdin’ up this new broadcast culture that’s takin’ root here, and more of ’em are gonna have strong personalities. It’ll take someone with nerve and leadership like Margie to bring ’em together. Me and Darlin’ both want her to lead this new entertainment field. That’s why I gotta use this dress to sell Margie to the whole kingdom. I want folks everywhere to know that wherever there’s entertainment, there’s Margarita.”


      She spoke with such conviction that, for a moment, Sebastian found himself thinking, So that’s the deeper meaning behind it. But when he reconsidered, he realized it had all begun with Roroa’s mistaken order, and this was simply her justification.


      “Is this not something you should discuss with your family?” he asked.


      “I-I think Darlin’ would understand, y’know?”


      “I meant Lady Liscia.”


      “Not Big Sister Cia! She’s too serious. She’d lecture me about how ‘it’s important to show proper courtesy even to your closest retainers, and how you can’t let your mistakes cause trouble for those who serve you.’ Then I’d get an hour-long speech, like the ones she gives Darlin’!”


      When Roroa clung to his arm and begged through tears, “Please, please, keep quiet about this,” Sebastian had no choice but to agree.


      In the end, Margarita wore the massive dress in the Red and White Song Battle.


      She absolutely hated it, but the gaudy presentation was a tremendous hit with the public, and despite her protests, it became an annual tradition.


      Incidentally, when Souma saw Margarita’s enormous dress, he murmured, “I thought she was the big boss of the celebrity world, but it turns out she’s the final boss, huh...”


      And so, they all lived happily ever after. (Except Margarita.)


      The Story of Komari Corda, Successor to the Prima Lorelei


      My name is Komari Corda. I’m a human girl, sixteen years old.


      I come from a farming family, and I was the second of six children. We didn’t have much money, and so, to help put food on the table for my many siblings, I began heading into the capital, Parnam, to work at a business owned by an acquaintance of my father when I was fourteen. That business was a restaurant, and I worked there as a server.


      The restaurant was open from just before noon until around ten o’clock at night, but it was especially hectic during the evenings... That was when many of the customers were drinking.


      “Hey, Komari, wanna come over here and have a little drink with me?” a customer asked one night.


      “I-I’m still working...” I declined gently. Interacting with customers was part of my job, so after responding, I moved away. As I did, another customer promptly slugged the drunk who had invited me.


      The owner had made it very clear that anyone who hit on me would be blacklisted, along with all their friends. There were people I didn’t quite know how to deal with, but the regulars were good people, and I felt safe working there. It could be troublesome at times, but I had to work hard for my brothers and sisters back home.


      That was all there really was to say about my job. Still, there was something else I secretly enjoyed.


      “Komari, I’ll give you a tip, so sing something for us, would you?” one customer said, waving a coin back and forth.


      “Oh, that sounds good. I wanna hear it too.”


      “Yeah. Sing the one that lorelei was singing on the Jewel Voice Broadcast the other day.”


      As they spoke, copper coins that would become my tip began piling up on the table.


      “Okay...” I said. “Well then, please listen to this song that Nanna Kamizuki sang on the Jewel Voice Broadcast.”


      I began singing between the tables. This was something I secretly loved.


      I didn’t know when it’d started, but at some point, I’d been humming to myself while wiping tables before opening hours, and the owner had heard me. He liked it and decided to have me sing for the customers one day. They enjoyed it, and ever since then, I was occasionally asked to sing like this. The owner allowed me to keep the tips I earned as part of my income, so I had plenty of motivation.


      When I finished the song, the customers burst into applause.


      “Whew! Komari, no matter how many times I hear you, your singing’s always so good.”


      “The loreleis are incredible, but I think I prefer Komari’s simpler style.”


      “They do that amateur singing contest on the Jewel Voice Broadcast, right? Why don’t you try out, Komari?”


      “You’re adorable too. Maybe you’d make a better lorelei than you think?”


      “N-No... Me, a lorelei? That’s far too great an honor for someone like me...” I said, hiding my face behind a tray.


      Me, become a lorelei...? I could never. I had seen them on the Jewel Voice Broadcast, and every lorelei shone brilliantly. Especially the one known as the Prima Lorelei, Juna Doma. Her singing voice and beautiful face were one of a kind, and even a woman like me was entranced by her. Only someone like her belonged on that stage. A simple girl from a farming family had no place in that world... But...


      It’s okay to dream of singing in a place like that someday, isn’t it?


      With that thought lingering in my mind, I returned to work.




      Some time later, things began to change.


      The kingdom changed its name from the Elfrieden Kingdom to the United Kingdom of Elfrieden and Amidonia, or the Kingdom of Friedonia for short. Many things were happening in the world, but I continued working as a server, just as before, living my life with only the occasional request to sing.


      Then, one day, while I was going about my usual duties...


      “Excuse me, are you Komari Corda?” a woman seated at a corner table called out.


      She wore a hooded robe, and I couldn’t quite see her face, but her voice was clear and carried a gentle timbre.


      “Yes, I’m Komari,” I replied as I approached.


      The woman placed a gold coin on the table. “Could I ask you to sing a song for me?”


      “Wait, is that...a gold coin?! I can’t accept something like that!” I protested.


      It was a hundred times more than I normally received for singing. There was no way my voice was worth that kind of money. I told her as much, but she responded gently.


      “Please. I want to hear you sing the very best that you can.”


      There was sincerity in her voice. This was not a rich person’s whim. Something about her drew people in. She had an aura that made it impossible to refuse. If she was going to insist so strongly, then I had to do it for her.


      “Okay...” I said at last. “I’ll sing with everything I’ve got.”


      And so, I did.


      I sang a song Juna Doma had performed on the Jewel Voice Broadcast. I’d heard it was originally from His Majesty King Souma’s country, and that Juna had rewritten the lyrics in this country’s language. The song suited her perfectly, quiet and gentle, yet powerful.


      When I finished, the woman began clapping. Soon, applause erupted throughout the restaurant, and I felt my face grow warm.


      “Um... What did you think?” I asked timidly.


      The woman’s lips curved upward slightly. “You were lovely. You have a good singing voice. However, your technique is a bit underdeveloped. I believe that is largely because you are self-taught and lack specialized training.”


      Urkh... Those words stung, but they were true, so I couldn’t argue.


      “Still,” she continued, “being underdeveloped means you have room to grow. If you gain experience and aim higher, it’s not impossible for you to become the greatest lorelei of this generation.”


      That was far more praise than I felt I deserved.


      “No... Me, the best of this generation?” I stammered. “That’s impossible.”


      “Oh? Why do you say that?”


      “Well, the Prima Lorelei is Ms. Juna Doma, right? There’s no way I could surpass her beauty and singing voice. It just isn’t possible.”


      “Hee hee. I’m really not that great, you know?” The woman reached up and pulled back her hood.


      “Huh...? Whaaaaaaa?!”


      Standing before me was Juna Doma herself. I-It’s really her?! Why is she here?!


      While I stood frozen in shock, Juna smiled mischievously. “I’m sorry for testing you. I heard there was a lorelei candidate with great potential working here, so I came to scout you.”


      “M-Me?!”


      “Yes. Now that I’ve heard you sing, I’m certain. You have the potential to become a lorelei beloved by everyone in this country. What do you say? Will you come to the singing café, Lorelei, to learn properly and aim to become a lorelei? Of course, I don’t mind if you continue working here as well.”


      “B-But...”


      I looked around. The customers were calling out, “Congratulations, Komari!” “I’m so happy for you!” “We need to celebrate. Barkeep, another round!” The owner gave me a thumbs-up from the kitchen.


      Everyone... Thank you so much!


      With all of their encouragement, I answered Juna firmly.


      “Yes! I’ll be looking forward to working with you!”


      That was the day I took my first step towards becoming a lorelei.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      At that moment, as Komari Corda took her first step towards becoming a lorelei, Juna wore a gentle smile. Inside, she was overflowing with joy, even more so than Komari herself.


      I’ve found someone wonderful. I couldn’t ask for a better successor.


      Not long ago, Souma had told her, “When enough songstresses have gathered and the program can stand on its own, I swear I will take you then.”


      Juna had replied, “I will wait longingly for that day, sire,” yet she had never told him that she was actively working to make that day come sooner.


      When this girl has fully grown, I hope you’ll come for me just as you promised, Your Majesty. As she thought that, Juna’s smile turned mischievous once more.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story II: Luka the Mosiscon


      In order to travel from the southern hemisphere to the northern hemisphere, it was first necessary to visit Mao City at the northernmost point of the continent of Landia and pass through the gate controlled by Mao, the leader of the Seadians, albeit with Souma’s permission.


      Attempting to head north anywhere else would result in being enveloped in fog and forced to turn back the way you came. This was due to a barrier left in place between the two hemispheres that interfered with perception. If it were completely removed, kaiju like Ooyamizuchi and novel pathogens such as Magic Bug Disease, which existed in the northern hemisphere, might make their way south.


      For that reason, by agreement of all nations, the barrier was left intact, making passage through the gate administered by Mao a necessity.


      However, though it was called a gate, it wasn’t some massive archway. It was more like a sea lane.


      When a ship followed that lane, there were points where distortions appeared in the fog, and by passing through them, vessels could break through the perception-interference field. (Perhaps it could be imagined as something like the pink fog in Doraemon: Nobita and the Animal Planet.)


      Those heading for the northern hemisphere therefore made their first stop at the Island of Beginnings.


      This island, fit to be called the entrance to the world of the northern hemisphere, was where people from the southern hemisphere had established their first base. Roughly the same size as Father Island in the Spirit Kingdom of Garlan, it had become a gathering place for adventurers setting out north, merchants seeking novel wares, and the southern nations’ garrisoned forces, who stood ready to respond in emergencies. As a result, people, money, and goods had quickly amassed, and the area had developed at remarkable speed, already resembling a city-state.


      The Island of Beginnings belonged to the Union of the Southern Continent, but was effectively run by Seadians who had returned to the northern hemisphere.


      While there was a loose alliance among the garrisons of the various countries, there was no single unified military organization. If they became too organized, there was a risk they might run amok and declare independence from the southern nations. Their presence was intended only to deal with situations beyond what adventurers could handle on their own.


      The Island of Beginnings served as a base camp for adventure, and so it was known as Ad-base.


      In many ways, it functioned like the adventurers’ guilds of the southern hemisphere, but due to the lack of proper shops in the world of the north, adventurers purchased their equipment, provisions, and daily necessities at Ad-base. It also maintained docks and repair facilities for the boats used by uminturers.


      For that reason, unlike the adventurers’ guilds of the south, which only needed to handle quest assignments, Ad-base had to support every aspect of an adventurer’s life.


      Those who ventured north aspiring to become uminturers first registered at Ad-base, then worked as hired hands until they could afford their own ships...though you already heard all that last time.




      The special submersible Musashimaru docked at a pier near Ad-base.


      “All right, Old Man! We’ll leave the rest to you,” Luka said.


      “See you later, Daddy,” Misha added.


      In response, Little Musashibo pulled out a placard that read, “OK.”


      With Little Musashibo taking care of the ship, the two headed for the Ad-base Adventurers’ Guild.


      As in the southern hemisphere, the guild here had an attached inn and tavern, a convenient arrangement for fostering communication among uminturers.


      As they entered the building, a boy who had been about to leave called out to them.


      “Hey, it’s the mosiscon and little Misha. Back from the job you went on?”


      The boy, equipped with a round shield and short sword that practically screamed “I’m an uminturer,” was an acquaintance of theirs.


      Luka irritably brushed away the hand that jovially clapped him on the shoulder.


      “Don’t call me a mosiscon... And yeah, we just got back.”


      “Must be nice, having your own ship. We started venturing the seas around the same time, but I’m still stuck working under other people.”


      “Your leader’s the caring type who looks after you. It’s bad luck to complain when you already have so much going for you.”


      “Yeah, I know, but still...there’s no harm in a little envy, right? You’ve got your own ship, weird little thing that it is, and your cute little sister’s formed a party with you.”


      “You dolt, I’m not thrilled to have to babysit this little— Ow?!”


      Misha kicked Luka in the shin, leaving him hopping in pain, then turned her head aside peevishly.


      The boy laughed. “That one was all your fault, Luka,” he said, before adding, “You lean on her for support in combat too, don’t you?”


      “Right you are,” Misha replied with a grin.


      Luka put on a sulky expression, but it was true that Misha called the shots when they fought monsters, so he couldn’t argue. It wasn’t that Luka was incapable...but that Misha was simply far too gifted.


      With a wave, the boy said, “See ya later,” and took off.


      Luka sighed as he watched him go, then headed towards the guild’s front desk with Misha in tow.


      One of the middle-aged adventurers who’d been watching the exchange turned to his partner across the table, who was knocking back a stiff drink.


      “Hey, what’d he mean, calling him a ‘mosiscon’?”


      “What? You didn’t know?” His partner looked surprised. “He’s a mothercon and a siscon, hence a mosiscon. He’s famous around these parts as ‘Luka the Mosiscon.’”


      “No, I know about Luka. After all, he’s in a party with a weird kigurumi, they go around in a weird ship, and he’s got a tiny little dark elf girl who calls him Big Brother...but more than any of that, he’s the son of that gorgeous guild receptionist, Juno.”


      As the man said, Luka was well-known for being in a party with Misha and Little Musashibo. Seen from the outside, they were clearly an odd trio, and that made it easy for rumors to spread.


      The man who’d asked the question took a swig of his drink and cocked his head.


      “I kinda get them calling him a siscon. Anyone’d develop a complex being around a little sister that tough at that age. But why’s he a mothercon? I’ve never seen him acting clingy around Juno.”


      “Ahh...that’s because of his special magic.”


      “His magic? Isn’t it wind-type? I saw him wreathe his legs in wind and leap onto rooftops when he was running away after pissing off Misha.”


      “That’s the thing. Apparently it’s not. You can see it in his guild registration. His magic’s actually dark-type.”


      The man who’d been drinking set his glass down and leaned closer. “His magic’s called the Blessing of the Merciful Mother.”


      “The Blessing of the Merciful Mother?”


      “Yeah. Half of his mom’s stats are stacked on top of his own.”


      “Now that you mention it, Juno could use wind magic back when she was an adventurer. I get it. So that’s what makes him a mothercon, huh?”


      The man seemed nearly convinced, but then tilted his head again. “Hmm? But if he only gets half his mom’s abilities, doesn’t that mean he’s stuck with an inferior version of her magic? That’s a pretty rotten ability to draw.”


      “You’d think so, right? But it’s not.”


      The drinking man smirked, enjoying the chance to show off his knowledge.


      “Everyone reacts like that when they first hear about it. But guys who pick fights with him because they look down on him for it tend to end up in a bad way.”


      “A bad way?”


      “Yeah...like me.”


      “You did it? Cut that out, man. That’s childish.”


      “Heh, it was a youthful indiscretion.”


      “It’s only been about a year since Luka and his team started adventuring. You were already an old man by then.”


      Perhaps already tipsy, the man simply laughed and said, “I’ve reflected on it now.”


      While the two drunkards talked, Luka and Misha reached the counter.


      A large man clad entirely in full plate armor and helmet stood there, not a hint of skin visible, speaking with the guild receptionist whose long green hair stood out immediately.


      When she noticed Luka and Misha, the woman’s face lit up.


      “Oh, Luka, Misha. Welcome home.”


      The two walked over.


      “We’re back, Mom,” Luka said.


      “We’re home, Momma Juno,” Misha added.


      The woman was Luka’s mother, Juno Minazuki. She’d grown her hair out compared to before, but she still looked to be in her late twenties. Her relaxed demeanor suited her reputation as the gorgeous guild receptionist perfectly.


      As Luka and Misha approached, the armored man glanced their way, waved to Juno with one hand, and departed.


      Juno waved goodbye, watched him go, then turned back to them.


      “So, how was your adventure this time?”
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      Her softly spoken question brought a faint frown to Luka’s face.


      “How was it, you ask? No results, same as ever. The island we explored had no natives left, and there were no signs of giant creatures either.”


      The quest they had taken on this time...or rather, the quest that was always available to uminturers...was to find any Seadians who might have been left behind and protect them if necessary, as well as to investigate unexplored regions for the sake of producing maps and sea charts.


      In the case of the former, even if uminturers were on another quest, if they encountered Seadians who had been left behind while exploring, they were to follow these procedures in order to avoid causing undue confusion...




      (1) Report Discoveries to the Guild


      (2) Check If Peaceful Communication Can Be Established


      (2A) If Hostile Action Is Taken → Conduct a Fighting Retreat and Report


      (2B) If Communication Is Possible → Check If Positive Relations Are Possible


      (3) If Immediate Protection Is Required, Provide as Much as Possible




      Those were the rules that had been decided. Native Seadians were important both from a humanitarian perspective and for the practical benefits of absorbing whatever technical skills and knowledge they possessed regarding the northern hemisphere. Luka and the others had apparently not come across any such Seadians on their most recent expedition.


      As for his mention of looking for signs of giant creatures, that referred to kaiju-class monstrosities like Ooyamizuchi. Searching for evidence of such massive creatures ranked second only to protecting native Seadians in importance, and as proof of that...


      “What are you talking about? Not finding any traces of giant creatures is also a result,” Juno chided Luka. “In order to map and chart unexplored areas, we need a Chuukei, but they can only be sent to points that have been confirmed safe. That’s why we have uminturers explore the same places multiple times.”


      “Yeah... I know that, but still...”


      The official name for the “Chuukei” that Juno had mentioned was the Islet-type Research Vessel Chuukei. These ships were miniaturized versions of island-type carriers capable of transporting wyverns. The wyverns they carried and their riders were unarmed, and they could carry perhaps ten wyverns at most. Their mission was to observe islands and sea zones from the air, then record the information on maps and charts. That was the purpose of the mini-carriers constructed with joint funding from the Union of the Southern Hemisphere.


      Of course, if wyvern cavalry were loaded aboard, they could be used as true carriers, but regularly stationing more warfighting potential in the northern hemisphere than necessary could have sparked conflicts of interest. For that reason, they were basically dispatched unarmed, serving exclusively as research vessels for mapmaking.


      Because the ships were unarmed, if they encountered massive creatures like Ooyamizuchi, they would be sunk without any means of fighting back. That was why uminturers surveyed the areas first and conducted thorough investigations before Chuukei vessels were sent in.


      Incidentally, they had been named by the former king of Friedonia, Souma, who took the name from the nickname of the famed mapmaker Inou Tadataka. His nickname had been Chuukei, derived from alternate readings of the second kanji in his family name and given name...though none of that meant anything to the people of this world.


      “Man...” Luka sighed. “It’s just not quite how I imagined it would be. I thought becoming an uminturer would be more, you know...heading off into the undiscovered, looting ruins for quick treasure, and maybe getting into touch-and-go situations as we ran into new types of monsters...or something like that.”


      “Really now...”


      “Oh, and being met with the gorgeous young receptionist’s smile when I came back to the guild, maybe.”


      “You are being greeted by a beautiful young guild receptionist.”


      “Nah, you’re not exactly young any—”


      (Stab!)


      “Eek?!”


      A dagger appeared out of nowhere and was slammed into the counter between Juno and Luka. Though she was smiling, it was a strangely intense smile, and an intimidated Misha hid behind Luka.


      “Some son you are...” Juno muttered as she pulled out the dagger and returned it to her pocket as though nothing had happened.


      “I’ll have you know, I’m a popular receptionist. Young men invite me out for dinner all the time. Of course, I show them my ring and say, ‘Sorry, but I have a husband and a son,’ and then they walk off, dragging their feet.”


      As she said this, Juno held up the ring on her left ring finger.


      Whether due to her own genetics or because she had learned certain antiaging secrets from Liscia and the others, particularly Excel and Elisha, she looked as though she could still pass for being in her late twenties. Luka had mixed feelings about this, but to new uminturers arriving here for the first time, she must have seemed like both a gorgeous young receptionist and a mature older woman who was very considerate.


      Of course, if they fell for her, they were in for a double blow when they learned she was married and had a son around fifteen years old. She’d broken many hearts.


      Misha peeked out from behind Luka and said, “Momma Juno’s cute and beautiful.”


      “Oh, my. Thank you, Misha,” Juno replied cheerfully.


      “If our daughter turned out so adorable and honest, why does our son have to be so sarcastic?”


      Juno shot Luka a glance, and he shrugged.


      “Ha ha ha. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, they say.”


      “My, my, perhaps a little education is what you need?”


      “Maybe you ought to think about your age some more? I’m not just going to sit here and take it forever.”


      Luka and Juno engaged in a smiling stare-down, a surprisingly complicated maneuver. Ultimately, the two had a lot in common as mother and son, and they always squabbled like this, so Misha simply wandered off, looking done with their nonsense. The two of them continued their stare-down without even noticing.


      “It’s spoiled of you to complain that things aren’t exactly as you imagined,” Juno said. “In my day, adventurers were seen as jacks- and jills-of-all-trades, one step removed from common thugs, and our standing in society was very low. Compared to that, you get to chase the spirit of adventure, so you should think about how blessed you are.”


      “Don’t drag the past into this...you sound like an old woman.”


      “Oh, yeah? And whose connections got you your ship, hmm?”


      “Urgh... I’m grateful for that, but still...”


      “Keep acting cheeky and I’ll contact Mugar, you know?”


      “B-Bringing Master up like that isn’t fair!”


      It appeared that Juno had won a crushing victory in their argument. Given her depth of life experience, Luka would probably go his entire life without ever coming out on top in a verbal tussle with his mother.


      And while the two of them were focused on their squabbling...


      “Huh? What’s a little kid doing here?”


      Three big, nasty-looking men were glaring at Misha, who was standing a short distance away.
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      Enlightenment Arc


      Program Production Conference


      Late in the 12th month, 1546th year, Continental Calendar.


      On this day, I called Juna and Roroa into the conference room in order to hold a meeting about the educational program for the enlightenment of the people that we would be launching in the new year. I was involved with this broadcast as the planner, Juna was the performer, and Roroa was the sponsor.


      “Now then, at its most essential, this program is centered around Juna and Little Musashibo teaching math and other academic subjects to the people through the medium of song. However...” I interwove my fingers in front of my mouth and then said to the two of them, “I think that, on its own, would be weak. People become hesitant to study if it’s boring.”


      “Ya got that right,” Roroa agreed. “I like arithmetic ’cause it’s good for makin’ me money, but I dunno when it comes to classical literature and the like. There ain’t no way some third party could really know what the author meant to say.” She spread her hands up in feigned defeat.


      Juna chuckled. “Actually, because there’s no right answer, if you can just say something that sounds right, then it is. I find that easier. With arithmetic, even the slightest error in your calculations gives you a wrong answer.”


      “Well, some people are stronger in the sciences, while others do better in the humanities,” I said. “I was in the humanities, so my opinion is closer to Juna’s, though history was more my thing than literature.”


      “Which do ya think Big Sis Cia and Big Sis Ai are?” Roroa asked.


      “They’re both specialized in athletics, I’d say.”


      Juna giggled. “No doubt about that.”


      It went without saying for Aisha, but having had Georg as her mentor, Liscia could come up with some meatheaded ideas sometimes too. Our family’s first and second most powerful warriors might be sneezing right now.


      “Well, that being the case,” I said, “studying is something of an annoyance, so to get the people to watch a program that pushes them to do it, I think we need some sort of hook. If all we have is Juna and Little Musashibo singing fun songs, I think that’s maaaaybe a little weak.”


      “But isn’t Big Sis Juna popular ’round the country?” Roroa asked.


      “Well, yeah, she’s incredibly popular as a lorelei. But this is an educational program. It’s important that the way she sings here be fun, not deeply emotional. Also, due to its nature as an educational program, I can’t go dressing her up in pretty dresses.”


      “Big Sister Juna’s got too many things holdin’ her back, y’mean.” Roroa nodded in satisfaction.


      Well, after all, with an eye towards the coming announcement of my betrothal to Juna, shifting her image from “Juna the lorelei” to “Juna the girl who sings songs for children” was part of my intention here.


      “I think if we have Juna and Little Musashibo as a set, the kids are sure to watch,” I said. “The problem is the adults. When I consider the literacy rate and level of academic achievement in this country, it’s really the adults I most want to watch it. Children are flexible when it comes to learning, but adults have their values locked in place already.”


      “You’re right.” Juna nodded. “’I’ve never needed to do it before, so why should I have to start now’...is something they seem likely to say. Especially the ones who need to study the most.”


      Yeah, there were sure to be people like she described.


      “That’s why, in order to hook those adults, I think we’ll also roll out another project I’ve had in the works,” I said. “I just found the perfect man for the job.”


      “Another project?” Juna asked.


      “A hero program.”


      Recently, I had uncovered a man named Ivan Juniro who could produce special effects like explosions in the form of illusions. We were currently moving ahead with producing a hero program with him at the center.


      “Being the cool hero who fights against bad guys is a fantasy for many boys and young men, and there should be demand for a show where women can watch a really cool guy. By showing it alongside our educational program, I want to get people to watch both when they tune in for the hero program.”


      That was my impassioned argument, but Roroa seemed doubtful.


      “I get what you’re sayin’, Darlin’, but I just don’t understand what this hero program thing is supposed to be. I’ve never seen one myself, after all. What’s it actually like?”


      “Well... The early tokusatsu shows were about a really strong human with a secret identity easily defeating the bad guys. In ********* Zukin, ****** Kamen, and Kaiketsu *****, they would hide their identities with a cloth wrapped around their faces or with sunglasses.”


      “I don’t know. For a secret identity, they weren’t hiding it very well,” Juna said.


      “Those were early days, so please overlook the attention to detail on things like that being a bit weak.”


      By the way, this was all stuff I’d picked up from Grandpa. He was a big fan of those tokusatsu heroes and had a collection of faded posters that were important to him.


      “Things developed from there, and heroes who did things like transform, ride vehicles, form fighting teams, and grow to giant size appeared later, but I don’t think we can do anything too elaborate with this country’s current level of technology. We should take our lessons from the early tokusatsu shows to start out.”


      “I think it sounds interestin’, but makin’ the program’ll be expensive,” Roroa said. “If I can speak as a sponsor here, I’ll be wantin’ some way to make money off this whole endeavor.”


      Roroa’s request was only to be expected.


      “When it comes to hero programs, there are always tie-in goods,” I told her. “The items the hero uses when he transforms and fights become toys that children will want. If your company handles the associated merchandise, I think you should turn a tidy profit if the show is a hit.”


      “I see... Yeah, I’m thinkin’ we can make this work.” She must have done a quick mental calculation, because Roroa was grinning in satisfaction.


      Meanwhile, Juna wore a pensive look as she asked, “I do think it will catch people’s attention, but...the viewers you mentioned are children, young men, and women, right? You’re missing older men, aren’t you?”


      “Yeah, that would be the problem, wouldn’t it?” Her sharp observation had me scratching my head. “It would be good if we had something to draw in middle-aged men who are too old to get fired up over heroes.”


      “That’s easy,” Roroa said with a blank look on her face.


      Huh? Easy?


      Then Roroa suddenly struck a sexy pose and moaned, “If we’re gonna hook old men with somethin’, it’s gotta be sex appeal.”


      “Yes, yes, very cute,” I said.


      “Hey, quit pattin’ me on the head.” Roroa puffed up her cheeks indignantly.


      When Roroa tried striking a sexy pose, she only came off as a kid trying too hard to seem like an adult, but sex appeal... If I were going to put some of that into a hero show...


      “An evil female commander, maybe. Some of them wore pretty sexy outfits.”


      “I like it,” Roroa said. “A voluptuous bad girl’d do quite nicely.”


      “But who could we have play her?”


      When I said that, the room went silent.


      If I were looking for someone voluptuous among those close to me, Aisha and Juna both had the figure for it, but the sexy evil commander was a villainous role, not something I wanted associated with a future queen of the country.


      I pondered. “Hmm, if only I had someone with a great figure, who was willing to wear sexy outfits, and who would play a villain if I asked them to... Hey, wait.”


      “...Hmm?” Roroa asked.


      “Um, Your Majesty, isn’t that...” Juna said slowly.


      It seemed the three of us had come to the same conclusion.


      She would be perfect.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Achoo!”


      “What’s wrong, Carla?” Liscia asked. “Did you catch a cold?”


      “Oh, no, I’m fine. Someone must be talking about me.”


      Hello, Miss Dran.


      Castor’s Marine Diary


      Early in the 2nd month, 1,547th year, Continental Calendar — Lagoon City.


      It was winter, but on this morning, the skies were clear and the temperature was warm. Aboard a single cruiser moored in the military port at Lagoon City, someone was singing off-tune.


      “I’m a sea-hardy dragonewt. Instead of flying, the sea is my route. Keep her steady! Keep her steady! Lai-la-la-lai-lai-lai.”


      The voice belonged to Castor, the former General of the Air Force, who was currently in the custody of Excel Walter after taking part in Georg’s rebellion. He was swabbing the deck while singing a song he was making up as he went along.


      “D-Duke Vargas, what are you doing?” A middle-aged human man hurried over. He was the second-in-command on this cruiser.


      “Huh?” Castor shouldered his mop and glanced at him sideways. “Can’t you tell? I’m swabbing the deck.”


      “That’s a job for the young marines. If a former duke like you does it, it will make the lower officers feel tense and the higher-ranked officers feel awkward.”


      Castor responded with a self-mocking smirk. “I’m a fresh recruit now. Hasn’t Duchess Walter told you to treat me like one?”


      Under Excel’s custody, Castor trained as a common marine by day and received instruction on navy operations from Excel by night. At first he had been bewildered by suddenly having to learn about the navy, but with nothing to do while in another house’s custody and because of his deeply ingrained military mindset, he found himself enjoying the chance to serve again, even if there were differences between the air force and the navy.


      “Also, don’t call me Duke Vargas,” Castor added. “I’ve been stripped of my family name.”


      “Ah... Sir Castor, then. No, but still, you’re also Duchess Walter’s nephew...”


      Though Castor had accepted his new position, those around him had not. Because he had once been one of the three dukes and had been married to Excel’s daughter, the head of the National Defense Force, even if they were now officially separated, the people here did not know how to treat him. The higher someone was in the chain of command, the more apparent that became.


      Noting the second-in-command’s hesitation, Castor said exasperatedly, “Don’t worry about it. I’m just Castor now. Besides, I don’t dislike swabbing the deck. When I was in the air force, I took care of my own wyvern. It’s something I rode and entrusted my life to, so in that sense, a ship and a wyvern aren’t so different. By cleaning her every nook and cranny like this, I get a feel for the shape of the ship.”


      “I wish some of the young marines who whine about having to clean could have heard you say that,” the second-in-command said with a sigh.


      He himself had once been a fresh recruit, and he had hated his days of swabbing decks and getting sunburned daily. It was only much later that he realized those experiences had taught him important lessons little by little. Castor’s ability to grasp that immediately was impressive, though perhaps not surprising for a man who had commanded an entire branch of the military for many years.


      Castor rested his chin on the handle of his mop, which was pressed against the deck. “Besides, if I don’t work, I can’t go out drinking.”


      “Is it an issue of money...? Come to think of it, what are we doing about your salary?”


      They’d been ordered to treat Castor as a new recruit, but he was technically under Excel’s custody and not formally a marine, so he wouldn’t be drawing a salary from the National Defense Force.


      Castor’s shoulders slumped. “I’m living entirely off Duchess Walter’s pocket money.”


      “Um... Is money tight?”


      “No, she gives me a good amount for someone being kept in custody, and I don’t have any living expenses while staying in the Walter mansion either... But still.”


      “Is there something that dissatisfies you?”


      “This is Duchess Walter we’re talking about,” Castor said. “She holds it over me. If I don’t take my training as a marine seriously and don’t learn how the navy operates from her, there’s no telling what she’ll say to me. She’d start needling me with a smile on her face, I’m sure.”


      “I understand...”


      The second-in-command sympathized with his situation. The marines all referred to Excel as Mom out of respect, but they were also well aware that her personality went far beyond merely playful mischief. She had a beautiful, shapely body that made her look like a woman in her mid-twenties, and she was highly accomplished in both military and political strategy, but only a fresh new recruit who didn’t know her true nature could sincerely be happy to have her call out to him.


      Castor let out a deep sigh. “I wish I could go back and warn my younger self who was pining after Duchess Walter: ‘Stop. That woman is more than you can handle.’”


      “So you went through that too, did you, Sir Castor? Every man in the navy falls for the beautiful Duchess Walter at some point. Naturally, that love never comes to fruition and only brings agony when they think back on it years later.”


      “I know how they feel,” Castor said. “But once in a very long while, some crazy bastard manages to shoot an arrow through her heart. That was how Accela was born, after all.”


      “Oh, now that you mention it... No, it’s nothing,” the second-in-command began, then stopped himself.


      Castor grew suspicious. “What? If something’s bothering you, then say it.”


      “No, um... Your wife is Duchess Excel’s daughter, so there were rumors that you went after her daughter because Duchess Walter rejected you...”


      “Oh... Yeah, I’ve heard those rumors.”


      Castor shrugged in exasperation. It was true that such rumors had circulated for a time, though once word had spread about how close he and Accela were...or rather, how firmly she had him under her thumb, they had faded on their own.


      “Well, the truth is a little different. The opposite, you could say...”


      “Huh? What does that mean?!”


      “It means, well... Let me keep it a secret.”


      “Ohhh, now you’ve got me curious.”


      Seeing the genuine interest on the man’s face, Castor smiled wryly. “Well, how about you treat me to some drinks tonight? If you do, I’ll tell you all about what happened back then.”


      “I’ll show you the best place around.”


      And so, the two went out for drinks that night. Incidentally, the place the second-in-command introduced Castor to was the sort where you enjoyed talking to pretty ladies while you drank, and this led to some trouble later, though Castor could not have known that yet at the time.


      The Fiancées’ Guarding Techniques


      From the end of 1546th year to the start of the 1547th year, Continental Calendar.


      Around this time, the provisional King of Friedonia, Souma Kazuya, was receiving invitations from the kingdom’s nobles to attend banquets and other social functions on an almost nightly basis. It had been decided that Souma’s coronation and his wedding to Liscia and the others would take place towards the end of the 1547th year, so the nobles were desperate to slip women from their houses into his entourage and have them become Souma’s fiancées as well.


      He could turn down requests from minor houses, but he couldn’t ignore the major houses because that risked affecting the kingdom’s politics. Souma therefore had to attend those events while gently letting down the nobles who were trying to sell him on their daughters. While doing so, it was important that he have a partner. If one of his fiancées was always at his side, it made it harder for the nobles to recommend their own daughters to him. His three official fiancées—Liscia, Aisha, and Roroa—as well as his as-yet-unannounced fiancée, Juna, each took turns standing beside him.


      “Souma is the king, so we just have to accept that he’s going to need to take other wives for political reasons, both domestic and foreign,” Liscia advised the other three. “Still, we cannot let a woman with ulterior motives become a queen. We need to guard Souma properly and keep those with a lust for power from gaining a marital connection to the royal house.”


      Aisha, Juna, and Roroa nodded.




      On this day, Liscia was attending a social function as Souma’s partner. While many women wore showy dresses, Liscia alone wore her uniform.


      “Why are you in uniform, Liscia...?” Souma asked.


      “It’ll be easier to move around in if anything happens, don’t you think? Besides, my uniform was designed just for me. I can wear it to any party without feeling embarrassed.”


      “Hmm... It’s like a convenient student uniform that you can wear to weddings and funerals, huh?”


      “Well, yes, but...don’t you have anything else to say about it?” Liscia puffed up her cheeks a little, making Souma smile wryly.


      “You’re always telling me to act more like a king, but you don’t act much like a princess yourself. I don’t remember ever seeing you in a dress.”


      “Urgh, well, that’s because I don’t really like them...”


      “I’d like to see you all dressed up, though.”


      “I’ll think about it...”


      They chatted pleasantly while, at a distance, the women who had come hoping to marry into wealth watched them, biting their handkerchiefs in frustration.


      What’s with that vibe?! It makes me hesitant to talk to him! they all thought.


      Liscia’s Guarding Technique: unconsciously create an atmosphere that no one else could intrude upon.




      On this day, Roroa was attending an influential noble’s birthday party as Souma’s partner. Even though it was a birthday party, almost all such gatherings were held in banquet format, so the only real difference was that the participants were expected to bring presents.


      In Souma’s case, his presence already counted as a gift, so he didn’t need to offer anything further. In exchange, he had to talk with the noble the party was for, making it an opportunity for those who wished to send their daughters to become his queens. However, the little tanuki of Amidonia was having none of that.


      Roroa stood in the middle of the hall, spread her arms wide, and raised her voice. “Now then, ladies and gentlemen, I was feelin’ bad about comin’ to this here party without any gift to bring. That bein’ the case, here’s a little surprise me and Darlin’ prepared for all of ya.”


      “Hahh!” A person suddenly dropped from the ceiling. It was a muscular man wearing a silver mask and a red scarf, the hero who was the talk of the kingdom, Overman Silvan. “Charge! Silvan!”


      “There ya have it,” Roroa said with satisfaction. “We brought the superpopular Overman Silvan with us.”


      The nobles cheered. Silvan was popular with adults as well, and they tripped over themselves rushing over for the chance to shake his hand. Even the host forgot his duties and joined them.


      Standing arm in arm with Roroa, Souma watched with slumped shoulders. “Is this country...going to be okay?”


      “Mwa ha ha, this’s great fun,” she cackled.


      Roroa’s Guarding Technique: knock their socks off with her ability to set things up in advance.




      On this day, Juna was attending a masquerade ball as Souma’s partner. Though it was a noble banquet, the host had something very specific in mind. All participants wore masks and took part in a dance party designed to encourage people to mingle without worrying about house size or the existence of a spouse or betrothed. Even so, most of the women were here targeting Souma.


      Even with a mask on, Souma’s appearance was well-known, so he was quickly identified. The women would have made their moves...only they couldn’t.


      “““...”””


      That was because an image of otherworldly beauty stood at his side. Between the beauty of her face, discernible even through her mask, her glossy blue hair, her stunning figure, and her graceful movements, she was like a concentrated mass of feminine appeal. The other women felt so inferior by comparison that they couldn’t even approach.


      Meanwhile, Souma spoke to her in a slightly worried tone. “Do you think this is okay? We haven’t announced our engagement yet.”


      Juna chuckled. “Right now, you and I are just another man and woman wearing masks, sire.”


      Juna’s Guarding Technique: crush the competition with her overflowing grace.




      On this day, Aisha was attending a banquet as Souma’s partner. Here too, the nobles watched closely for their chance to build ties with him.


      “Oh, Your Majesty, it’s a pleasure to— Eek?!” a noble screamed.


      “Why, Your Majesty, how good to see you. What do you say, would you care to join me for— Whoa?!”


      Each time a noble tried to approach Souma, the woman at his side projected her warrior aura to intimidate them. Though she was a beautiful dark elf girl in a silver dress, she made the nobles feel as though they were being glared at by a sword tiger, and they couldn’t approach.


      Aisha wasn’t even aware of what she was doing. She was simply guarding Souma because it was her duty as his bodyguard, and so...


      “Hello, Your Majesty,” one woman said. “It’s an honor to meet you.”


      “Your Majesty, please tell me about the war in Amidonia,” another begged.


      “Oh. No, um...” Souma stuttered.


      Because of that, Aisha didn’t use her oppressive aura against young women who clearly meant Souma no harm, and they had a surprisingly easy time approaching him. Convinced this was their chance, they closed in.


      “Your Majesty, after this, why don’t we go find some place where we can be alone together...”


      “Sire...” Aisha said, tugging on his sleeve.


      She looked up at him with eyes like an abandoned puppy’s, and Souma couldn’t bring himself to leave her alone. He excused himself from the women so that they could go somewhere less crowded.


      “Are you okay, Aisha? Are you feeling unwell?”


      “No... I am fine now. However, let’s remain here a while longer.”


      Aisha leaned in close, begging him to indulge her. With Souma’s attention finally all to herself, she smiled in satisfaction.


      Aisha’s Guarding Technique: the ability to switch between presenting herself as a capable warrior and a lost puppy.




      This was a battle these women absolutely could not afford to lose.


      Fried on the Grill Every Day


      Late one night in the 2nd month, 1547th year, Continental Calendar.


      On this night, the Kingdom of Friedonia’s Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Poncho, and the head maid, Serina, came together to Ishizuka’s Place in Parnam Castle. This was where the recipes from Earth that Souma and Poncho had re-created were served on an experimental basis, and everyone who worked at the castle was welcome.


      However, because business hours ran from evening until late at night, only those with night shifts were usually able to come. The shop had already closed for the day, and Poncho and Serina were alone inside. There was a reason they were here: to fulfill a promise.


      “Okay, I’ll make you a toasted sandwich, yes.”


      “Thank you,” Serina said.


      It was the promise to make Serina a toasted sandwich.


      Poncho picked up a cooking tool that looked like two frying pans stuck together.


      “They’re easy to make, yes. You put a piece of bread on one side of this toasted sandwich maker, place the filling on top, then put another piece of bread over that, close it, and cook it on both sides. For the filling, I’ll use traditional ham and cheese, yes,” he explained as he skillfully prepared the sandwich.


      Poncho usually came across as a bit dull-witted, but perhaps thanks to his adventurous spirit when it came to food, his skill in preparing it was nothing short of brilliant. He turned the sandwich maker, crisping the bread on both sides, removed it from the heat at just the right moment, then opened the device, took out the sandwich, and cut it in two. Melted cheese leaked from the sides as he did.


      Poncho set the sandwich on a plate and served it to Serina. “Here you go, yes.”


      “Oh, this wonderful scent really does stimulate the appetite, Sir Poncho.” Serina looked at the sandwich with an enraptured expression you’d have never expected from her usual impudent attitude. She picked up one half and slowly bit into it. “Hot...!”


      “A-Are you all right?! Maybe you should wait for it to cool a little more...”


      “No...I’m fine. It’s hot, crispy, and delicious.”


      Serina munched away at the toasted sandwich. Relieved to see she was fine, Poncho explained as she ravenously devoured it, “The toasted sandwich is fried in a press, so even bread that’s gone a little stale is delicious this way, yes. If you cut off the crusts and cook it well, you can seal the filling inside, so they’re convenient for carrying around, yes.”


      “It’s a wonderful dish. I enjoyed every last bite.” After finishing, Serina wiped her mouth with a napkin. Poncho loved seeing others enjoy his food as much as he loved eating it himself, so her satisfied expression delighted him.


      Then Serina noticed a sweet smell drifting through the shop. It seemed to be coming from a pot over the fire.


      “Is something boiling...?”


      “Oh, that’s right, yes.” Poncho hurried over, lifted the lid, and stirred the contents with a spatula. Even more of the sweet aroma filled the air. Serina peered inside. A thick, green, lumpy substance bubbled within.


      “Are those...peas?”


      “Yes, they are, yes. Peas boiled with sugar, yes.”


      “In sugar? It’s not a soup?”


      “No. According to His Majesty, it’s called anko, yes.”


      “Anko?”


      “In His Majesty’s world, they use this anko to make sweets. I’m currently trying to re-create it through trial and error under his orders, yes.”


      Normally anko was made from azuki beans, but since those weren’t available in this country, Poncho was substituting green peas.


      As he stirred the pot, Poncho added as if he’d just remembered, “One of the most famous dishes that uses anko in His Majesty’s world is called taiyaki, yes.”


      Serina looked dubious. “Taiyaki... They put anko on fried fish? It doesn’t sound very delicious.”


      “Oh no, it’s not fish. It’s a sweet shaped like a fish, yes. It’s like a toasted sandwich with anko as the filling, or something like that. Would you like to try maki—”


      “Unquestionably!” Serina replied eagerly.


      Poncho smiled wryly as he laid bread in the sandwich maker, spooned on the green pea anko, placed another piece of bread on top, and cooked it on both sides. He split the finished sandwich in two, and because they were taste-testing it, they each took half.


      “Oh... This is delicious too,” she said.


      “Yes. I think it’s very delicious, yes.”


      Serina wore an enraptured expression, while Poncho smacked his gums in satisfaction and smiled. With this simple piece of equipment, the sandwiches are easy to make, and if sugar becomes more plentiful, they can probably be sold at street stalls. That was what Poncho was thinking when he noticed a pensive look on Serina’s face.


      “What’s the matter, Madam Serina?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing... This just tasted so much more delicious than the toasted sandwich I had before, so I was a little mystified.”


      “You’ve got a sweet tooth, I see, Madam Serina.”


      “No, not particularly, it’s just... It tasted delicious because it put me at ease... Or something like that. It’s strange, even though I felt both were delicious.”


      “Hmm...” An idea occurred to Poncho. “Do you think it could be because we shared it? Any food tastes better when it’s shared than when you eat it alone, yes.”


      “I see...”


      It all fell into place for Serina. Eating with another person was delicious. Eating with Poncho was delicious. That was the answer.


      “I’m convinced. Well then, so that I can continue to enjoy delicious food at its most delicious, Sir Poncho, let’s keep eating together in the future. No, please feed me.”


      With that, Serina gave him a soft smile. Watching the beautiful head maid, who was known as a total sadist, smile so gently, Poncho couldn’t help but stare at her for a while in fascination.


      On a Corner During the Spring Announcement Festival


      The last day of the 3rd month, 1547th year, Continental Calendar.


      “Granny, I’m here to bring spring!” a child cried.


      “Oh, how good of you to come. Here, have a candy.”


      This bright, sunny day was the Spring Announcement Festival. Children dressed as fairies handed out flowers to adults, and the adults gave them candy in return. The happy voices of children could be heard everywhere. In the city of Parnam, which was celebrating the festival, the Lunarian Orthodox bishop Souji Lester sat at a terrace table at a tavern on the corner of a street, tipping back a glass of wine.


      “Sure is peaceful,” he remarked cheerfully. “Wine tastes best when you can drink it in the middle of the day, surrounded by the voices of children at play.”


      “You enjoy drinking at any time of day, and you know it,” said the woman sitting across from him, her hood pulled low over her eyes. This was the high elf Merula Merlin, who had accompanied Souji to this country. “You’re a bishop, aren’t you, Souji? Is it okay for you to be getting hammered on a festival day?”


      “When the bishop’s away, the people will play. It’s best for the believers in this country if I’m not motivated to act on orders from the homeland. I’ve gotta be properly lazy.”


      “You can make anything sound innocuous if you word it right...”


      As Merula took a sip of her wine with an exasperated look, Souji laughed heartily. “Why don’t you go join in the festival, then? With your mostly curveless body, I’ll bet you could get them to give you candy.”


      “Who’re you saying has the body of a child?! I’m too tall, so it obviously wouldn’t work!”


      “Well, if you had the height of a child too, this place wouldn’t let you drink.”


      While mollifying the angry Merula, Souji looked out towards the street. Maybe because of the festive atmosphere, everyone coming and going seemed excited. It was a peaceful scene, but just how many of them were followers of Lunarian Orthodoxy? In the Orthodox Papal State, where people were constrained by church teachings and placed great weight on maintaining appearances, the Spring Announcement Festival had never been this big of an event.


      Honestly... It makes you question which of our countries is really the one blessed by God. Souji smiled wryly as he tipped back his drink.


      Then he noticed a pair who stood out slightly from the crowd approaching from across the street.


      “It sure is lively,” the girl said. “Oh, Hal, what do you think that stall is for?”


      “Whoa, Kaede, don’t pull so hard!”


      The young officer with distinctive red hair was being dragged along by the hand by a bespectacled beastman girl with fox ears. It was Halbert and Kaede. They’d been training aboard the Hiryuu until the other day, but they’d returned to the royal capital for their first extended vacation in a while.


      Halbert scratched his head and sighed. “Honestly, it’s a rare day off, so I wish you’d let me take a break. I’m exhausted from days and days of hard training, okay?”


      “It’s because this is a rare day off that we have to use it to its fullest, you know?” Kaede insisted.


      “Look, that may be fine for you, since you do mental labor...”


      “Oh? You aren’t having fun with me, Hal?”


      When Kaede asked that with upturned eyes, Halbert looked away shyly. “I-I never said that...”


      “Well, that’s good, you know. I’m always making you follow harsh orders, so I wanted to make sure you have all the fun you can today, you know.” Kaede wrapped herself around Hal’s arm. When his adorable childhood friend pressed so close that he could feel her body warmth, Halbert wasn’t entirely displeased.


      “Sigh... If only you could be this cute during training.”


      “Hee hee! Then do you want me to cling to you like this in training too?”


      “Stop it. The jealous glares I get from the other guys are bad enough as it is.”


      Because Kaede had become something of an idol within the National Defense Force, Halbert was confronted with jealous glares from other men almost daily. Their families were close, and they both felt it was about time they got engaged, but whenever Halbert thought about having to announce it, his stomach hurt.


      “The dratroopers who serve under me are always teasing me about it. It’s a real problem.”


      “Hee hee, it just goes to show what a lucky guy you are, you know,” Kaede said playfully.


      Halbert couldn’t find a reply.


      Souji, who’d been listening in on their conversation, smiled wryly. Hey, bro, the way things are going, she’s going to have you completely whipped in the future.


      Souji drained the rest of his glass.


      But even the king is so beholden to his fiancées that he has to spend his days off currying their favor. Maybe women having the upper hand in marriage is just typical of this country. Man, I wouldn’t want that to happen to me.


      While Souji was pitying Halbert, Merula looked at him with disdain. “What are you grinning about?”


      “Hmm? Oh, nothing much. Just thinking the bachelor’s life is nice and easy, that’s all.”


      Then Souji poured himself another glass.

    

  

  
    
      Star Dragon Mountain Range Arc


      Poncho Becomes a Governor


      It happened just before Souma departed for the Star Dragon Mountain Range...


      On that day, Souma summoned the Kingdom of Friedonia’s Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Poncho Ishizuka Panacotta, to the governmental affairs office. When Poncho entered, Souma was seated at his desk, and for some reason the head maid Serina stood in the corner of the room. Her composed presence seemed to catch his attention, but Poncho first addressed the provisional king.


      “I-I’ve come at your behest, yes.”


      “It’s good to have you here,” Souma said. “I’ve got a job for you.”


      “A job, is it?”


      Souma unfurled a map of the country on the desk. “You know we built the new city, Venetinova, as a key point for the distribution of goods, right? Considering the city’s importance, I decided that instead of appointing a magistrate, I’d create a new ‘governor’ post to manage it. I plan to entrust the position to Weist, who distinguished himself during the war, but he’s preoccupied with the procedures for changing his domain. So, for the time being, I need someone else to serve as governor in his place. I want you to do the job, Poncho.”


      “Me, manage such an important city?!”


      “It’s because it’s an important city. It’s also taken in a large number of former refugees as citizens. If I left it to a prideful noble, there’s a risk they’d cause unnecessary friction. I want someone with a mild personality and strong support from the populace.”


      “B-But...I lack the experience...” Poncho looked uncertain.


      Souma smiled wryly. “It should be fine. I’ve asked Serina to serve as your assistant. Besides, Komain, who was formerly the assistant leader of the refugees, is in Venetinova too. You know her, right?”


      “Y-Yes... Yes. We met a number of times while I was distributing food support...”


      Komain was the young woman who’d served as the assistant leader of the refugee camp, and she’d brought together the former refugees who’d chosen to cast aside their homelands and become citizens of the kingdom. She was never timid, even when dealing with men, and her confidence made her popular. With her help, the citizens would easily accept Poncho.


      “You can handle this if you consult with the two of them while you work,” Souma said. “I’m counting on you.”


      With that, Poncho couldn’t bring himself to refuse. “Y-Yes. I understand. I’ll be counting on your support too, Madam Serina.”


      “If it’s my master’s order, it seems I’ve no choice,” Serina said with a composed expression, then bowed. “I’ll support you to the best of my abilities.”


      In truth, when Souma had told Serina, “I want you to go to Venetinova as Poncho’s assistant,” she’d accepted immediately. It seemed she didn’t want to be unable to eat Poncho’s food while he was away from the castle. Knowing that, all Souma could do was smile wryly.


      “Well, do your best. Oh, and I think all the marriage proposals that’ve been coming to the castle for you will start going to that city, so good luck sorting through them.”


      “C-Come again?” The sudden mention of marriage proposals made Poncho’s eyes go wide and his voice wobble. “Th-There’ve been proposals for me?”


      “Yeah. You know one of the reasons for my trip abroad is to provide an excuse to decline all the requests to meet young women with an eye to marriage that’ve been swamping the castle, right? Well, we’ve had a number of similar requests for you. For the sake of the castle, I’d like you to go elsewhere too.”


      “Th-Then the reason I was chosen to be governor of Venetinova was also...”


      “That’s part of it. I’ve given you Serina as your assistant, so do your best.”


      With that, Poncho could only stand there, dazed.




      Some days later, in the office of the governor’s mansion in Venetinova...


      “Now then, I’ll make a roster of the refugees who’ve joined us,” Komain said.


      “Please do, yes.”


      Poncho watched as the former assistant leader of the refugees left the room with papers in hand. It was the last approval he needed to give as governor that day.


      “Your governmental duties for today are finished, but there’re still things that need doing,” his assistant, Serina, said.


      Understanding what she meant, Poncho hesitantly asked, “So...how many will there be today, yes?”


      “Five people. A relatively low number,” Serina said plainly, causing Poncho’s shoulders to slump.


      Whenever his official duties were finished, it was time to meet prospective marriage candidates. The daughters of nobles and powerful merchants who wanted to marry him were apparently already waiting in the next room. Since it was a regular workday, he was only dealing with five, but on his days off he was swamped with so many applicants they had to form a line.


      That was Poncho, the man revered as Lord Ishizuka, the God of Food. He was so popular he couldn’t rest even on his days off. If he’d just marry one of them already, things might settle down a little, but unfortunately, even with all these offers coming in, not one had come to fruition.


      “I’m sorry to put you through this, Madam Serina,” he said.


      “This is an order from my master, so don’t let it bother you.”


      Serina accompanied Poncho to all of these meetings because Souma had asked her to keep a close eye on him and make sure he didn’t fall for a woman or a House with ulterior motives. She spoke with her usual cool expression, and Poncho was deeply obliged to her.


      “I’m truly grateful to you, Madam Serina, yes.”


      “Talk is cheap.” Serina turned away, then glanced sideways at him. “I’d like to see you show your sincerity.”


      “I understand, yes.” With a wry smile, Poncho pulled something from his desk drawer. When he placed the long, dark object on his desk, Serina studied it intently.


      “Is this...seaweed, perhaps?”


      “This is a seaside city, after all. I managed to acquire some high-quality kombu. Tonight I’ll use the broth from this and eggs to make a dish called chawanmushi that His Majesty taught me, yes.”


      “Chawanmushi... What kind of dish is that?”


      Her tone was level, but her eyes sparkled with interest.


      “It’s soft like pudding, but it’s got a flavor as deep as the sea, I’m told.”


      “Ooh... Let’s get these meetings out of the way quickly, Sir Poncho.”


      With her head no doubt full of chawanmushi, Serina took Poncho’s arm and hurried him from the office. He followed with a strained smile.


      Incidentally, with Serina growing more enthusiastic, the bar for Poncho’s meetings with prospective partners was about to be raised... But that’s a story for another time.


      Juna and Roroa Demand Answers


      This happened the night I temporarily returned from the Star Dragon Mountain Range to the Kingdom of Friedonia to consult with the others about whether to form a dragon knight contract, which was essentially an engagement with Naden.


      When I introduced Naden to Liscia, Juna, and Roroa, the ones who had remained in the kingdom, Liscia took Naden away. For some reason, she said they’d be taking a bath together. Meanwhile, I found myself being pulled off, with Roroa and Juna each holding one of my arms, and dragged to Roroa’s room.


      Roroa’s room was filled with all sorts of girlish little things. They sat me down in a chair, and Roroa took a seat across from me at a small table while Juna stood at her side with a broad smile.


      Wh-What was this? The way things were set up, it felt like an interrogation room.


      “Come on now, Darlin’. Out with it.” Roroa folded her hands in front of her mouth as she spoke.


      “O-Out with...what exactly?” I asked hesitantly.


      “I’ve gotta know everythin’ about Nadie, obviously. It’s only been about half a month since ya left for the Star Dragon Mountain Range, y’know. What’s got her so fond of ya in such a short time?”


      “That caught my attention too. Oh, have some tea,” Juna said, offering a cup of black tea she’d prepared at some point. “I sensed she has a strong desire to marry you. You two only met recently, didn’t you? Just what was it that made that time so rich?”


      “Rich? I was just doing normal stuff, really...”


      ““Tell us more.”” they said together.


      “O-Okay...”


      Pressed by the two of them, I gave in and told them about Naden. I told them how she’d been the only ryuu in the land of dragons and had seemed isolated because she looked different from those around her. I told them how I happened to know what ryuus were, and how, when I told Naden that she was one, she’d looked like a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. I told them how we’d watched an Imperial-made Jewel Voice Broadcast in her room, read romance novels, and lazed around. I told them how I’d stepped in when a red dragon named Ruby had picked a fight with her, and how I’d been able to teach her to fly. And so on. They asked questions and picked over every little detail of the time I’d spent with her.


      By the time I finished, Roroa’s cheeks were bright red. “What’s with that lovely meetin’? Darlin’, you’re basically a prince on a white horse.”


      “I wasn’t riding any white horse,” I said. “I had a dragon carry me to the Star Dragon Mountain Range in her mouth.”


      “Who cares if ya were actually ridin’ one? Ya showed up before a young gal in distress and fixed her problems right quick. That’s more than any girl can ask for.”


      Wait, wasn’t Roroa the one who’d said it felt like a contrived meeting, like we were dancing in the palm of Mother Dragon’s hand?


      “I agree with Roroa,” Juna said.


      Even you, Juna?


      “Hearing your story, I can understand how you became special to Naden. You’re already someone she can’t do without. That’s why she so strongly wants to be with you.”


      “Everythin’ was dramatic, right down to the way you met,” Roroa said, nodding.


      “But if we’re just talking about how we met, weren’t the ways I met both of you pretty dramatic too?” I asked. “Juna, you were a spy sent by Excel, and Roroa, you came to me with your country in tow. Heck, you even came wrapped in a carpet and surprised me with a dun-da-da-dun.”


      “I directed that myself. I’m jealous of Nadie, who got a dramatic meetin’ without havin’ to do anythin’ other than be herself.”


      “That’s right,” Juna said softly. “Meeting you as a spy leaves a bad impression too...”


      Roroa turned away from me, and Juna looked a little dejected. Their reactions felt strangely cute.


      I stood and pulled them both into a hug. “Without the two of you, I’m sure I wouldn’t be here doing any of this. Juna, you brought me my ties to Excel. Roroa, you soothed the hearts of the people of the Principality. Of course, the same goes for Liscia and Aisha. No matter how we met, if even one of you had been missing, I couldn’t have built a present as good as what we have now.”


      “Sire...”


      “Darlin’...”


      I smiled at them both. “It’s thanks to all of you that I’m managing to get by as king. I’m grateful.”


      “Hee hee! You’re too kind,” Juna giggled.


      “Ha ha ha! If ya wanna say that, I’m certainly not gonna complain.”


      They both smiled, and I felt relieved...but then Roroa spoke up again.


      “But still, Darlin’. I’m thinkin’ you oughta show a bit more appreciation.”


      Huh? Show it?


      Roroa grabbed my hand and shook it vigorously. “So, with that bein’ the case, Darlin’s sleepin’ in my bed tonight.”


      “Ro-Roroa?!” Juna’s eyes went wide.


      “How does that follow?!” I exclaimed.


      “I can’t have you layin’ a hand on me yet ’cause of the whole succession issue, but if ya keep your hands to yourself, it oughta be fine, right? I’ve heard ya already slept next to Big Sister Cia and Big Sister Ai, so why don’tcha sleep with me and Juna too?”


      “Oh, if that’s all... I’ll go get the pillows,” Juna said, seemingly satisfied, and left the room.


      Huh? This was already decided?


      “Ha ha ha! I’m gonna be dreamin’ sweet dreams tonight,” Roroa snickered.


      “Okay... I get it,” I said.


      And so, that night, the three of us slept together. Roroa was clingier than necessary, and Juna’s wonderful scent made me feel a little lightheaded. I was tired from traveling though, so I quickly fell asleep.


      As for what I dreamed...that’s embarrassing, so I’ll keep it a secret.


      Tomoe, Holding Down the Fort


      It happened around the time Souma and the others were in the Star Dragon Mountain Range confronting the storm...


      Tomoe, who’d been left behind in a town bordering the Lunarian Orthodox Papal State because it was too dangerous to bring her along, stood looking northwest towards the Star Dragon Mountain Range and praying that everyone would be okay.


      “Big Brother. Big Sister,” she prayed softly. “Everyone...please come back safely.”


      Inugami, who’d been entrusted with guarding her, watched her with concern. “Little Sister...”


      Ever since a large black cloud had been sighted over the Star Dragon Mountain Range, Tomoe had spent the day gazing out the window and praying for everyone’s safety. Praying was the only thing she could do, so she did it with all her heart.


      Unable to bear the sight any longer, Inugami tried to cheer her up. “It’s okay. His Majesty and the princess have Madam Aisha, Officer Halbert, and young Miss Carla, the foremost fighters of our kingdom, with them. And with Madam Naden, the dragon, added to that, no matter what happens, I’m sure they’ll be able to protect the two of them.”


      He meant it to reassure her, but Tomoe lowered her gaze. “I understand that. I really do, but...I worry. I think Aisha would lay down her life for Big Brother, and that makes me worry she’ll get hurt...”


      Inugami fell silent. Because Souma had made all of his bodyguards people close to them, Tomoe must’ve been imagining what would happen if any of them were seriously injured. It was always easier to picture the worst when it involved someone you loved.


      It’d be easy to tell her everything’s okay... But without any basis, that wouldn’t reassure her. It’d be better to redirect her attention.


      Inugami placed a hand on Tomoe’s shoulder. “It’s not good for your health to worry so much. Instead of imagining unpleasant futures, why don’t we talk about what you’ll be doing next? You can talk with me.”


      “What I’ll be doing next...?” Tomoe asked, looking up.


      Seeing she’d taken interest, Inugami continued brightly. “Yes. His Majesty said his trips abroad would continue, and he was very clear that he’d be bringing you along. What do you think the next country you’ll visit will be?”


      “You mean somewhere other than the Star Dragon Mountain Range, right?”


      Tomoe began thinking it over. A good sign.


      “We have good relations with the Empire, but they’re too far away, so it’ll be one of the neighboring countries...”


      “Well, what neighbors does the Kingdom of Friedonia have?”


      “We have five. The Union of Eastern Nations, the Republic of Turgis, Mercenary State Zem, the Lunarian Orthodox Papal State, and the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union across the sea.”


      Thanks to her lessons with Hakuya, Tomoe rattled them off so smoothly it was hard to think of her as a child.


      “Which of those seem like places you wouldn’t go to?” Inugami asked.


      “I think with the trouble of crossing the sea and the dispute over fishing rights, it probably won’t be the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union. It’s in the opposite direction from the city we’re staying in too. And the Lunarian Orthodox Papal State just tried to make Big Brother their holy king, so I don’t think he’d want to go there.”


      “I have to agree,” Inugami nodded. “Also, the Union of Eastern Nations is made up of small to medium-sized states, and negotiating visits with each individually would be difficult. Many of the marriage requests flooding the castle are coming from those countries, so he’d likely hesitate to visit them.”


      “In that case... Will it be the Republic of Turgis or Mercenary State Zem?” Tomoe guessed.


      Though Zem had caused issues during the war with Amidonia, it wasn’t openly hostile. As for the Republic, it wasn’t entirely clear whether they were friendly or not.


      “Do you know about Zem and the Republic, Mr. Inugami?” Tomoe asked.


      “The Republic is a closed-off country. I know its five major races govern through a council, but...that’s about all. As for Zem, I’ve heard things from the mercenaries.”


      Before Souma had been entrusted with the throne, Elfrieden had maintained a mercenary contract with Zem, which was why Zemish mercenaries had been in the kingdom.


      “It seems they’re a meritocracy...or rather, might makes right there.”


      “M-Might does?” Tomoe stammered.


      “Yes. Even the right to rule can be claimed through martial prowess. Once a year, the whole country holds a grand martial arts tournament, and they do everything they can to grant the winner one wish. If the winner wishes to become king, they’re given the right to challenge the current king, and if they win, they become king themselves. That’s why Zem’s king is always the strongest warrior in the country.”


      “Um, does that really work for a country? Having someone be king just because they’re strong...”


      “The bureaucracy that handles internal affairs is independent of the king, so it’s probably fine. The king’s responsible for military matters, so even if their talents are entirely martial, they can still function as king. The citizens seem reassured by it too. Because Zem claims neutrality, it won’t attack other countries, and if it’s attacked, it’ll have the strongest possible king to defend them. It’s a kind of charisma, I suppose.”


      “Wow... There really are lots of ways to run a country,” Tomoe said with an impressed sigh and a smile. “There are so many different countries in the world. Is this what Mr. Hakuya meant when he said to broaden my horizons?”


      “Perhaps.”


      “I want to learn more about all the other countries. By learning more, I think I can learn to love this country that Big Brother and the others rule even more.”


      “Heh... I’ll accompany you anywhere you wish, Little Sister.”


      With that, Inugami patted Tomoe on the head, then suddenly froze.


      “Ah! Pardon me!”


      He hurriedly pulled his hand back. Seeing Tomoe so enthusiastic, he’d patted her head without thinking, but that clearly wasn’t proper behavior towards the adopted sister of his liege.


      Tomoe looked blank for a moment, then quickly shook her head when she saw Inugami bowing. “Oh, no! Don’t worry about it. I didn’t mind.”


      “But...”


      “Um... It kinda reminded me of Dad. It brought back fond memories.”


      Tomoe’s father had passed away soon after her little brother was born. That was probably why Inugami, who was of a similar race, reminded her of him.


      She took Inugami’s hand. “So...I want you to keep teaching me, scolding me, praising me, and patting me on the head.”


      “Little Sister... Understood.”


      When she asked with those upturned eyes, Inugami couldn’t refuse.


      Incidentally, Inugami wasn’t the only member of the Black Cats present, and his compatriots would bring up the indescribable expression he’d worn at that moment over drinks for a long time to come.


      Ruby Goes to Hal’s Family Home


      I’m Ruby, the dragon who formed a dragon knight contract with Halbert, an officer of the Kingdom of Friedonia. It’s unusual for a dragon of the Star Dragon Mountain Range to marry into any country other than the Nothung Dragon Knight Kingdom, but when it comes to being an exception, that black girl who married the king has me beat.


      Now, today I’d come to Hal’s family home, the House of Magna, but...


      “You big idiot!” a man shouted.


      “Gwah!”


      The moment the door to the mansion opened, Hal was sent flying. I blinked in surprise. On the other side of the door, fist outstretched, stood a dapper old man who looked a lot like Hal. He had a red beard, and his muscular build made him look like a seasoned warrior.


      “Owww, what do you think you’re doing out of nowhere, Old Man?” Hal cried, rubbing his cheek.


      Did that mean this gentleman was Hal’s father?


      Hal’s father, whose name I was later told was Glaive, pointed his clenched fist at Hal. “I’ve heard the reports. About everything you did in the Star Dragon Mountain Range. I’ll recognize it was a time of crisis, and even that you were vital to solving the problem there. That said, don’t you feel bad for what you did to Kaede? You two were engaged to be married! The same goes for this girl. Your thoughtless actions decided her future for her.”


      “Guh...”


      Hal staggered to his feet, but he must’ve had something on his mind, because he didn’t argue back. It was awful, seeing him scolded for forming a contract with me.


      “Stop this! I’m the one who was wrong!” I hurriedly stepped between them. “I imposed on them because I wanted to be able to do something. Hal and Kaede just accepted that. So please, punish me instead!”


      When I appealed to him, Glaive blinked, as if surprised by something he hadn’t expected.


      Huh? Why was that his reaction? Wasn’t he upset about us forming a contract?


      An awkward silence followed, and then...


      “Okay, okay. You come over here.”


      Someone suddenly pulled my arm, moving me out from between them. When I turned, I saw a woman with a gentle face. She let go of my arm and lightly placed her index finger on my lips.


      “No getting in their way. That’s how those two communicate as father and son.”


      “C-Communicate?” I stammered. “Like that?”


      It looked to me like Hal got punched though.


      The woman rested a hand on her cheek and smiled troubledly. “Oh, men are such idiots. When he heard his son had become the first dragon knight in this country since the first hero king, he rejoiced, saying, ‘That idiot’s a dragon knight, huh!’”


      “That’s what he says when he’s happy?!”


      “But if he were simply to act happy, that wouldn’t be fair to Kaede, to whom Hal had just gotten engaged, or to the people of the House of Foxia, would it? Given the situation, Kaede and the House of Foxia won’t blame Hal for what he did. That’s why he’s getting angry on their behalf.”


      “Wh-What an awkward father and son...” I said, and the woman giggled.


      “They’re going to be your family now. By the way, I’m Hal’s mother, Elba.”


      “Y-You’re his mother?!”


      “Oh my, how lovely. Your red hair looks just like my husband’s and Hal’s. It’ll be like having a real daughter,” Lady Elba said with a gentle smile, and it was a relief to see how warm she seemed.


      Meanwhile, now that Lady Elba had laid his feelings bare, Glaive turned bright red with embarrassment.


      “You lucky man!” he shouted, smacking his son again.


      “Gwah... Wait, I’m not going to accept getting punched for that, you jerk!”


      This time, Hal swung back.


      “Ngh... Kaede wasn’t enough for you, so you went and seduced a nice girl like this too!”


      “Urgh... I didn’t seduce anyone!”


      The red-haired father and son broke into a slugging match. Looking closer, they both seemed full of energy, so Lady Elba must’ve been right. This really was how the Magnas communicated.


      Their “communication” ended with Sir Glaive’s victory. Hal probably felt guilty, so he couldn’t help pulling his punches. Dragging the bloodied Hal behind him, Sir Glaive said to Lady Elba, “Sorry. We’re going to apologize to the House of Foxia.”


      She giggled. “Come back soon.”


      Glaive set off in high spirits, dragging Hal with him, while Lady Elba watched with a gentle smile. When I asked about it later, she told me Hal had once disrespected the king and had received that same sort of punishment before being dragged to the castle to apologize. Was that really how apologies were done in the House of Magna?


      Am I going to be able to make it in this house? While I was worrying about that...


      “I told this to Kaede too, but the most important thing in married life is ‘getting used to it,’ okay?” Lady Elba said.


      “I’ll take that to heart, Mother Elba.”


      All I could do was nod.




      Some days later, Hal and Kaede accompanied the king south to the Republic of Turgis. I ended up staying behind to watch over the home front at the House of Magna. Dragons, ryuus, and wyverns are weak to the cold, and I’d only have been in the way in the frigid lands of the Republic.


      So for the time being, I was enjoying the first family I’d ever had.


      “What do you think, Father Glaive?” I asked, giving him a shoulder rub.


      “U-Ungh... Not bad.”


      He kept a gruff expression, and he could be curt, but his ears were turning red, so it was easy to tell he was embarrassed. I’d thought he was a dapper old man, but he had a pretty cute side too.


      “Ruby, dear, I’m going to start getting dinner ready,” Lady Elba said. “Could you help?”


      “Yes, Mother Elba!”


      I hurried cheerfully into the kitchen.


      Naden and the Royal Capital


      My name is Naden Delal. I’m a black ryuu from the Star Dragon Mountain Range, and just the other day I formed a dragon knight contract with King Souma Kazuya of Friedonia, then came to this country to become his bride. Mind you, even if it was a dragon knight contract, Souma was a king and I was a ryuu, so we were kind of an exception to the norm.


      The night we returned to Parnam Castle, Souma called me into the governmental affairs office.


      “Hey, Naden, they gave you an education on how to act like a proper lady in the Star Dragon Mountain Range, right?”


      “Yeah,” I said. “Lady Tiamat taught me everything I’d need to know so I’d be ready to become a knight’s wife.”


      “Judging from how well you dance, the level of education in the Star Dragon Mountain Range seems pretty high. I don’t think you need any new lessons on how to become a queen.”


      According to Souma, unlike a primary queen, a secondary queen gave up her children’s right to inherit the throne in exchange for not being bound by all the strict rules of etiquette. As long as she supported the primary queens in public and maintained a certain base level of decorum, that was apparently enough. Because a woman could become a secondary queen regardless of her social status, and because she could go out into the castle town with relative freedom as long as she reported she was going, many women aspired to the position.


      Souma scratched his cheek. “Well, even if you’ll be a secondary queen, you’re still royalty, so normally you’d need a guard when you go outside, but...I doubt there’s much that poses a risk to a ryuu. If you take ryuu form, no one can lay a hand on you, and if it really gets risky, you can just fly away.”


      “I think you’re right, but...what are you getting at?” I wasn’t sure why he was being so roundabout.


      Souma smiled wryly. “I’ll be heading to the Republic of Turgis soon, but you won’t be able to come because it’s so cold there, right, Naden? So while I’m gone, your schedule’s going to be empty.”


      He was right. Ryuus, dragons, and dragonewts didn’t stand up well to the cold. If I insisted on accompanying him to a freezing land like Turgis, it might ruin my health and cause trouble for Souma. That was why I couldn’t go with him, frustrating as it was.


      “Don’t make that face.” Souma stood up and patted me on the head. “I have a request for you. Something only you can handle. Once we’re back from the Republic, I want to talk with you about it.”


      “Souma...”


      “That’s why, well, I think it’d be good for you to look around the capital to your heart’s content until then. The security inside the capital is solid, after all. I like how free and uninhibited you are. I don’t want to tie you down to the castle.” He smiled. “So you can go around the castle town freely. That’s what I wanted to tell you.”


      “Souma... Um, thanks.”


      He was thinking about my needs, and I was grateful for that.


      “Ha ha...” he chuckled. “Oh, also, take care of Liscia for me.”


      “Yeah, she was looking a bit under the weather.”


      She’d said it was exhaustion catching up with her, but I was still a little worried.


      “Roger that. I’ll look after Liscia.” I pounded my chest with one hand as I promised him.




      “Though, even if he tells me I can come and go freely...”


      Some days after Souma and the others left for the Republic of Turgis, I headed down to the castle town. As for Liscia, who’d been feeling unwell, she might not have fully recovered yet, but she’d stabilized. She had no fever and still had an appetite, but to be safe she was taking it easy and letting her body rest. A good doctor would be coming to see her tomorrow, so there was nothing for me to do.


      That being the case, I’d come down to the castle town, but I had no idea what to do. It was an unfamiliar land to me, after all. I could see the castle from anywhere in town, so I wasn’t in danger of getting lost, but where was I supposed to go? While I was thinking that...


      “Hmm?”


      I suddenly felt a tug on my skirt. When I looked down, a little girl who barely came up to my waist was crying and clinging to the hem.


      “Huh, who are you? No, what’s wrong?”


      “I came here...with my friend, but...I dunno the way back...” she told me through her sobs.


      Yikes, she’s lost, huh?


      I crouched down to her level and patted her head. “Um... You came with your friend, right? Where were you going?”


      “The... The plaza...with the fountain...”


      A plaza with a fountain, huh? I remembered seeing that from the air. Rather than handing her over to the guards, it’d probably be faster to take her there myself, so I picked her up.


      “Wha...?”


      “It’s okay. I’ll take you there.”


      I jumped, kicked off a wall, and landed on one of the orange roofs. Even in my human form, I could manage that much. I headed along the rooftops towards the fountain plaza.


      “Y-You’re so fast...” the little girl blinked in surprise. “But being carried like this...is a little scary. Can you give me a piggyback ride instead...?”
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      “No can do.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because the only one I let ride on my back is my husband,” I said teasingly.


      She stared at me blankly.




      Once I saw the girl back to the fountain plaza and reunited her with her friend, I ended up playing with them, and I was covered in mud by the time I returned to the castle. When Liscia heard about it, she summoned me and gave me an earful.


      “Naden... You played around too much,” she scolded.


      “Yeah...”


      It’d been about fifteen minutes since I’d been made to sit in front of her bed.


      “You need to be more mindful of how people see you. Even if you’re a secondary queen, you should show some awareness of your position, and really, should a woman be going around getting covered in mud to begin with...?”


      From the lecture she was giving me, she seemed plenty healthy.


      “Naden,” Liscia said, looking straight at me.


      I-Is there more coming? I tensed up, but then she smiled.


      “Have you taken a liking to this country?”


      I smiled back and answered firmly. “Yup!”


      Liscia in Recovery


      I am Liscia Elfrieden, the candidate to become Souma’s First Primary Queen. With the matter of the Star Dragon Mountain Range settled, we all returned to the Kingdom yesterday, but I must have exhausted myself with all the traveling, because my health gave out. As I disembarked from the gondola, dizziness and lethargy spread through my whole body, and my appetite was weaker than usual.


      It was probably just a cold, so I was resting in my own bed and recuperating. The castle was usually full of people rushing about, but today it was quiet. They were probably trying not to make too much noise around my room because I wasn’t feeling well.


      “It feels like...time’s stopped,” I murmured.


      Ever since Souma arrived, the days had gone by blindingly fast, so it’d been a while since I’d felt so relaxed. Souma always had work to do, and since I’d started helping him, it’d been quite some time since I’d had a day with nothing to do. It was nice to be able to relax, but...


      “But I’m bored...”


      I usually joined the castle guards in their training with Aisha when I had spare time, but I couldn’t do that in my condition. I considered reading, but all I had in this room were manuals on military tactics and strategy. If I read those now, I was sure to lose my lunch. It hurt to admit it, but I had a pretty bland room. The only girly thing in here was a doll Souma had made as part of his hobby, so I felt rather pathetic.


      Souma has way too much girl power.


      While I was sitting there with nothing to do, there was a knock at the door.


      “Come in,” I called, and Roroa entered with Aisha, who was carrying a large, covered object.


      “Heya, Big Sis Cia, how’s your health holdin’ up?”


      “Pardon us... Oof.” Aisha set her large parcel down on the floor.


      “My health’s stabilizing, but...what is that thing?” I asked, blinking.


      Roroa laughed mischievously. “I figured you’d be gettin’ bored, so we went and borrowed this from Darlin’. Right, Big Sis Ai?”


      “Yes. Ta-da.”


      Aisha pulled back the cover to reveal a simple Jewel Voice Broadcast receiver. When Roroa flipped the switch, it was already tuned to a singing program.


      “Went and had one of the royal family’s units adjusted to receive public broadcasts,” Roroa said with a smug grin. “This oughta help kill some boredom while ya can’t go out, don’tcha think?”


      “Is it okay for me to use it? We don’t have that many simple receivers...”


      “We’ve received permission from His Majesty. There were no plans to use it in the immediate future, so he said it’s fine,” Aisha explained.


      If they’d gotten permission, it was probably all right.


      “Thanks, Roroa, Aisha.”


      “Ha ha ha! Don’t you worry about it.”


      “Get well soon,” Aisha added.


      Not wanting to be a burden, the two of them left quickly. Left alone, I absentmindedly watched the music program.


      I’m usually on the production side of these things, so I’ve never relaxed and watched one like this before, but...it’s surprisingly good.


      While I was thinking that, there was another knock at the door.


      “Come in,” I called, and this time Juna and Naden entered.


      “Pardon us,” Juna said.


      “We’re coming in,” Naden added.


      They had armfuls of books, which they lugged over and stacked by my bed. Judging by the covers and titles, they were adventure and romance novels.


      “What’s with these books?” I asked.


      “They’re mine, brought from the Star Dragon Mountain Range,” Naden said, puffing out her chest proudly.


      Juna smiled wryly. “We heard from Lady Roroa that you were bored, so Naden brought her books to lend you.”


      “I heard you only had military books. These are all really good.”


      It seemed they’d come, like Roroa and Aisha, with something to help relieve my boredom. I smiled and thanked them.


      “Thanks, Juna, Naden.”


      “Please take good care of yourself,” Juna said.


      “If you need anything, just call us,” Naden added.


      They left the room, and I waved as they reluctantly closed the door. Holding one of the books to my chest, I felt deeply grateful for everyone’s kindness.




      “Ngh...” I murmured.


      At some point, I must have fallen asleep while reading Naden’s book. By the time I woke up, the sun was already down, but the room was still bright. The lanterns had been lit, probably by one of the maids while I slept.


      When I sat up, there was a knock at the door.


      “How are you, Liscia?”


      Souma entered, carrying a tray with a small pot on it. Carla followed behind him with a soup dish and more.


      “I heard you didn’t have much of an appetite, but I thought you should eat something,” Souma said. “I had the kitchen staff make this.”


      He lifted the lid on the pot.


      “Ta-da. Grandma’s special recipe for sick days, ‘Tamatama Udon.’”


      “Tamatama Udon?”


      “You simmer onions in the broth until they’re soft, then add udon noodles like the ones Poncho made for me. Once they’re boiled until they’re soft and easy to digest, you drop in an egg. There’s ginger in it too, so it’ll warm you up, and it’s nutritious.”


      Steam wafted up before my eyes. I still didn’t have much of an appetite, but my stomach felt empty, and the smell made me want to eat.


      “Thanks, I’ll have some.”


      “Only as much as you can handle, okay? I’m sure Aisha’ll eat the leftovers.”


      “Hee hee! Maybe I’ll eat it all and make Aisha sad... Yep, this is good.”


      Souma and Carla smiled as they watched me eat the udon. I could feel everyone’s kindness...


      It’s a secret, but I thought, You know, this isn’t so bad, every once in a while.


      Still, I couldn’t have everyone worrying about me forever. Souma and the others would be heading to the Republic soon, and it sounded like Hilde the doctor would be coming as well. I’d need her to give me a thorough examination.


      The Former King and Queen Are Enjoying the Slow Life


      The Kingdom of Friedonia had a mountainous domain that was under the direct control of the royal family. It had once been the personal domain of the previous king, Albert, from his days as a nobleman, and now it served as the place of retirement for the former royal couple.


      The area was pastoral. By day, the people worked the fields and dairy barns, and by night, though they only had sound, they enjoyed Jewel Voice Broadcast music and other programs while drinking together. It was a relaxed lifestyle. This was the sticks, but the people were peaceful, and it was a surprisingly easy place to live.


      “La, la, la,” Albert sang.


      In that tranquil place, at Albert’s manor, the former king was pruning the trees in his garden while humming to himself. Though Albert was remembered by the people as a good man and a mediocre king, there was one talent in which he truly excelled: horticulture. He was especially good at making beautiful flowers bloom and trimming tree branches neatly. In his days as an impoverished noble, he’d done the manor’s gardening himself, and what had begun partly as a hobby had quickly become a refined skill. Even after marrying Elisha and joining the royal family, he’d still occasionally helped maintain the castle’s inner gardens.


      Albert was particularly skilled at pruning trees into animal shapes, known as topiary. The leaves and branches he was working on now were becoming a swan cleaning its wings. There were still minute details to refine, but the piece was already of such high quality that it seemed to carry a sense of motion. Then...


      “Al, would you take a break and join me for tea?” his wife called.


      The former queen, Elisha, was waiting on the terrace adjoining the gardens, with a maid standing beside her and tea already prepared. Albert wiped the sweat from his brow and smiled.


      “Ohh, Elisha. I’ll be right there.”


      And so, the two quietly enjoyed afternoon tea on the terrace as time drifted by slowly around them. Elisha sipped her tea while admiring the garden.


      “The number of flowers and animals has certainly increased. It’s like we’re living in a storybook.”


      “A-Aha ha ha... Maybe I got carried away and made too many after our son-in-law praised me,” Albert said with an embarrassed laugh.


      Albert’s horticultural skills were highly regarded by the current provisional king, Souma. Because of that, Souma paid Albert’s gardening expenses out of his own pocket money. He’d built a greenhouse in the garden, and whenever he came across unusual flowers, he’d send their seeds to Albert to see if they could be cultivated here. As a result, the garden was now filled with flowers and animal-shaped trees in every color.


      Seeing how bashful Albert was, Elisha giggled. “Oh, what’s the harm? This garden’s very popular, after all.”


      Sudden pattering footsteps approached. The children from the nearby village had come to play.


      “Kiiiing! Queeeen! Hello.”


      “““Hello!”””


      The children greeted them with flawless smiles.


      “Hey, hey, queen,” one of them said. “Can we explore the garden again?”


      “Hee hee! You can.”


      Having received her approval, the children cried, “Yay!” throwing their hands into the air before running off towards the garden. Overflowing with multicolored flowers and animal-shaped trees, it was an irresistible place for them to explore, and they often came here to play. Albert and Elisha didn’t mind, but the children’s parents, mindful of the couple’s former status, were always humble about it and sent fresh vegetables as tokens of appreciation.


      “It does me good to see them so energetic, but we’re not king and queen, or anything else for that matter, anymore,” Albert said, touching his mustache uneasily.


      “Oh, what’s the harm?” Elisha replied. “Let them call us what they want.”


      “I understand, but it makes me feel like I’m doing a disservice to our son-in-law and Liscia, who work so hard at the castle.”


      “Hee hee! Those kids wouldn’t mind it at all.” Elisha watched the children frolicking in the garden. “To think we can spend our days in peace like this... I never imagined it.”


      “Indeed. The first half of our lives was especially difficult, after all.”


      They’d supported one another through the succession war that followed the previous king’s death. Back then, neither of them could’ve imagined that such a peaceful life would ever come.


      Smiling, Elisha placed her hand atop Albert’s. “But that’s why I’m glad I chose you. Because the me of this world chose you, we’re able to live out our days in peace like this.”


      “Elisha... It was your strength that made it possible for me to entrust the throne to our son-in-law. Thanks to that, I can take it easy, muddle around in the garden, and spend time with the people I love.”


      “I love you, Al.”


      “I love you too, Elisha.”


      The maid could only smile wryly as she watched the well-aged couple give off a lovey-dovey aura.


      Another maid approached and handed a letter to Albert. “Master Albert, a letter from Liscia addressed to the two of you.”


      “Hmm. From Liscia? Is she doing well?”


      They read through the letter together. Then...


      “Oh, dear,” Albert said.


      “Oh, me. Oh, my,” Elisha replied.


      Its contents made both of them smile in satisfaction.

    

  

  
    
      Republic Arc


      Liscia Writes a Letter


      “Dear Souma, how are you? I hear you’ve headed for a cold place, so I’m worried you’ll ruin your health. The weather here continues to be...”




      “Wait, this is way too formal!” Liscia crumpled everything she’d written so far into a ball and tossed it onto the floor.


      This was Liscia’s room in Parnam Castle, and the floor was scattered with similarly crumpled papers. She was wasting a large volume of paper that, while she could easily obtain it as a noble, was still a valuable commodity. Still, it was forgivable for today, at least. She was writing a letter to convey something important to her fiancé, Souma, but unable to put it into words properly, Liscia clutched her head in frustration.


      Souma was on a diplomatic voyage to the frigid Republic of Turgis in the south. Liscia had honestly wanted to accompany him, but because her health had worsened of late, she’d ended up holding down the fort this time. Afterwards, she’d been examined by Hilde, the best female doctor in the kingdom.


      “Princess, about the reason for your feeling unwell. You’re...” Hilde had leaned in and whispered her diagnosis into Liscia’s ear.


      Upon hearing the word, Liscia had been so surprised her mind went blank, then a feeling of euphoria had welled up from the bottom of her stomach. Once she’d finally calmed down, uncertainty had begun to creep in, growing stronger by the moment. Those around her had been sent into a frenzy of activity by the diagnosis, but Liscia herself was now under orders to rest, leaving her with nothing to do.


      For now, she’d taken up her feather pen to inform Souma of the facts of the situation, but as was no doubt already apparent, she couldn’t find wording she was satisfied with.


      There was a knock at the door.


      “Yes, come in!” Liscia called.


      Naden, a fellow fiancée who had also stayed behind, entered the room. “Liscia, are you all... Wait, it’s kind of a mess in here, huh?”


      She sounded exasperated as she looked at the disastrous state of the room, with failed letters scattered across the floor.


      “Ah ha ha...” Liscia laughed awkwardly. “I was writing a letter to Souma to let him know about my diagnosis, but...it’s not been going well.”


      “I get how you feel, but if you overwork yourself, aren’t you going to end up feeling sick again?”


      “I’m feeling comparatively relaxed at the moment.”


      “Good grief...” Naden picked up one of the discarded papers and skimmed it. “There’s only one thing you need to tell him, right? Why not just write that?”


      “But when I think about how Souma will feel when he reads it... I really can’t write just that one thing.”


      “Well, fair enough. I’m sure he’s going to be really surprised.” Naden sat down on Liscia’s bed. “So surprised he might come flying right back here. Not that Souma can fly.”


      “That’s no good! Souma won’t get many chances to take his time looking around another country, so I need to write this letter in a way that makes him do his duty.”


      “Do you really think warning him in a letter will be enough to make Souma listen?”


      Liscia shook her head. Souma was family-oriented, and when one of his family was involved, his field of vision narrowed. If he learned of this diagnosis, she was sure he’d rush back home. Writing that he shouldn’t do that probably wouldn’t stop him.


      “I’ll need to write to Aisha first,” Liscia decided. She’d write to Aisha and have her restrain Souma.


      As Liscia turned back to her desk, Naden shrugged. “I think we can rest easy with that.”


      “Can we really...?”


      “Huh?”


      Liscia’s hand holding the feather pen stopped. “Aisha does pretty much anything Souma tells her to. She can hold him down with force, but if Souma seriously orders her to let go, I think she will. Hmm... To stop that overprotective Souma, I’ll need to convince him I’m right with logic.”


      “Y-You will?”


      Seeing Liscia come up with a multilayered plan to keep Souma from returning, Naden found it a little off-putting. In her heart of hearts, Liscia surely wanted Souma to come home as soon as possible, but she was firmly ordering him not to, all for his own good.


      Who are you calling overprotective? You’re being pretty overprotective yourself here, Liscia.


      Ultimately, they were a like-minded husband and wife... No, a like-minded fiancé and fiancée.


      Naden sighed inwardly, but Liscia kept mumbling without noticing. “Maybe I shouldn’t be in the castle after all. If he knows he can’t see me immediately even if he comes back, that should keep his desire to return under control.” Something seemed to occur to Liscia then, and she clapped her hands together. “I’ve decided. I’m leaving the castle!”


      “Huh?! What’re you saying when you’re supposed to be sick?!” Naden exclaimed.


      However, Liscia only grinned. “I know why I’m feeling unwell now. It’ll settle down in a little while. Besides, I said I’d be leaving the castle, but only to rest in the countryside where the air is fresher. My father’s former domain, now part of the crown demesne, just happens to be that kind of place.”


      “Oh! You’re just going to rest, huh...”


      Naden’s obvious relief made Liscia chuckle. “It’s a good opportunity, so I’ll have Mother teach me all sorts of things while I’m there. From here on...I’m going to need that knowledge.” With that, Liscia turned back to her desk. “Now that that’s settled, I need to let Souma know. If I write, ‘You can’t see me even if you come back now,’ I’m sure he won’t force his way back here. Oh! I’ll have to tell Aisha not to let him come back either.”


      Watching Liscia’s feather pen dance happily across the page, Naden felt only exasperation. “Oh...just do whatever you want.”


      Unable to put up with any more of it, Naden left the room.


      Alone again, Liscia quickly began writing.




      “I’m pregnant.”


      The Master and Servant from Turgis Before They Met Souma


      It happened in the Republic of Turgis, in the south of the continent...


      Near the eastern town of Noblebeppu, a young snow ape boy named Kuu Taisei, son of the current head of the Republic, rode atop a great woolly numoth as it crushed its way through snow and ice. He was heading to visit his childhood friend, Taru the blacksmith, with his servant Leporina accompanying him.


      Lying on the numoth’s broad back, Kuu stared idly up at the sky. Blue stretched overhead, dotted with white clouds. With summer approaching, the day was clear. In this country, though, winter brought thick cloud cover that blotted out the sky, and frequent blizzards that made travel difficult. People tended to stay cooped up inside their homes, growing even more introverted.


      If only this weather would last a little longer...


      Kuu often said that being the son of the Republic’s head didn’t suit him, but he did want to change the country’s situation. The winters were too dark. He preferred brightness. He wanted the men and women in town to smile cheerfully. That was why he made an effort to smile himself, though it wasn’t something he could fix on his own.


      If I just knew what to do, I could work hard to do it...


      “Thinking about something, Master Kuu?”


      Leporina’s face entered Kuu’s field of vision. Since his head was resting in her lap, she appeared upside down as she looked down at him.


      Kuu and Leporina were master and servant, but they’d known each other since childhood and were close. They’d often played together with Taru when they were young, and Leporina, being a little older, had been like a big sister to both of them. That was why it didn’t feel unnatural for him to be resting his head in her lap now.


      “Hmm... I was thinking about how to make someone—everyone—smile,” Kuu said, stretching.


      “That’d be simple...if you’d just be open with your feelings. You’re always so indirect, it’s hard to tell if she’s taking you seriously.”


      “...Ook? What’re you talking about?” Kuu asked, sensing they weren’t talking about the same thing. Leporina tilted her head.


      “Huh? This wasn’t about Taru?”


      Kuu had been thinking about how to make the people of the Republic smile, but Leporina hadn’t imagined he was pondering something so serious. She’d assumed he was thinking about the girl he loved. Realizing the misunderstanding and embarrassed that he’d been thinking so earnestly, Kuu decided to go along with it.


      “Hmm? Oh, you’re right. Taru’s been prickly lately. She used to smile a little more.”


      “You say that, but you were more honest about your feelings back then too, you know?” Leporina said.


      “Huh? I’m always telling her how I feel.”


      “I’m telling you the way you do it is warped. When we were little, you gave her a crown of white flowers, didn’t you? That made Taru happy. But lately you’ve been trying to make her jealous by making passes at furry girls like her, right? That’s having the opposite effect.”


      “Ookee... But if I don’t do that, she won’t even look at me lately,” Kuu said sulkily.


      “I get how you feel, but...” Leporina sighed.


      She understood all too well why the two were at odds. Kuu acted like a joker, but he had the potential to become the next head of the Republic. Taru was devoting herself to mastering her craft as a blacksmith so she wouldn’t be left behind by him. The more Taru focused on her work, the more she neglected Kuu, and the more stubbornly Kuu tried to get her attention, the more stubborn she became in return.


      Ultimately...you could say that they’re the same type of people. 


      The crux of the matter was that they were both stubborn. Neither would admit defeat, and their attempts to look good in each other’s eyes only put them further at cross-purposes.


      Well, that’s what leaves room for me, though...


      Leporina had always had feelings for Kuu. He was the one with the greatest potential to carve out a new future for this country, and she wanted to stay by his side, watching him. You could even say she yearned for him. She wouldn’t get in the way of Kuu and Taru, and she meant to cheer them on, hoping only that she’d be allowed to remain at his side.


      But Master Kuu never tries to woo me...


      To make Taru jealous, Kuu had been making passes at beastman girls with furry ears and tails like hers. In other words, girls who resembled Taru. If that was the case, Leporina’s rabbit ears should’ve qualified too. Yet Kuu had never once hit on her.


      Am I really that unattractive...Master Kuu?


      Lost in thought, Leporina unconsciously patted Kuu on the head.


      “Ookyah?!” Kuu jerked in surprise. As his servant, it was inappropriate for her to pat her master’s head.


      When Kuu looked up, Leporina was staring off into the distance, clearly lost in her thoughts.


      What? Leporina... What’re you thinking?


      Realizing she’d acted without thinking, Kuu chose not to say anything. He usually enjoyed seeing how his actions messed with people, but he didn’t want to embarrass her by pointing it out.


      Man, that spooked me...


      The reason Kuu never hit on Leporina was simple. If he flirted with someone he’d just met, it would pass as harmless banter. But with Leporina, someone so close to him, it wouldn’t stay a joke. It would hurt her. Taru was the one he loved, but Leporina was important to him too. That was why he’d never tried to woo her.


      So I wish she’d stop unconsciously trying to tempt me... he thought.


      Leporina sighed to herself. Do I need to show off my femininity more...?


      Kuu and Leporina, like Kuu and Taru, were also at cross-purposes because of how deeply they cared for one another.


      The numoth pressed on through the snow, carrying two people who weren’t on the same page.


      Juna’s Nursing


      “...Huh?” Juna gulped.


      In the hot springs of Noblebeppu in the Republic of Turgis, Juna and Souma were bathing together in an open-air bath when Souma suddenly slumped over.


      “D-Darling?” Juna caught his head in her arms as it fell towards her ample bosom. His face was red as a boiled octopus, the clear look of someone who’d gotten dizzy from the heat. “O-Oh, no! We need to get you out of the water, now!”


      Juna pulled Souma from the bath and dragged him towards the changing room. Having once served as a commander in the marines, she could carry him by herself. His most private parts were plainly visible to her, but she didn’t have time to worry about that now. She got him into the changing room, dressed him, and hurried off to call for help...only to realize she was still buck naked herself. Though she needed to hurry, as an unwed woman she couldn’t let any man other than her fiancé see her bare flesh.


      “I’m sorry, sire, please wait just a moment,” she said, hastily dressing before rushing out.




      Their companions were either drunk senseless or elsewhere, so Juna enlisted the inn’s staff to help carry Souma to the room they were staying in. The staff agreed with her assessment, saying, “The heat probably just got to him,” so she decided to let him lie down and cool off for the time being. After thanking them as they left, Juna let Souma rest his head in her lap, placing a cool cloth on his forehead and fanning his face.


      As she looked at his unconscious expression, Juna lowered her eyes apologetically. “Is it because...I took too long to find my resolve, perhaps?”


      The truth was, she’d been ready to enter the bath as soon as Souma had. But when the moment came, embarrassment had suddenly overwhelmed her.


      “It... It was embarrassing for me too...” she murmured.


      Juna had acted boldly, as though her feelings were “I don’t mind being seen naked if it’s by you,” but she was still a young maiden. Seeing him naked, and being seen naked herself, had made her heart race the entire time. Because she’d hesitated, Souma had stayed in the bath longer than she had, and that had caused him to overheat.


      The truth is...being the older one doesn’t mean I’ve got that much extra composure, sire, Juna thought as she looked down at him.


      Souma and his other fiancées tended to see Juna as a dependable older sister, but in truth she was often forcing herself to act more mature than she really was. When she sensed that was how people viewed her, she couldn’t help trying to live up to it. Lately, Souma had started to understand that side of her, and when they were alone, he’d begun speaking to her like they were the same age, just as he had earlier...but still...


      The fact of the matter is, Aisha and Naden should both be older than me.


      Those two members of long-lived races stubbornly refused to reveal their true ages, but they’d likely lived far longer than Juna and the rest. She felt a little dissatisfied that, despite that, they treated her as the eldest. Yes, it had to do with her mental maturity, but still...


      Juna removed the cloth from Souma’s forehead and gently patted him there. “Oh, but being able to hear His Majesty’s complaints may be one perk of that position.”


      She recalled what Souma had said in the bath. He’d told her he’d learned too much about Kuu and the others before truly understanding the Republic itself. If a day ever came when he needed to turn against the Republic, he worried he wouldn’t be able to give the order to fight. While everyone else had been cutting loose at the party, Souma alone had been thinking about his duties as king, worrying in silence.


      It was the same back then too... You were worrying about things.


      She remembered the night war with the corrupt nobles and the Principality of Amidonia had been drawing near, when she’d sung a lullaby for a sleepless Souma at Liscia’s request.


      You haven’t changed since then. I like that.


      Since then, he’d surely been forced to make countless decisions as king. The reason Souma now found himself at a loss was that, even after all of that, he hadn’t lost his innate kindness.


      He was king, yet unable to fully become king. That was who Souma was.


      It might have been a weakness, and it was only in front of Juna that he could bare it so completely. Around his other fiancées, he always tried to be strong.


      “I think you’d do a fine job indulging a young boy who’s trying to put up a strong front,” Liscia had said back then.


      When Souma was with Juna, he was more willing to show his vulnerable side. A gentle, sweet sense of superiority spread through her chest at that thought. Sorry, everyone.


      “It’s okay, sire,” she murmured softly. “I’ll hide your weakness.”


      She spoke the same words she had spoken back then, aware that her feelings hadn’t changed...no, that they’d grown even stronger since.


      “Juna...?” Souma stirred, his eyes fluttering open.


      “Oh! You’re awake?”


      She explained that he’d passed out in the hot springs and that she’d brought him back with the inn staff’s help. When he realized she’d seen far more of him than he’d planned while he was unconscious, Souma forced an embarrassed smile. They shared a quiet moment together afterwards, until...


      “By the way, have Aisha and the others come back yet?” Souma asked suddenly.


      Juna felt a little miffed. Jeez... We finally get some time alone, and he’s thinking about other people.


      She wanted his thoughts to be filled with nothing but her. So that...


      “So that we can do things like this,” Juna said, pressing her lips to Souma’s.


      His surprised eyes reflected only her. Satisfied, Juna let out a mischievous giggle, her smile holding enough charm to ensnare anyone who saw it.


      “Let’s keep the fact that we bathed together our little secret for a while,” she said sweetly, and Souma found himself unable to look away from her.


      Juno’s Ridiculous Story


      “Come to think of it, there was that time rumors started spreading about Mr. Musashibo being the ‘kigurumi adventurer,’” Juno said suddenly.


      Juno and I had been meeting once a week for an hour or two ever since that first time. Today, I’d set out a glass table and chairs on the terrace of the governmental affairs office in Parnam Castle, and we were talking over a light meal from Ishizuka’s Place. The drinks were juice and tea, no alcohol. Getting drunk would’ve been a security issue, not to mention affected whether Juno could make it home safely. It felt like a late-night tea party.


      Juno sipped her tea as she reminisced. “There were other weird ghost stories too.”


      “Oh? Like what?” Aisha asked from beside us, stuffing sandwiches into her mouth as she spoke.


      All of my fiancées knew about my meetings with Juno, as they should. I even invited them to join our tea parties from time to time. I didn’t want anyone mistakenly thinking these were secret trysts. Aisha and Juna were already acquainted with Juno, Liscia was away, and Roroa and Naden weren’t shy to begin with, so everyone adapted quickly. If anything, Juno seemed to be the tense one.


      “I-I’m Juno, and I often go on adventures with Souma...um, I mean His Majesty... Oh! But, um, not in person. I mean with his puppet...”


      That had been her stammered self-introduction to Aisha, though she’d seemed to have settled down by the third meeting.


      Anyway, back to the ghost stories...


      “Things like, ‘A giant snake was seen entering the castle at night,’ or ‘The giant salamander bones in front of the museum move at night.’”


      “The first one’s probably Naden,” I said. “No idea about the second, though.”


      “You mean the skeletal display in front of the Royal Museum? It moves?” Aisha asked.


      “I don’t remember installing any gimmick like that...” I muttered.


      We both looked puzzled.


      “It’s just a rumor,” Juno said, sipping her tea. “Apparently people think the soul of whoever owned the bones still resides in them and makes them move. Like a skull dragon.”


      A skull dragon was a monster formed when a dragon’s bones, left unattended for years, animated themselves and spread miasma. Whether lingering regrets were actually involved was debatable.


      “But those bones are replicas,” I said. “I sent the originals out for study.”


      “Ohh, then I suppose there’s no way the original’s soul could be in them,” Aisha said.


      “I don’t know,” Juno shrugged. “I’m just telling you what people say.”


      Hmm... It sounded like a typical ghost story. Back on Earth, we had tales like the running statue of Ninomiya Kinjirou or the portrait of Beethoven smiling at night. People probably imagined movement because it felt creepy to do so.


      As I thought that, I noticed Juno staring at me.


      “...What?” I asked.


      “Oh, nothing. I just thought the bones thing might have something to do with you too.”


      “Hey, don’t pin everything on me. Sure, I could move it with Living Poltergeists, but I haven’t.”


      “Still, a lot of the weird rumors lately have involved you or your people.”


      “I can’t see the point of making a skeletal display move. No one would do something so pointless as... Ah!”


      There was one person. Someone balanced on the razor-thin line between genius and idiocy, who’d once created Mechadra with no way to move it.




      Later, when Ludwin brought Genia in for questioning, she answered without a shred of guilt. “Ohh, I’m glad someone noticed.”


      I knew it had to be her.


      “The setup’s simple,” she explained. “I put a rubbery material in the shoulders and other joints. The display gets lots of sunlight, so the material expands during the day and contracts at night. That changes the angles a little. If you check it hourly, you’ll see it moving.”


      The change was too subtle to notice if you watched continuously, but if someone saw it in the morning and again in the evening, they’d think, “Huh? Isn’t it different from before?”


      Why would she even do that...?


      “The ghost’s true identity was someone walking the thin line between genius and idiocy...” I muttered.


      “Genia... Why do you do these things?” Ludwin groaned, clutching his head.


      Yeah...hang in there, Ludwin.




      “I knew it had to be someone connected to you,” Juno said later, exasperated, after I told her how it ended.


      “I won’t deny that, but I don’t like how you’re saying it like it’s my fault.”


      “But you’re the one employing that weirdo, right?”


      “Well, yeah, but...”


      As I struggled for a rebuttal, Juno burst out laughing.


      “You said you wanted to hear about life in the castle town, but from where I’m standing, the more interesting stuff’s happening around you. Sounds like you’d never get bored.”


      “I don’t,” I admitted. “I’m just buried in work every day.”


      “That’s not a bad thing. I became an adventurer because I hate boredom, but it seems like you can avoid it no matter what job you choose. It’s all about how you live.”


      “Oh? Thinking of quitting adventuring?”


      “Don’t be silly. This life suits me,” Juno said, sticking out her tongue.


      I laughed. Talking with someone who lived such a different life really was refreshing.


      “Oh!” she said suddenly. “Now that I think about it, there is another rumor going around.”


      “...What is it this time?”


      “People say there are things running really fast across the rooftops at night. Silhouettes like a monkey, a rabbit, and some kind of deer or lizard.”


      “...”


      Those were obviously people I knew. Honestly...there was never any shortage of topics to talk about.


      Guardians of the God of Food


      The waiting room of the governor’s mansion in the Kingdom of Friedonia’s new city of Venetinova was, today as always, filled with ambitious women confident in their beauty, all aiming to become the wife of the Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, Poncho Ishizuka Panacotta.


      “I’ll take the position of head wife with my beautiful face.”


      “Hmph! It’ll be I who wins Sir Poncho’s heart.”


      Each of the waiting women believed she was the one who would marry into wealth.


      And yet, among them, one woman wore a stern expression. She appeared to be around twenty years old, no less pretty than the others who boasted so loudly, but there was something desperate, almost tragic, in the way she stared at the women around her.


      This battle...will not be nearly so easy to win.


      As she looked at the enthusiastic women gathered to discuss a potential marriage, she brought her hands together and intertwined her fingers. She, too, had initially believed she could easily seduce a man like Poncho with her looks. What set her apart, however, was that she’d gathered information thoroughly before coming here, determined not to let her quarry slip away. In doing so, she’d quickly learned just how difficult this meeting would be.


      It’s telling that, despite the number of meetings he’s had, no one’s managed to secure an engagement to Poncho.


      Many women assumed Poncho would be easy prey, yet not one had succeeded. She’d tried asking those who failed what had happened, but as if their stories were somehow scandalous, none of them would say a word.


      There was only one thing she’d managed to learn. A maid employed by one such woman had overheard her mistress mutter...


      “Poncho has a terrifying guardian.”


      A guardian. The word made her body tense. There was no doubt about it. Whoever was rejecting Sir Poncho’s prospective brides was this guardian, or whatever it was.


      But if I know about them in advance, I can take countermeasures.


      She was staking everything on this meeting.


      I’m going to marry well and change my destiny!


      It wasn’t that she felt any pure affection for Poncho. She simply possessed greater ambition than the women around her.


      “Are you seeking to become Sir Poncho’s wife?” a voice suddenly asked.


      “Huh?!”


      When she turned, she saw a cute girl with braided pigtails. Her skin was lightly tanned, and the outfit she wore, uncommon in this country, showed off her lithe, healthy legs. The feathers adorning her head seemed symbolic of her lightness of spirit.


      Was this girl here for a marriage interview too?


      “Yes... Is that wrong?” the ambitious woman replied cautiously, but the braided girl shook her head.


      “Oh, no. I just felt you were different from the others. I thought you might love Sir Poncho.”


      “The noble world isn’t so carefree that you can marry for love alone,” the woman said, averting her eyes from the girl’s innocent gaze. “My parents and older brother are mediocre but kindhearted petty nobles. There’s no chance of them expanding their domain. All I can see is a future where they fall into debt, and I’m married off to someone who can shoulder it. I don’t want that.”


      “...”


      “That’s why I want to marry Sir Poncho, who’s so promising, and carve out a future for myself!” She wasn’t sure why she was being so honest, but the girl’s pure eyes made her stubborn.


      The girl with braids smiled gently. “I see. I think that’s a wonderful feeling.”


      Moments later, a maid from House Panacotta called the ambitious woman’s name.


      Finally, it was her turn!


      As she walked down the corridor behind the maid, she passed one of the women who’d been loudly confident in the waiting room earlier. That confidence was gone. Her face was twisted, and she hurried away in dismay.


      Aww, she must’ve been taken down by that guardian, the woman thought. I need to steel myself for this...


      When she was shown into Poncho’s office, she finally encountered the rumored guardian. Standing quietly behind Poncho with a serene smile was a stunningly beautiful maid.


      “Huh?!”


      The overwhelming pressure radiating from that maid made her legs feel like they might freeze.


      B-But...I won’t give up! Others managed to endure that gaze somehow.


      Then she heard a gentle voice from behind her. “Pardon me.”


      Someone had entered in the middle of her meeting? When she turned in surprise, she saw the girl from the waiting room. The girl walked up to Poncho and took her place behind him, opposite the beautiful maid.
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      In that instant, the ambitious woman understood everything, and her knees buckled.


      “Oh! A-Are you all right?” Poncho asked in alarm.


      She couldn’t even lift her face to answer.


      I was being watched...all along...from the moment I entered the waiting room...


      There was no doubt the braided girl was connected to Poncho. Her role must’ve been to probe the intentions of those waiting. Because she’d learned about the guardian beforehand, the ambitious woman had grown complacent.


      No... Don’t tell me there were two protectors...


      As she knelt there in defeat, a pair of slender legs entered her vision.


      When she looked up, the beautiful maid stood before her.


      “I’ve heard the situation from Komain. Your grit and information-gathering abilities are impressive. How about it? Would you work as a maid in the castle?” With those words, Serina extended a hand. “Many high-ranking nobles come and go there. You might meet someone suitable for you.”


      Sensing an opportunity, the ambitious woman took Serina’s hand without hesitation. “Ah! I’ll do it!”


      As a result of Serina recruiting capable individuals in this manner, Poncho still hadn’t found a fiancée, but the castle’s maid corps continued to grow in both size and talent.


      And as a brief digression, this ambitious woman would later meet the son of a great noble while working in the palace and retire after marrying him...but that’s a story for another time.

    

  

  
    
      Demon Wave Arc


      Telling Juno I’ll Be Going to the Union of Eastern Nations


      When I told Juno, the adventurer who occasionally came by at night for tea, that I’d be going to the Union of Eastern Nations, she let out a cry of surprise.


      “Whaa?! You’re going to the Union of Eastern Nations?!”


      It was just a few nights before reinforcements were scheduled to be dispatched to the Union of Eastern Nations, which was currently being struck by a demon wave.


      “Isn’t it supposed to be pretty dangerous up there now?” Juno asked.


      “Huh? You know about that too, Juno?” I replied.


      We’d been keeping a lid on that information so as not to incite an undue sense of crisis, so the common people shouldn’t have had a very clear grasp of what was going on in the Union of Eastern Nations. Why did Juno, a simple adventurer, know about it?


      When I raised that question, she smiled boldly.


      “I know because I’m an adventurer. The number of quests up in the Union of Eastern Nations has spiked recently. We adventurers can tell these things from experience. Delivery of medicine, escorting caravans, protecting villages, slaying monsters...there are all sorts of quests. When they start concentrating in one place, you know something’s happening there. Like a war, maybe.”


      Juna, who was there with us, clapped her hands. “I see. Adventurers have their own information network, huh?”


      When Juno had first met Juna, she’d gulped at the famed beauty of the Prima Lorelei, then compared Juna’s voluptuous chest with her own and gotten depressed. Was this déjà vu? (Just kidding.)


      Whatever the case, I groaned and rested my face in my palm, my elbow propped on the table.


      “From what Roroa tells me, keen-eyed merchants are heading to the Union of Eastern Nations too,” Juna said. “I guess even if we try to clamp down on information, it keeps spreading through grassroots networks.”


      “Well, obviously,” Juno replied. “Adventurers and merchants both have jobs that cross borders. That kind of information directly affects our profits and survival. We keep it within our own circles and don’t blab, so maybe that’s why it hasn’t spread further?”


      “Many of the loreleis come from common backgrounds, but I haven’t heard them sounding all that worried,” Juna added.


      Juno and Juna addressed my concerns from their respective viewpoints. From the sound of it, I probably didn’t need to worry too much. Still, being able to hear so many different perspectives was reassuring.


      “Despite everything, you’re really going to a dangerous place like that?” Juno asked, concern on her face.


      “You’re worried about me?” I asked.


      “Well...I did go on adventures with Mr. Musashibo, and now I’m tea-drinking buddies with the king who was inside him,” Juno mumbled, embarrassed. “You’ve got retainers, don’t you? You’re a king, so why can’t you just wait in the castle?”


      “I know, but negotiations go more smoothly if I’m there in person.”


      The more precise reason was that Julius, with whom I had bad blood, was in the Kingdom of Lastania, and we’d decided it was best that Roroa and I handled him ourselves. But that wasn’t something I needed to explain to her.


      “I’ll have an army of tens of thousands,” I added. “It should be fine. Ludwin will actually be leading them. I’ll just be the negotiator and figurehead, so I doubt I’ll end up on the front lines.”


      “Here’s hoping,” Juna interjected, concern evident on her face. “The princess and Naden told me what happened in the Star Dragon Mountain Range, so I can’t help thinking you’ll do something reckless again.”


      “I wouldn’t know, but is the king really that reckless?” Juno asked.


      Juna put a hand to her cheek and nodded. “His Majesty tends to avoid rash or reckless behavior, but because he’s rational, when he decides that taking a risk now will reduce danger later, he can do incredibly reckless things. It’s not so much bravery as it is an ability to accept reality.”


      “That...sounds nerve-racking to watch,” Juno said.


      “Yes. It really is. I mean, he went to investigate something we never even figured out the identity of in the Star Dragon Mountain Range.”


      The two of them looked at me like I was some kind of habitual troublemaker. Why are they so perfectly in sync?


      Juno leaned forward, resting her face in her palms as she asked, “Hey, is there anything I can do to help?”


      “Nothing,” I said.


      “Yeah, I figured. You’re bringing the regular army, after all.”


      I appreciated the offer, but this wasn’t a situation where adventurers would help. Besides, even if I had needed them, I wouldn’t have wanted to take Juno somewhere she herself considered dangerous.


      She seemed to understand that and leaned back in her chair, gazing up at the sky. “We won’t be able to talk like this for a while, I guess. Does that go for Mr. Musashibo too?”


      “Yeah. I don’t know what’ll happen, so I want to be able to use Living Poltergeists at any time. I also need to leave several consciousnesses behind for political work, so the rest will stay on standby. That includes the one I use for Little Musashibo.”


      “Oh? I’ll kind of miss him.”


      “Ah! Then why don’t you stay in my room so we can talk?” Juna suggested, clapping her hands. “I’ll be staying in the kingdom too, and I’ll be lonely without His Majesty and the others around. If you’d keep me company, that’d be lovely.”


      “That sounds fun, but...is it really okay for me to stay in the castle?” Juno asked nervously.


      I nodded emphatically. “Yeah. Liscia’s away right now, and I’ll be taking Aisha, Roroa, Naden, and Tomoe with me. I was worried about leaving Juna to hold down the fort alone, so if you don’t mind, please come and keep her company.”


      “Okay. Sure. I’ll do that.”


      “Hee hee! It’ll be fun!” Juna giggled. “Oh! Why don’t you stay over tonight?”


      “That’s getting ahead of things! I need to prepare myself emotionally too, you know!”


      Juna and Juno continued chatting energetically. It looked like they were having a great time.


      Oh, right... There’s something I wanted to say, I thought.


      “Hey, Juno.”


      “Hmm? What?”


      “I’m heading off now, but I’ll be back.”


      Juno stared at me blankly for a moment, then broke into a grin. “Take care, and make sure you come back in one piece.”




      Incidentally, later on, Juna was sent by Hakuya to retrieve a stubborn Excel, who had joined the reinforcements and then refused to return home. When Juna later told Juno about it, she received a resentful, “You traitor!” in response.


      Liscia and Cookies


      Mix, mix, mix...


      Liscia stirred a bowl of batter with a spatula.


      She was in the kitchen of her parents’ former home. Pregnant with Souma’s child, Liscia had chosen her father Albert’s old domain as a place to rest. While there, she’d been learning to cook from her mother, Elisha, hoping to become a better mother to the children on the way. Now, she was putting those lessons into practice by attempting to make cookies on her own.


      “Liscia?!” Carla cried when she entered the kitchen. “Wh-What do you think you’re doing?! Cooking alone?!”


      “Practicing. I need to be able to cook by myself, don’t I?”


      “Don’t give me that!” Carla hurried over and pointed at Liscia’s belly. “Look at you! What if something happened?!”


      Liscia was six months pregnant, her belly now unmistakably round. Seeing her master and close friend standing alone in the kitchen in that condition clearly sent Carla into a panic.


      “If you fell and no one was around...” Carla began.


      “Jeez...you’re being dramatic, Carla,” Liscia said, placing a hand on her hip with a wry smile. “Doctor Hilde said staying active until the birth would make things easier. This much exercise shouldn’t be a problem.”


      “The problem is that you’re doing it where no one can see you! You should always have someone nearby in case something happens! You could’ve just called me!”


      “Sorry, Carla...” Seeing the tears welling in Carla’s eyes, Liscia apologized sincerely. Carla was angry out of concern, just like she often was with Souma, and Liscia could sympathize. “I’ll take what you said to heart, but...there’s a reason I didn’t call you.”


      “Why?!”


      “Come on, Carla. You know you’re improving faster than I am.” Liscia puffed out her cheeks and resumed mixing. “We started learning from Mother at the same time, but you’re already better. You’ve always been just as much of a tomboy as me, so it feels unfair.”


      “I-I don’t know what to say to that...” Carla faltered.


      Carla’s role here was to protect and look after Liscia. However, with the household servants handling maid duties and the Black Cats maintaining a tight security perimeter, there was little for her to do besides keep Liscia company.


      When she’d heard Elisha would be teaching Liscia to cook, Carla had decided to join in, figuring it wouldn’t hurt to learn. To her surprise, she had turned out to have a real knack for housework, improving rapidly...to the point Liscia grew jealous.


      “They say cooking’s all about love, right?” Carla said quickly, trying to smooth things over. “You’ve got a husband you love and kids on the way, so I’m sure you’ll surpass me soon.”


      “By that logic...shouldn’t I already be improving faster than you?”


      “Ah! Um...”


      As Carla struggled to respond, Liscia sighed.


      “Whatever. We both know I’m bad at housework. But I’ll work hard so that someday I can bake delicious treats for Souma and the kids!”


      Watching her friend psych herself up, Carla scratched her cheek. “That’s admirable, but why limit yourself to sweets?”


      “Souma’s good at all kinds of cooking. I want to beat him at at least one thing.”


      “That’s setting the bar pretty low... Hold on, Liscia.”


      “What?”


      “Didn’t you mix that batter too much? Elisha said overmixing makes cookies hard...”


      “Ah!” Liscia looked down at the bowl. She’d been stirring nonstop the entire time they’d been talking.


      She baked them anyway, just to see how they’d turn out, but...


      “They’re so hard...” Liscia lamented.


      “And way too sweet,” Carla added.


      It seemed Liscia had added too much sugar, leaving the cookies both tough and cloying. Liscia slumped forward, resting her elbows on the table and her face in her hands. “How am I this bad at cooking...?”


      “W-Well, if you dunk them in tea until they’re soggy, they’re edible,” Carla offered.


      “That’s not how cookies are supposed to be eaten.”


      Still, it’d be wasteful not to eat them, so they did just that, slowly nibbling away after soaking them in tea. It made for a strange tea time.


      “By the way, Carla, didn’t you come here because you had business with me?” Liscia asked.


      “Oh! That’s right. We got word from the castle that the master’s coming tomorrow.”


      “Souma?” Liscia perked up. It’d been so long since she’d last seen him.


      Liscia had come here shortly after Souma left for the Republic, and she’d heard he’d been buried in work since returning. She was happy at the thought of seeing him again, but the timing unsettled her.


      “I’m glad I’ll see him, but...”


      “Huh? Why do you look unhappy?” Carla asked.


      “I know how busy Souma is. If he’s coming so suddenly, it must be something important.” Liscia picked up one of the failed cookies and examined it. “Does he need to go abroad again? Is he pushing himself too hard? Honestly, I wish he wouldn’t worry me so much.”


      “Liscia...”


      “If he worries me again, I’m making him eat these cookies.”


      Liscia giggled, imagining the look on Souma’s face when he tasted her failed batch.


      Taru’s Leporina Strengthening Plan


      The day before Friedonian reinforcements were set to depart for the Union of Eastern Nations, Kuu and Leporina, the master-and-servant duo from Turgis, came to Taru’s workshop. Since they would be joining the expedition, they wanted to let Taru know they wouldn’t be seeing each other for a while.


      “So, there you have it,” Kuu said. “We’re heading to the Union of Eastern Nations with Bro since they’re being hit by the demon wave. Oh, don’t you try to stop me, Taru. I’ll be back safe and sound. Until then, so long for now!”


      Kuu made a grand show of his farewell, but Taru herself didn’t seem to hear a word of it.


      “Leporina, raise your arms.”


      “Okay.”


      She was fitting Leporina with a new breastplate, utterly focused on her work.


      “Your breasts have grown again, Leporina. If you don’t wear armor that fits properly, it’ll make it hard to breathe. It’ll hurt your performance too.”


      “Hey, could you not say that in front of the young master?!” Leporina protested.


      “It serves you right,” Taru muttered.


      “Taru?!”


      Kuu watched the exchange with an unamused expression. “Hey, Taru. I came all this way to say goodbye, so could you maybe pay me a little attention? I’m getting lonely over here.”


      “Dumb Master,” Taru replied in a syrupy, affectionate tone, “taking care of Leporina’s equipment comes first right now.”


      She didn’t even look at him as she said it, instead heading deeper into the workshop to retrieve something. When she returned, she was holding a bundle of arrows.


      “I made the arrowheads myself,” she said. “I had enchantment artisans reinforce them.”


      “Wow, they’re amazing!” Leporina sighed, admiring the craftsmanship.


      Kuu, who specialized in close combat, wouldn’t have understood their value, but any archer would’ve fallen in love with those arrows at a glance.


      Taru puffed out her nearly nonexistent chest with pride. “With these, you’ll be able to pierce monster shells and carapaces easily. Take as many as you can carry.”


      “Thank you, Taru!”


      Seeing how happy Leporina was only deepened Kuu’s irritation.


      “Hey, don’t just help Leporina! Make some gear for me too!”


      “I made the cudgel exactly as you ordered it, Dumb Master,” Taru said coldly.


      “That was a long time ago! You’re always making weapons and equipment for Leporina, but I get nothing!”


      “Leporina comes before you, Dumb Master.”


      “Why?!”


      “Because.”


      Taru returned to her work without further explanation. Kuu slumped his shoulders and began drawing swirls in the dirt floor of the workshop with his cudgel, dejected.


      Watching the two of them, Leporina could only smile wryly. Whenever Taru makes my equipment stronger, it’s for the young master’s sake, though...


      Leporina was Kuu’s servant. If it came down to it, she was expected to protect him, even at the cost of her own life. Kuu was the son of the Republic’s head of state and was expected to inherit that position someday. Though he could be shortsighted, he had a natural charisma that drew people to him, and the citizens of the Republic placed great hopes in him. Protecting him was Leporina’s duty.


      Young Master...that’s why Taru makes me stronger. She never wants to let you die, so she’s making sure I can protect you, no matter what.


      That was what Leporina thought as she watched Taru earnestly adjusting her equipment.


      If she’d show even a hint of those feelings, I think it’d make the young master happy...but Taru’s just as stubborn as he is.


      Even so, Leporina said nothing. If she told him, Kuu would only pay more attention to Taru, and given her own feelings, that wasn’t something she wanted.


      I hope you’ll forgive me for being a little mean about this.


      Leporina valued Taru as a friend. That was why, though she wouldn’t convey Taru’s feelings, she resolved to do everything she could to fulfill the wish behind them.


      When Taru finished and came to remove the breastplate, Leporina leaned in and whispered, “I swear I’ll protect Master Kuu with the equipment you’ve made.”


      Taru blinked, eyes widening slightly, then nodded. “Yeah... I trust you.”


      Leporina laughed softly. “You could stand to show that honesty to the young master too.”


      “If I did, Master Kuu would get a big head. That’s dangerous.”


      “I agree. Don’t worry, I’ll protect him.”


      “You come back safe too.”


      “Right! I swear I’ll return with the young master.”


      The two of them embraced tightly.


      Forced to watch their closeness from the sidelines, Kuu pouted even harder, and the number of swirls carved into the workshop floor continued to grow.


      Hakuya Crafts a Plan


      While Souma and the others were planning the liberation of Lasta...


      Far away in Parnam Castle in the Kingdom of Friedonia, Hakuya, the Black-Robed Prime Minister, was speaking with Jeanne, the Empire’s Little Sister General, via Jewel Voice Broadcast. Their main topic was the demon wave. By sharing intelligence between the Kingdom and the Empire, they were quietly coordinating their efforts.


      “The letter I received from His Majesty indicated that moving the entire force would take time, so he led an advance party into Lasta, the capital of the Kingdom of Lastania,” Hakuya explained.


      “Huh? King Souma led the advance party himself?” Jeanne’s eyes widened in surprise.


      Souma was cautious by nature, keenly aware of his lack of combat ability, and not prone to bold action. As Jeanne struggled to reconcile her image of him with this decision, Hakuya let out a weary sigh.


      “I know His Majesty doesn’t usually act so rashly, but when family is involved, he stops weighing things purely on a cost-benefit basis.”


      “I see... If I remember correctly, Madam Roroa’s elder brother is in Lastania, isn’t he?”


      “Yes. Sir Julius is there. His Majesty must’ve decided that even though they’ve parted ways, if anything happened to Sir Julius, Lady Roroa would be devastated.” Hakuya shrugged. He respected Souma’s sentimentality, but as Prime Minister, he wished the king would show more restraint. “That said, his recklessness did prevent Lasta from falling.”


      “That’s good news. My sister will be relieved to hear fewer people are suffering,” Jeanne said.


      Indeed. There was a reason Maria was known as a saint. The more victims there were, the heavier the burden on her heart.


      Hakuya nodded. “Assuming we can leave Lasta to His Majesty, we still need to consider how the main reinforcements should act. Fortunately, I’ve received a detailed report.”


      He spread a hand-drawn map of the Dabicon River crossing across the table.


      “There are tens of thousands of monsters, including lizardmen, on the opposite shore. Until they’re exterminated, Lasta won’t truly be safe. The reinforcements from Friedonia’s National Defense Force will likely face those monsters.”


      “They can only cross at this shallow point, and only in small groups, right?” Jeanne asked, studying the map through the broadcast.


      “Yes. That limitation allowed Lasta to be defended, but now that we’re on the offensive, it works against us. Our ground forces can only cross in small numbers as well.”


      “Why not bombard them with air forces?”


      “If we do, they’ll scatter. His Majesty requested a way to encircle and exterminate them.”


      “That’s difficult. If the situation were reversed, it’d be easy.”


      “What do you mean by reversed?” Hakuya asked.


      Jeanne nodded. “If they had their backs to the river on this side, encircling them would be simple. With their only retreat being the shallows, they couldn’t flee easily.”


      “I see...so that’s what you meant.”


      Hakuya turned his gaze back to the map. She was right. If the monsters were on the near shore, exterminating them would be straightforward. But that wasn’t the current situation...


      Hmm? Then can’t we simply create that situation? If they could force the monsters to cross all at once... Hakuya’s mind raced.


      “Um...Sir Hakuya?” Jeanne asked, concerned by his silence.


      He didn’t respond, lost in thought. After a long pause, he finally looked up.


      “I believe I’ve found something workable.”


      “I thought you might,” Jeanne said with a smile.


      Realizing he’d left her waiting, Hakuya bowed his head apologetically. “My apologies. I got carried away.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that. More importantly, what’s your plan?”


      Hakuya cleared his throat. “If exterminating them on the far side is difficult, we simply need to bring them to the near side. I believe we can accomplish that by borrowing the strength of a certain esteemed woman in our nation.”


      After hearing the outline, Jeanne voiced her admiration. “I see! That’s an excellent plan.”


      “The concern is...whether we can keep Duchess Walter under control.”


      “Hmm? She’s famous even in our country. Is there a problem?”


      “She’ll lend us her strength if asked,” Hakuya sighed. “The issue is afterwards. She’s eccentric, and if she decides accompanying His Majesty sounds more entertaining, she may refuse to return and throw a tantrum.”


      “Sh-She sounds like a handful...”


      “She is. But she’s very reliable.”


      Jeanne looked concerned as Hakuya sighed again.


      I should consult her relative Juna, just to be safe, Hakuya thought. She might come up with countermeasures.


      After that, the two exchanged a great deal of information. Normally, they would’ve shared tea or liquor afterwards, commiserating about their respective masters, but this time they both had urgent matters to attend to.


      “I’d love to keep talking, but...” Jeanne said regretfully.


      “As would I. But for now...let us each do what we must. To bring peace even one day sooner. Then, when that time comes...”


      “Yes. We’ll talk then. I’ve got plenty more complaints about my sister I want you to hear, Sir Hakuya.”


      “I’m not sure whether I should look forward to that or not...”


      They shared a nod, each silently wishing the other success, and hoping the day they could speak again would come soon.


      Roroa and Tia’s Girls’ Talk


      Around the time when Souma, Julius, and the others were executing their plan to liberate Lasta, Roroa was waiting with Tia in her room in the castle for the men’s return. This time it wasn’t a siege battle, but a sally meant to exterminate the lizardmen in the area around Lasta. It was expected that neither the lizardmen nor the chimera monsters would come over the walls, but for safety’s sake, the noncombatants were holed up inside the castle.


      Perhaps Tia, who sat beside Roroa, was feeling uneasy, because her hands were clasped in front of her chest as if she were praying. She must be thinkin’ about my brother, Roroa thought as she glanced over.


      The two of them were alone in the room, and Roroa found it suffocating to share a space with someone who spent the whole time looking so pathetic. She was concerned for Souma, of course, but acting glum here wasn’t going to change the outcome, now was it? Even if she wasn’t confident, a cheery smile would bring in good luck and customers. That was Roroa’s view as a hardy merchant. That was exactly why Roroa, the older little sister (to be), didn’t want Tia looking like that.


      “Hey, hey, Big Sister.”


      “Ah...! What is it, Lady Roroa?” Tia raised her head. She must’ve been pretty out of it, because her response was delayed.


      Roroa smiled wryly. “What made ya fall for my brother anyhow?”


      “Wh-What’s this? Out of nowhere...”


      “I was thinkin’ I oughta ask, since you’re gonna be my sister-in-law.”


      Tia’s eyes went wide. “Is this really the time?!”


      Roroa cackled. “Now’s precisely the time! Us lookin’ all glum ain’t gonna do anyone a lick of good, now is it? I’ve got ya all to myself, so I wanna ask you what my brother’s like now.”


      “Okay... Um... What do you want to ask?”


      “All righty then. First off, how about your first impression of him?”


      Tia tilted her head slightly. “My first impression of Sir Julius?”


      “Yep. The big brother I knew was clever, but his eyes were cold. He didn’t hesitate to do what he had to when it came to achievin’ his goals. That’s why, when I came to this country...I was surprised by the mighty calm look on his face. It was nothin’ like the image I had of my brother.”


      “It was?”


      “You bet. That’s why I wanna hear your first impression of him. What was my brother like when he first came to this country?”


      “Well... I thought he was a cool guy, at first.” Tia let out a small squeal and covered her cheeks as she spoke, immediately fawning over him.


      “Yeah, yeah,” Roroa said, sounding a little exasperated. “My brother’s got a handsome face, after all.”


      “But I didn’t get the impression he was a cold man back then either, you know? He didn’t smile, but...it was like he always had something difficult on his mind.”


      “He did?”


      Tia couldn’t have known this, but after Julius’s defeat by Souma and his exile from his country by Roroa, he had gone to the Empire for shelter. If Souma had mismanaged the Principality of Amidonia and resentment had built up among the people, Julius had planned to incite an uprising and drive Souma and Roroa’s forces out to restore the Principality. However, because Souma had ended up living happily with Roroa, the nation’s princess, and used broadcast programs to embrace the people of Amidonia and win them over, no such resentment arose. With no spark to ignite, Julius’s hopes of restoration had been dashed.


      Leaving the Empire in disappointment, he had wandered from country to country, questioning himself. Why had he lost? And why did the people support Souma instead of Gaius and him? It was during that period that Tia had met Julius.


      Tia spoke fondly of those days. “He was hard to approach at first. But he was caring, I think you could say. When monsters attacked from the north, and when my father had political troubles, he helped, even while grumbling about it. ‘You’re so inept, I can’t bear to just watch,’ he’d say.”


      “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly how my brother felt,” Roroa declared confidently. Julius was obsessive by nature. If something was left to a less competent person, he’d rather handle it himself.


      Tia must’ve realized that too, because she smiled wryly. “You may be right. Still, when we saw him quickly handle things the right way, he looked so very reliable to all of us. We ended up relying on him, and even though he grumbled, he always responded to that trust. Before we knew it, Julius had become the most reliable person in this country.”


      “I see. So reliable ya fell for him, huh?”


      “Um...yes,” Tia said with a nod, blushing.


      “I think I can see it now...”


      Hearing Tia’s story, Roroa felt she could understand how Julius had become the man he was now. The soothing effect of the kindness of the girl who would be her big sister had surely played a role, but beyond that, Julius’s desire to earn the trust of the people of this country, after being rejected and driven out by his own, must’ve been a major factor too. He’d responded to the hopes placed in him, and their acceptance had allowed him to regain his lost confidence.


      I’ll bet that’s why he’s able to smile so softly, Roroa thought, satisfied with the answer.


      Tia took Roroa’s hand. “I answered your question, Lady Roroa, so now you answer mine. What was your first meeting with Sir Souma like?”


      “You wanna hear it?” Roroa said with a wry grin as Tia leaned in eagerly. “We had us a real odd first meeting. See, first I got myself a carpet, and...”


      “Huh? A carpet?”


      Roroa went on passionately, relating the story, until a soldier suddenly rushed into the room.


      “Reporting! Our forces have exterminated the lizardmen! We are victorious!”


      Hearing the report, Roroa and Tia hugged each other in glee.
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      Demon Wave Arc II


      The Tomboy from the Steppes


      It was shortly before the Union of Eastern Nations was struck by the demon wave. In the steppe state of Malmkhitan, one of the Union’s member nations, a twintailed girl of twelve or thirteen sat atop a bale of hay in front of a ger, the common dwelling of the land, swinging her feet back and forth.


      “Boooored,” she complained. “Bored, bored, bo-o-red.”


      “Telling me that won’t help, Lady Yuriga,” said the soldier assigned as her bodyguard with a weary sigh.


      The girl was Yuriga Haan, the younger sister of King Fuuga Haan. Because of her status, the soldier couldn’t be too stern with her and could only weakly attempt to placate her.


      “Weren’t you supposed to have sewing lessons with your instructor around now?” he asked.


      “Well, that’s boring. I know it’s a skill any woman of the steppes should have, but that repetitive needlework is boring. I’d rather go hunting with my brother and his men.”


      “Lady Yuriga, you’re still only thirteen. It’s dangerous,” the soldier said with concern.


      But the overenergetic sister of his liege wasn’t listening. “I can ride a temsbock, and my sword instructor says I’ve got potential.”


      “I’m sure you do, but...”


      Even without favoritism, Yuriga clearly had a high aptitude for martial arts. It was often said that if she’d been born a man, she’d have made an excellent commander. Unfortunately, that praise only inflated her ego.


      “If only I were a man,” Yuriga sighed. “Then I could follow my brother.”


      “You’ve been blessed with cuteness, so why not do more girly things?”


      “No way! Earnestly waiting for the men to come home doesn’t suit me.” Jumping down from the bale of hay, she spread her small wings. “The steppes are so vast, and the sky’s so high. I want to wander them freely. That’s what I’ve got wings for.”


      With that, Yuriga leapt.


      The soldier panicked. “Ah! Lady Yuriga?! You can’t do that! You’ll anger Lord Fuuga!”


      Yuriga stuck out her tongue. “I’m just gonna fly around a bit. I’ll be back by evening.”


      She took off into the sky, quickly zooming away while ignoring the soldier’s frantic calls to stop. Her people, the celestial race, possessed small wings that couldn’t sustain long flights, but Yuriga’s light weight allowed her to quickly disappear beyond the cluster of gers.


      After landing on a grassy hill with nothing else in sight, Yuriga sat down.


      Well, running away was all well and good, but the scenery’s all the same here.


      The steppe had no great trees or landmarks, and no matter where you went, it all looked roughly the same. Yuriga had never been outside her country, so this was the only scenery she knew. She lay back on the grass.


      Living a life where I only ever see this scenery... I’d hate it. I want to see other worlds, and lots of different people.


      It was a worry that would seem like a luxury to most people struggling day-to-day, but as she was a princess, Yuriga’s life was peaceful...and boring.


      She closed her eyes and exhaled. There’s a wide world outside the steppe. It’s a big continent. I’m sure there are interesting countries out there, and interesting people too. Ohh, I want out... I want to go outside the steppe...


      Clutching that longing to her chest, Yuriga remained there until the sun began to sink.




      It happened some time later...


      “We’re going to the Duchy of Chima,” her brother Fuuga announced to his gathered followers.


      Had Yuriga’s wishes reached the heavens?


      “We’ve handled the demon wave here, but I hear Chima’s wave includes many different monsters, and it’s dangerous. This is a good chance to show the other nations of the Union what we’re capable of. We couldn’t ask for a better first step onto the world stage. Am I right, comrades?!”


      “““Yeahhhhh!”””


      Fuuga’s passion was infectious, his natural charisma driving his followers to prepare at once without a single objection.


      “Brother!” Yuriga cried out as the men scattered.


      “Yuriga? What is it?”


      “Please! Take me with you!”


      Fuuga blinked at the sudden request. “Huh? We’re not going there to play, you know?”


      “I know! I’m obviously not going to the battlefield! I’ll stay in camp, so please take me! I want to see the world outside the steppe!”


      Fuuga studied her. “If I refuse, you’ll probably tag along anyway.”


      “Yes! Even if I have to hide in the luggage!”


      “That’d be a hassle in its own way...” Fuuga scratched his head, then sighed. “Fine... But only on the condition that you stay somewhere safe.”


      “Yay! Thank you, Brother!”


      Fuuga could only smile wryly at her beaming face.


      And so, Yuriga left the steppe for the first time.


      What she didn’t know was that, as a result, she wouldn’t be able to return for quite a while.


      The “S”s Ride Together


      “She got me,” Excel groused. “Well done outwitting me, Juna.”


      Inside the wyvern gondola returning from the Kingdom of Lastania to the Kingdom of Friedonia, Excel muttered to herself. Juna, who’d come to fetch her, hadn’t boarded the gondola at all, instead cheekily remaining at Souma’s side.


      “Well, Big Sis Juna musta been upset about havin’ to hold down the fort the whole time, don’t ya think?” Roroa offered, trying to calm her. She was riding in the same gondola. “I’m sure she was beside herself with worry, waitin’ alone for us to come back.”


      Excel turned her head away in a huff. “If that were all, I could’ve gone too. But that girl drives me off, then stays herself! It’s not fair!”


      “Wait, what’re you upset about, Duchess Walter? You’ve been makin’ passes at Darlin’ just to enjoy our reactions, but you’re not actually plannin’ to make him yours, right?” Silently, Roroa added, If you are actually plannin’ that, we’re gonna have to consider some countermeasures...


      Excel sighed in resignation. “Well, you’re right. Your reactions are just so delightfully innocent, I can’t help myself.”


      “Is it all right for me to get angry now?” Roroa snapped.


      Excel laughed softly. “Sorry. For long-lived races like us, boredom is the greatest enemy. We try to enjoy each day as much as possible to avoid growing tired of life, but if we fail to do that, the monotony will eventually wear us down.”


      “Is that how you ended up with such a hedonistic personality?” Roroa asked suspiciously.


      Excel gave her the most lovely smile. “Yes. And your reactions are always so innocent...so fun.”


      “We ain’t exactly doin’ it for your amusement...”


      “Hmm. I think I understand that,” said a sudden voice beside them.


      “Wah?!”


      Roroa jumped in surprise.


      The intruder was the castle’s supersadistic head maid, Serina, who was also riding the gondola back with Poncho and Komain.


      “Making earnest girls like Princess Liscia or Carla wear the most humiliating outfits, then watching them squirm, is so much fun,” Serina said pleasantly.


      “What’re you sayin’, outta nowhere like that?!” Roroa exclaimed, but Serina remained unfazed.


      “It’s the gap I like. The gap.”


      “Oh my, you really do understand,” Excel said, sounding impressed. “The more serious the girl, the better the reaction.”


      “Yes. The expression they make when caught between their ideal self-image and their current predicament is simply exquisite.”


      “When they wanna act strong, but can’t...is that it?”


      The two beauties shared a laugh.


      Completely put off, Roroa retreated closer to the other passengers. “Hey, hey. Your name’s Komain, right?”


      Startled to be addressed by a future primary queen candidate, Komain replied in a tiny voice, “Oh, yes. What is it, Lady Roroa?”


      “You’re with that head maid all the time, right? She ain’t bullyin’ you, is she?”


      Komain tilted her head blankly. “Bullied...is it? I’ve experienced no such thing.”


      “Huh? She’s not makin’ you wear frilly maid dresses or nothin’?”


      “Oh, the cute clothes? I didn’t think they suited me, but Sir Poncho said they were cute, so I do wear them sometimes.”


      “So you’re just honest with your feelings!” Roroa retorted despite herself.


      That explained it. According to Serina, what she enjoyed was seeing serious girls flustered and embarrassed. Komain was serious, but she wore the outfits without resistance, which wouldn’t satisfy Serina at all.


      Komain clapped her hands. “Oh, but when I wear them, I ask Serina to wear them with me.”


      “Huh?! That head maid, wearin’ a frilly maid dress?!”


      Serina, who always wore long, concealing skirts, in frills? Roroa couldn’t even picture it.


      “When we do, Serina keeps her usual cool expression, but her cheeks get just a little red. It’s very cute,” Komain said cheerfully.


      A realization struck Roroa. Maybe this girl’s the strongest sadist of all...and she’s completely unaware of it.


      The mental image made Roroa shudder.


      Incidentally, Poncho failed to follow the conversation entirely and spent the ride quietly wiping sweat from his brow.


      I’m Coming to See You Now (Smiles)


      —At the end of the 12th month, 1547th year, Continental Calendar—


      When Hakuya and I entered the audience hall, a woman was bowing at the foot of the steps.


      “Sorry for the wait,” I said from the throne. “Please, raise your head.”


      She lifted her face. “I will. It is an honor to meet you, Your Majesty.”


      With her face now fully in view, her resemblance to Excel or Juna was clear. Her glossy blue hair and voluptuous figure spoke to her lineage. The differences were the single horn on her forehead and the blue dragon wings on her back.


      “Have you been well, Accela Walter?” I asked.


      “Yes. I’m living well with my son, Carl, in Red Dragon City,” she replied with a gentle smile.


      Her name was Accela Walter. She was Excel’s daughter by a now-deceased dragonewt man, the former wife of General Castor of the Army, and the mother of Carla and Carl. After Castor severed ties with her prior to rebelling against me, she’d resumed using Excel’s family name. Carl inherited House Vargas, while Accela remained divorced.


      “Don’t you resent me?” I began. “Wait, no... What am I asking?”


      There was no way she’d say so to my face even if she did. Still, her peaceful smile had made the question slip out.


      Accela giggled softly. “Not in the least. Castor and Carla made their choices. I also know you worked hard to spare their lives. That’s what I’m teaching Carl as well, so please, relax.”


      “O-Oh... I’m glad to hear that.”


      What an excellent wife. She truly was Excel’s daughter.


      “Now then, sire,” she said. “I was told you had business with me today?”


      I nodded. “Yes. It’s about the meeting with Castor you requested.”


      She fell silent.


      Even after their separation, Accela still worried about Castor and Carla. Carla worked in the castle, so when Accela visited in Carl’s stead, she might...yes, just accidentally...run into her. Castor, however, was in Excel’s custody, making such encounters impossible.


      Though his situation was complicated, Castor was still a traitor who’d rebelled against me. I’d already punished him, but allowing him to meet his family, who’d been spared through severed ties, required careful justification.


      That was why I hadn’t allowed it...until now.


      “I obviously can’t let Carl meet him,” I said, “but if it’s just you, I’ll allow it.”


      “You mean it?!”


      “Yeah. Hakuya, explain.”


      “Very well.” Hakuya stepped forward and bowed. “Sir Castor recently distinguished himself by capturing an armed vessel from the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union. From the captured crew, we obtained valuable intelligence regarding the archipelago. In recognition of this achievement, we are permitting this meeting.”


      It wasn’t that I’d suddenly changed my mind...but that the justification I’d been waiting for had finally arrived. To ensure the lower retainers accepted this exception, it had to be clear that the meeting would occur solely by my grace.


      Accela seemed to understand. She knelt and bowed deeply. “Thank you. I will never forget this kindness.”


      That was enough formalities. I had her stand. “I’ll look into Castor’s days off and inform you. You should go on one of those days.”


      “Actually, I have a request,” Accela said once she was upright.


      A request? I thought. “What might that be?”


      “Please don’t tell Castor he’s been granted permission to meet me. I want to surprise him with a sudden visit.”


      I see, a surprise, huh? What a charming wife.


      “Very well. I’m sure Castor will be surprised.”


      “Hee hee. I’m sure he will. The more he has to feel guilty about, the better.”


      Her smile was serene...yet strangely intense. Juna sometimes made that same expression.


      “To feel guilty about...?” I repeated. “Has Castor done something?”


      “Nothing of import. But Mother tells me things.”


      “I... I see...”


      Castor... I don’t know what you did, but you have my condolences. I’ve learned just how terrifying it is to anger a woman of Excel’s blood.


      Liscia: “Your Name Is”


      “What should I do?” Looking at my children sleeping in their crib, I let out a sigh.


      “Liscia?” Carla, who was folding laundry nearby, noticed my distress and called out. “What’s wrong? You look troubled.”


      “Carla... What should I call her?” I asked, gently poking the cheek of the girl clinging to the boy in her sleep. Being beside her brother must’ve reassured her, because she didn’t stir.


      The problem tormenting me was what to name my newborn daughter. Souma and I had discussed it beforehand and decided I’d name the girl, while he’d name the boy.


      “You’re free to choose whatever you want, aren’t you?” Carla said with exasperation. “Why not pick a name you like?”


      Well, if I could do that, I wouldn’t be struggling this much!


      “She’ll have this name for her entire life,” I fretted. “I can’t give her something weird.”


      “I think your seriousness is a virtue, Liscia, but...don’t you feel bad for the children that this is taking so long? I can call them ‘the prince’ and ‘the princess,’ but you’re family. You can’t do that.”


      “Well, yes...but...”


      She was right. We couldn’t keep calling them “the boy” and “the girl” forever.


      “Just for reference, do you know who chose your name, Carla?” I asked.


      “My father and mother talked it over and decided together. Long-lived races have trouble conceiving, so I was their first child after a long time. That’s why they gave me one sound from each of their names.”


      That made sense. “Ca” from Castor and “La” from Accela, making Carla. Maybe I should do the same with my name and Souma’s.


      Socia... Lima... Those feel iffy. Besides, Souma’s real name is Kazuya. How about Cascia? Liya? Those are even worse. Kasha...? Now it just sounds like Souma had a child with Aisha...


      While I agonized, Carla sighed. “You’re not going to get any good ideas stewing here. I’ll watch the children, so why not go somewhere else and change the atmosphere?”


      “Yeah... I’ll take you up on that.”


      Leaving the children with Carla, I stepped outside. The manor’s courtyard had a beautiful garden my father tended as a hobby. Surprisingly, he had a real green thumb. That said, it was winter now, so it lacked color. As I wandered aimlessly...


      “Oh, if it isn’t Liscia,” my father said, poking his head out from behind a hedge. He wore a hand towel tied like a bandanna under his nose.


      For a moment, he looked like an old farmer. Honestly, it suited him better than the crown.


      “I’m out for a walk,” I said. “Are you working in the garden, Father?”


      “Yes. Preparing for the spring to come.”


      Removing the towel, he wiped his brow.


      “Will the children be all right?” he asked.


      “Carla’s watching them.”


      “Hmm. Sorry. It seems I slept through the birth.”


      “Don’t worry. You must’ve been exhausted.”


      I suspected Mother had had something to do with that exhaustion, but...I decided to keep quiet.


      “You’re moving around. Are you feeling well enough?” Father asked, studying me.


      “Yes. I haven’t fully recovered yet though.”


      “Then rest while you’re here. This is your home too.”


      I giggled. “It is.”


      My home... I’d never lived here, but just having my parents nearby was comforting. It was a place tied to my family. But Souma, summoned from another world, didn’t have anything like this.


      “I wish Souma had something that let him feel connected to his relatives...” I murmured.


      “He does,” Father replied as if it were obvious. “My son-in-law has the body his parents gave him. His name too. As long as he lives, that connection won’t disappear.”


      I fell silent.


      His body and name are ties to his family... Hmm. Maybe they are.


      But when Souma ascended the throne, he’d taken my family name and Roroa’s, becoming Souma Amidonia Elfrieden. His original name, Kazuya, would disappear. That felt sad.


      Was there a way to preserve that connection?


      When I returned to the children’s room, I gently stroked my daughter’s forehead.


      “I know what I’ll do.”


      Looking at her sleeping face, I made my decision.


      “Your name is Kazuha. Kazuha Elfrieden.”


      Wanting to tell Souma right away, I decided to write him a letter.


      Souma: “Your Name Is”


      — One day in the 1st month, 1548th year, Continental Calendar —


      “This...is a tough one.”


      I was in the governmental affairs office of Parnam Castle, clutching my head. I hadn’t agonized this much since the Lunarian Orthodox Papal State sent a saint my way. Seriously...what am I supposed to do?


      “Sire...” Hakuya raised his paper fan. “Please do your work already.”


      Fwap! He smacked me on the head. Reactively, I pressed a hand to the spot and glared at him.


      “Can’t you see your liege is grappling with a profound dilemma?”


      “I see only a father worrying over something trivial.”


      “Like hell it’s trivial! He’ll have it for life!”


      “It may matter to him, but to the country it’s trivial. And you’re in a position to manage state affairs. The priority should be obvious.” Hakuya sighed, tapping his fan. “Just pick something you like. It’s your son’s name.”


      “Come on... Don’t say that like it’s easy.”


      The problem was what to name my newborn son. Liscia and I had decided I’d name the boy and she’d name the girl. My son would someday succeed me, inheriting the throne and the name of House Elfrieden. If I chose something strange, it’d reflect poorly on the nation, both domestically and abroad.


      I don’t intend to pick anything eccentric, but maybe a Japanese-style name... Those were more common in the north and the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago, not here. Probably best to avoid that. Borrowing the name of a historical king felt safe, but it lacked personality.


      As I pondered, Hakuya struck me again. Fwap!


      “I said worry about it later. Work first.”


      “Ow... I get it.”


      I begrudgingly returned to the paperwork.


      “You’re stuck because you’re thinking alone,” Hakuya said. “Why not ask vassals who have children?”


      I see... He had a point. One of Hakuya’s strengths was that he didn’t just scold; he gave real advice.


      “That makes sense,” I said. “I’ll finish this quickly, then ask around.”


      I attacked the paperwork with renewed vigor.


      Finishing earlier than usual, I headed to the day care inside the castle. Tomoko, Tomoe’s birth mother, was the first person I thought of.


      “How did I choose my children’s names?” Tomoko tilted her head. “I don’t need to explain Tomoe’s name, do I?”


      “No. It comes from yours, right?”


      “Indeed. When she was born, my late husband said she looked just like me.”


      A name derived from a parent’s, huh?


      “Then Rou came from your husband’s name?”


      “Yes. His name was Rouga.”


      “But Rou looks more like Tomoe.”


      Tomoko smiled softly. “He does. But my husband passed away soon after Rou was born. I wanted his name to be proof he was once here.”


      “Oh... I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me.”


      She shook her head gently. “No. I can look back fondly because my life now is fulfilling. The people of this Kingdom, especially you, sire, have treated us well. My husband may be gone, but Tomoe and Rou are healthy. I couldn’t be happier.”


      I didn’t know what to say.


      “My husband worried endlessly over Tomoe’s name,” Tomoko added. “But when he saw her face, he decided instantly. So, please...worry as much as you need.”


      “Thank you,” I said, bowing before leaving.


      Proof he was once here... Though the children are Liscia’s and mine, they also carry the blood of the Elfrieden royal family. Between me and King Albert, two generations have married into the family. Someday, my son will likely bring a wife into it as well.


      He bore the blood of Queen Elisha and Liscia. I wanted a name that reflected that. Proof they were family.


      “All right... I’ve decided.”


      Looking up at the sky between buildings, I whispered to my unseen son.


      “Your name is Cian. Cian Elfrieden.”


      Wanting to tell Liscia right away, I returned to my office to write a letter.


      The Drill Princess Wants to Give the Mechanical Dragon a Drill Too


      “What is this?!” Trill exclaimed.


      Led into the overscientist Genia’s underground laboratory, the third imperial princess, Trill Euphoria, shouted in surprise at the towering presence dominating the workshop...Mechadra.


      “You combined a real dragon’s bones with metal and monster parts to create a mechanical dragon!” she cried, answering her own question. “That’s House Maxwell for you. No ordinary person would ever think of something like this!”


      “It’s pretty crazy, yeah,” said Merula, the high elf accompanying her. “Are we sure she’s an overscientist and not a mad scientist?”


      Genia scratched her head shyly. “Aww, don’t praise me so much. I’m blushing.”


      “Nobody’s praising you,” Merula sighed.


      “No, I do think it deserves praise,” Trill said, eyes sparkling. “Progress only happens when we do what no one else will. So, Big Sister Genia, can it move?”


      “Well...it can, but...” Mechadra lacked any internal or external control system. However, by using Souma’s Living Poltergeists, it could be moved. Genia explained this, omitting Souma’s name.


      “I see,” Trill nodded. “So it requires a person’s magic, but it’s possible.”


      “Well, I guess that’s how it is.”


      “Does it have armaments?”


      “No. It was never designed to move in the first place,” Genia replied matter-of-factly.


      Trill frowned. “That’s a terrible waste. If you can move it, how can you not give it weapons?”


      “Please don’t be unreasonable. Using dragon bones is delicate. Weaponizing them could upset the Star Dragon Mountain Range. Even the king would oppose it.”


      “You don’t add weapons just to use them!”


      ““Say what?”” Genia and Merula said in unison.


      “Weapons make machines cooler!” Trill declared, puffing out her chest proudly. “Armaments symbolize power. Just like beauty draws people in, so does strength. Even if you never plan to use them, weapons capture hearts. Imagine a magnificent dragon with no horns or talons. Would it have the same splendor?”


      “Hmm... There’s some logic to that,” Genia mused.


      Merula grabbed her collar. “You’re falling for this?! Don’t let her drag you into nonsense!”


      “In the Empire, statues of great figures always hold weapons,” Trill continued. “You do the same here, don’t you? So let’s arm this Mechadra. Because it’d be awesome!”


      “Oof... Coolness is important,” Genia admitted after prying Merula off. “So what weapons are we talking about? Shoulder cannons?”


      Trill grinned. “A drill, of course!”


      ““...””


      Genia and Merula stared blankly at her for the second time today.


      “Is a drill even a weapon?” Genia asked.


      “Of course! If it can pierce anything, what else would you call it?!”


      “And where would you install this...hypothetically?” Genia asked carefully.


      Trill’s eyes gleamed. “Both hands! Turn the arms into drills that spin as it punches. It could bore through castle walls! Why, just imagining that scene already has me excited!”


      The other two nodded. With a shared glance, they spoke in unison.


      ““Rejected.””


      “Huh?! Why?!” Trill protested.


      “I told you dragon bone usage is sensitive,” Genia replied calmly. “Modifying it like that could anger the dragons.”


      “Th-Then what about the tail?!”


      “That’s the same thing.”


      “The tip! Just the tip!”


      “She just wants to put a drill on it,” Merula muttered.


      It was yet another lively day among the Kingdom’s brilliant minds.

    

  

  
    
      Wedding Arc


      Visiting the Doma Family


      It was early spring. With my coronation and marriage to Liscia and the others gradually approaching, I was visiting a port town near Lagoon City with Juna.


      “It’s been a while since I’ve ridden in a traditional carriage. It’s a bit hard on the backside, huh?” I commented, pressing a hand to my lower back.


      Juna giggled. “The carriages in the capital and the rhinosaurus trains have been designed to reduce the shaking, after all.”


      We’d flown out of the capital with Naden, but I’d figured it would cause an uproar if a ryuu landed in a small town like this. So we’d asked her to set down in Lagoon City, then taken a merchant’s carriage from there. Our business being what it was, Naden was waiting back in Lagoon City.


      “Mmm... This sure is exactly what you’d expect a port town to feel like.” I yawned, taking a big, deep breath of the sea breeze.


      “It’s a town like any other you’d find on the coast,” Juna said. “If there’s one thing we can pride ourselves on, it’s that you can always eat fresh fish.”


      “I love towns like this.”


      “Hee hee, thank you. Welcome to the town where I was born.” Juna extended her hand to me.


      I took her hand in mine and started walking with her. In a romantic way, of course.


      While we walked, several people called out to Juna.


      “Oh, Juna, you’re back?” one lady asked.


      “It’s been too long, ma’am,” Juna said. “I’m here to visit my family for a bit.”


      “From the way you two are holding hands, could that man be your...”


      “Hee hee, it’s a secret.”


      As you might expect in her hometown, a lot of people knew her here. Even if some of them seemed to have cottoned on to who I was, no one pried too deeply. That probably showed just how much everyone in this town loved Juna.


      We kept walking until we stood in front of a house with a cute red roof that made me think of a doll house. To someone used to the dense neighborhoods of the country I’d come from, it seemed reasonably large, but by the standards of this world, it was a normal size.


      “Your father manages the Lorelei singing café, which has a large number of branches, doesn’t he?” I asked. “This place is... Well, it’s comforting to a former commoner like me.”


      “Hee hee, it’s tiny, isn’t it?” Juna giggled. “The main branch is in Lagoon City, and this house is just for our family to live in, so it’s big enough.”


      “I guess you’re right. Having a house that’s too big can be inconvenient.”


      The castle was so huge it was a lot of trouble getting from one side to the other. Generally, I just went back and forth between my room and the governmental affairs office, and when things got busy, I slept in the office anyway. It felt less like living in a luxurious mansion and more like being a live-in worker at a company...or something like that.


      “I’d love to live in a little town by the sea like this,” I told her.


      “Would you? Once Prince Cian is all grown up and you can pass the throne to him, why don’t we live here?”


      “Ha ha ha, that could be a good idea.”


      If Liscia could’ve heard us, she’d have angrily told me I was getting ahead of myself.


      We reached the entrance.


      “Now then, sire, please, come inside,” Juna said.


      When I was shown into the house, Juna’s family was already waiting in the living room. They greeted us warmly, though they seemed a little tense.


      “Wh-Why, Your Majesty! How good of you to visit our humble home,” her father said nervously.


      “Oh, no, I should’ve come to pay my respects as soon as possible.” I shook hands with Juna’s father as I apologized. “I’m sorry I used my busyness as an excuse not to come sooner.”


      I greeted Juna’s mother and sat down on the sofa at her father’s invitation. Once I was seated, I bowed my head deeply one more time.


      “I’m truly sorry. I’m taking Juna...your daughter...as my bride, and yet it took me far too long to come pay my respects.”


      Since becoming engaged to Juna, I’d been busy with government work, diplomatic visits, and dispatching reinforcements, so I hadn’t managed to find the time to visit her parents. I stayed in frequent contact with her guardian, Excel, and we’d exchanged letters, but I’d long wanted to come pay my respects in person, like any man ought to.


      Her father hurriedly shook his head. “No, no! The engagement was something Juna wanted for herself.”


      “But...you’re not worried about your daughter becoming a secondary queen?” I asked.


      “I am, but Juna’s never been one to back down once she’s made up her mind. I always knew she’d choose her partner for herself. It seems Excel’s blood runs thicker in her veins than in mine. I don’t know whether to call her devoted or stubborn...”


      “D-Dad!” Juna sounded unusually flustered. Like in a parent-teacher meeting, having a relative talk about you had to be embarrassing.


      Still, while her father was as beautiful as I’d expect from someone of Excel’s lineage, he seemed surprisingly normal.


      “It happened when Juna was maybe ten years old,” he reminisced. “She said she was going to join the navy with my mother. Then, while my mother was training her...amused by the idea...she became more and more like her...” He trailed off, then paused. “Um, are you sure you’re okay? She won’t run you ragged like my mother does, will she?”


      “I would never!” Juna’s face was red with embarrassment. “Please...you’re embarrassing me.”


      I wanted to see more of these rare expressions from Juna, so I said, “No, do tell more. We’ve got plenty of time, so tell me all your old stories about Juna.”


      “Not you too, sire!” Juna elbowed me lightly, but I really did want to hear.


      After that, Juna’s parents and I talked at length about her. We kept going even after Juna left the room in utter humiliation, and I had to go to a lot of trouble later to get her back into a good mood.


      The House of Ishizuka’s XXXXXX Fortitude Enhancement Plan


      “Hmm... We’ll need this...and a little more of this,” Serina murmured.


      With Souma’s coronation and wedding fast approaching, Serina, the castle’s head maid, was reviewing documents in the study at Poncho’s mansion. As she worked, Komain passed by with a basket of laundry and cocked her head.


      “Serina? What are you doing?”


      “Oh, I was making sure we’ll have enough ingredients for the dishes we’ll be serving at the reception,” Serina replied nonchalantly.


      Souma’s coronation and wedding being close also meant that Poncho, Serina, and Komain’s own wedding and reception, held at the same time, were approaching as well.


      Komain set the dried laundry on the sofa and peeked at the documents. “It’s almost time for the wedding, yeah. Are we short on anything?”


      “No. I’m simply checking to be certain. We expect a good number of people to attend, after all. To the House of Ishizuka Panacotta, it’d be a disaster if we were short on food.”


      “Ohh... You’ve got a point.” Komain winced.


      This was Poncho, who’d once acted as Minister for the Food Crisis, resolving shortages that plagued both the Kingdom and the Principality. Now he served as Minister of Agriculture and Forestry, spreading knowledge of delicious ingredients and how to cook them. Some people even worshiped him as the God of Food, Lord Ishizuka.


      Expectations for the food at his wedding were sky-high, and the guests would no doubt arrive hungry. As an emergent noble, Poncho would host knights and nobles, along with wholesalers and suppliers...many of whom cared more about their appetites than appearances.


      “If your family hadn’t helped run things, I’m sure it’d have been chaos,” Komain said.


      The servants for the event were all members of Serina’s family. Securing such a large group of service-industry specialists had truly saved them.


      Serina smiled slightly. “If they’ve been of service, nothing would make me happier.”


      “Hee hee, are you feeling a little embarrassed, Serina?”


      “Not in the least.” Serina turned away peevishly, making Komain chuckle.


      This was the same Serina who loved teasing Liscia and Carla, but she wasn’t used to being teased herself. Clearing her throat, she showed Komain a page from the document.


      “I don’t think we’ll have shortages, but we should acquire extra quantities of any popular ingredients. I suspect many people will eat Spaghetti Napolitan as a main course rather than a side, so we should buy more pasta.”


      “You’ve got a point... Oh?”


      Komain paused at the bottom of the list. Several items there seemed unnecessary for cooking.


      “Mead...?” she read, then looked up.


      Serina quickly turned away. From that reaction, it was clear these were items she’d ordered for her own reasons.


      “You like mead, Serina?”


      “No... I don’t mind it, but I’m not especially fond of it either.”


      “Then why are you ordering it?”


      “That’s...for Sir Poncho to drink...”


      Serina’s evasiveness made Komain look at her dubiously.


      “Does Poncho like mead?”


      “I couldn’t say... I’m not aware whether he does or not.”


      “Huh? You’re ordering it even though you don’t know if he likes it?”


      “Well, I intend to force him to drink it either way.”


      “Huh?” Komain blinked. “Um... What exactly are you doing...?”


      “This isn’t solely for my sake,” Serina said calmly. “I’m doing it for yours as well.”


      “Huh?”


      “It’s nothing. Now, let’s get back to work.” Serina clapped her hands.


      Still confused, Komain gathered the laundry she’d left behind and exited the room.


      Left alone, Serina looked down at the list, thinking about the purpose of the mead.


      You’ll be taking both of us as wives. You’ll need it, won’t you, dear? She covered her mouth with the list to hide her girlish smile.




      Incidentally, though Serina didn’t know it, the word “honeymoon” in Souma’s original world came from a tradition in which the groom drank mead for the first month after marriage to enhance his sexual fortitude, while the newlyweds stayed cooped up indoors and worked hard at procreating. It seemed this family’s honeymoon would be an intense one.


      The Family of the Bride, Ruby


      “Congratulations!”


      “You make such beautiful brides!”


      “I wish both brides happiness!”


      Under clear skies, the wedding guests scattered wheat to celebrate the brides and groom who’d just exchanged vows before the priest. The ritual was meant as a wish for fertility. However...


      “Out with the oni!”


      “Out with the oni!”


      “Ow, ow, ow! You idiots, hold back a little!”


      Some particularly rough guests were throwing the wheat overhand, directly at the groom. This was Halbert, Kaede, and Ruby’s wedding ceremony, and the offenders were Halbert’s fellow Dratroopers. To bless him, and vent their jealousy over him landing two cute brides, they hurled the wheat with all their strength.


      “Out with the oni!”


      “What is that strange shout for?” Halbert yelled.


      “It’s apparently an incantation from His Majesty’s world, used to drive oni out of your house,” Kaede said serenely in her white shiromuku.


      They were careful not to hit Kaede or Ruby, leaving Halbert to endure the full barrage alone. The assault finally ended by the time it was time to throw the bouquet.


      “Yeesh... That was hell,” Halbert muttered.


      “You held up well, Hal,” Kaede said with a smile.


      “Come on, the ceremony’s not over yet, so pull yourself together!” Ruby grinned.


      With Kaede comforting him and Ruby, wearing a wedding dress borrowed from his mother, urging him on, Halbert smiled wryly and fixed his collar.


      “Whew... That’s the ceremony done, at least. Now it’s just the reception.”


      “Come to think of it,” Kaede said with a giggle, “Sir Glaive was crying manly tears during the ceremony. I always thought it was the bride’s father who cried.”


      Halbert’s father had indeed been crying openly, overcome with emotion. Remembering it, Halbert could only shrug. “I’m sure it was seeing you two in your dresses. He’s known you since you were little, Kaede, and because Ruby’s hair is red, he’s treated her like his own daughter. I’m pretty sure I was just the bonus that came with you two.”


      “He has been treating me like a daughter,” Ruby agreed. Even before officially becoming his daughters-in-law, they’d already been his daughters in every way that mattered.


      “Still, I’m not sure he should’ve cried more than your old man, Kaede,” Halbert added.


      “Ah ha ha...” Kaede laughed wryly.


      “Why not?” Ruby said. “I’m envious of you, having a family like that.” As a dragon, she had no family, just like Naden. She had no blood relatives to attend a ceremony like this.


      Halbert and Kaede fell silent.


      “Hey, don’t look at me like that.” Ruby shook her head. “I have family now. The two of you, and all of the Magna and Foxia families...you’re my family, and that’s enough for me.”


      “Ruby...” Halbert said.


      Suddenly, a murmur rippled through the crowd.


      “What’s that?!”


      “It’s huge! Could that be?!”


      The three of them looked up, and...


      “““Huh?!”””


      Though it was flying high above, they could clearly make out a white dragon.


      “Is that Lady Tiamat?!” Ruby gasped.


      “Mother Dragon’s observational flight... You almost never see her out in broad daylight,” Kaede murmured.


      Mother Dragon usually flew at night. Appearing in broad daylight, over the capital, while both Naden and Ruby were being wed, showed clear intent.


      Halbert pulled Ruby close. “See, Ruby? You do have a mother who came to your wedding after all.”


      “Yes!”


      A roar echoed from the direction of the castle. That had to be Naden. Not wanting to be outdone, Ruby, still in human form, let out a dragon’s roar towards her “mother” in the sky. Had her daughters’ voices reached her? Madam Tiamat’s reply echoed back, long and resonant, like the song of a whale.


      The Drill Princess Wants Out


      During Souma’s wedding ceremony, Trill, the third princess of the Gran Chaos Empire, stood before Souma and the others with her hands clasped at her chest and her head bowed.


      “To King Souma, and all his queens, congratulations. In place of my elder sister, Empress Maria, I pray for your great happiness and the continued friendship and development of our two nations.”


      It was a day of celebration, so instead of her usual work clothes for handling machinery, Trill wore a dress befitting an imperial princess. Because of that, her impressive proportions, normally hidden beneath a blacksmith’s apron and made more striking by her short stature, stood out all the more. Basically, she stuck out in all the right places. As they say, clothes make the man...or the woman, in this case. Dressed like this, she certainly looked every bit the princess.


      When Trill finished speaking, Souma rose.


      “Thank you, Madam Trill. We too wish to continue our friendship with the Empire. Please convey that to Madam Maria.”


      “I most assuredly will.”


      With her formalities complete, Trill withdrew to the seats reserved for foreign guests. She sat with a composed expression, but inwardly, impatience churned.


      Urgh, I want to get out of here, fast!


      She’d been thinking that throughout the entire ceremony. It wasn’t that she lacked respect for Souma and his queens, nor that she didn’t care about relations between the Kingdom and the Empire. It was only because the two nations were engaged in a joint research project that Trill had been able to come to this country—the country where the people she admired most, the House of Maxwell, lived. She was grateful to Souma for proposing the idea, which was why she was attending the ceremony at all.


      However, while this ceremony was taking place, the sole heir of the House of Maxwell, Genia, was getting married to Ludwin. Trill respectfully called Genia her “big sister,” and more than anything, she wanted to be at her wedding.


      I have complicated feelings about it being a wedding to Lord Arcs, who wants to monopolize Big Sister, but Merula and Taru will both be attending. I’d hate to be the only one left out. Maybe I should just slip out...? But if I do, who knows what Big Sister Jeanne will say later...


      Jeanne, Maria’s younger sister and Trill’s elder sister, had sharply warned her not to let loose while she was in the Kingdom. Because of the joint drill development project, there was little chance she’d be suddenly hauled back to the Empire, but if she went too far, she’d likely be forbidden from further contact with Genia. After all, as long as she remained in the Kingdom, she could still issue orders regarding the joint project.


      I’d hate that! Not being able to meet Big Sister Genia!


      As Trill furtively glanced around, wondering how Genia’s wedding was going, she noticed something. Kuu, seated beside her, gave Leporina, who sat on his other side, a quiet order. Leporina made an unpleasant face, but immediately stood and left the room.


      “Umm... Sir Kuu?” Trill whispered. “Where did Leporina go?”


      Kuu smirked. “Ookyakya! Oh, she’s taking a little trip to Genia and Lord Arcs’s wedding. I told her to snatch the bouquet when the bride throws it.”


      “Big Sister Genia’s bouquet?!” Trill’s eyes went wide. “That’s not fair! I want it too!”


      “Ookya? No, no. You’re not getting married anytime soon, right? Me, Taru, and Leporina will probably be next, so it’s a perfect fit.”


      “That’s not—” Her voice rose for a moment before she lowered it again. “That’s not the issue here. Then give me the bouquet after she catches it. All you need is to be the ones who caught it. After that, you should be done with it.”


      “Uh, well... I guess you’re right.” What Kuu wanted was the superstition, not the flowers themselves.


      “Right?” Trill pressed. “If the bouquet’s just going to wither, I’ll dry or press it and keep it as a family treasure.”


      “A family treasure...?” Kuu repeated, looking exasperated. Could a bouquet from the wedding of a mere researcher in the Kingdom really become a treasure of the imperial royal family? “You’re, uh...not much better than me, are you?”


      Trill had somehow managed to exasperate Kuu, who was usually the one recklessly causing trouble for Taru and Leporina. In a way, that alone made her rather special.


      “Well, once the ceremony’s over, I’m planning to slip out too,” Kuu added.


      “Huh?! No fair! I want out too!”


      “Hmm? Want me to carry you on my back? It’ll be fast if we cut across the rooftops.”


      “N-No... I think I’ll call a carriage.”


      This was a conversation that took place quietly in one corner of Souma’s wedding ceremony.


      After Leporina Caught the Bouquet


      “And I’m here.”


      Having slipped out once the coronation and wedding at the castle were over, with only the party remaining, Kuu landed at the site of Ludwin and Genia’s wedding.


      He was “landing” because he’d taken a shortcut across the rooftops between the castle and the venue, all while still wearing the same formal attire he’d had on for the coronation.


      “Ah! It’s Master Kuu!” Leporina cried.


      Noticing his arrival, Leporina and Taru rushed over.


      “Hey, Leporina,” Kuu said. “Did you catch the bouquet like I told you to?”


      “I did, but...it was pretty embarrassing. The other women were glaring at me.”


      “You’re making her act recklessly, like always,” Taru complained, holding the bouquet Leporina had caught.


      Kuu just laughed it off. “Hey, what’s the harm? I’m sure that bouquet wanted to go to the next bride too.”


      “Then Leporina should hold it,” Taru said, offering her the bouquet.


      “No, no, you should keep it, as the first wife,” Leporina replied, shaking her head.


      “We’ll be getting married at the same time, so that doesn’t make a difference.”


      Watching the two of them try to push the bouquet onto each other, Kuu sighed. “Then how about splitting it? Right down the middle.”


      ““That feels kind of bad.””


      “Uh...yeah.” Kuu faltered. Thinking it over, splitting a symbol of a loving couple’s happiness did seem ominous.


      Oh, wait. Wasn’t there a princess who wanted these flowers?


      As Kuu recalled that, Leporina came back to herself. “Wait, Master Kuu, shouldn’t you go pay your respects to the bride and groom first?”


      “Huh?! Whoops! You’re right!”


      Kuu quickly gathered Taru and Leporina and headed over to Ludwin and Genia, who appeared to be talking with Genia’s fellow researcher, Merula.


      “Lord Arcs—or I guess it’s Lord Maxwell-Arcs now, huh? And Genia, congratulations.”


      Ludwin smiled gently. “Why, Sir Kuu. How kind of you to come. A visit from the son of the Republic’s leader is far too great an honor for a humble servant of His Majesty like myself.”


      “Ookyakya! No need to be so stiff. Genia’s been taking good care of our Taru, so you’re practically family, even if we’re from different countries.”


      “Hee hee, you’re right,” Genia said. “Taru’s always good to me too. We tend to put logic and reason first, but Tarie always delivers parts that meet our demands. We couldn’t be more grateful.”


      “No... Master Kuu says the drill’s development will benefit the Republic too, so I’m happy to help,” Taru said with a small smile.


      Watching them warmly, Ludwin asked, “You were at the castle, correct? How did His Majesty and the others look?”


      “Oh, it was real austere and impressive,” Kuu replied. “Bro nailed the coronation, and his brides looked great in their wedding dresses.”


      “I’m glad.” Ludwin smiled. “It’s unfortunate that, as the former commander of the Forbidden Army, I couldn’t be there to assist.”


      “Hey, don’t worry about it. It was Queen Roroa’s idea to have weddings all over the city anyway. Having a wedding here with your cute wife helps support Bro too. Call it a perk of the job.”


      “Yes... I do think I’m fortunate.”


      “Ookyakya! You’re not shy about saying it, huh?” Kuu clapped a hand on Ludwin’s shoulder. “Anyway, congrats. When we get married, we’ll invite the House of Maxwell-Arcs, so be sure to come, okay?”


      “That’ll be in the Republic, won’t it? I’m just a retainer from another country, you know.”


      “Like I care. I’ll invite Bro too, so come along as his bodyguard.”


      “Very well. I’ll look forward to it.”


      Nearby, the women were deep in conversation.


      “I’d like to raise the drill’s rotational speed a bit more, Merula,” Genia said.


      “Even if we improve the enchantment’s efficiency, there’s still a limit to how much stress the revolving parts can handle.”


      “It’s not just power. We need better heat dissipation too.”


      At some point, the discussion had turned entirely to the drill. If Trill had been there instead of stuck at the castle as the imperial ambassador, it would’ve been even livelier. Unable to join in, Leporina—a girl, but not a researcher girl—stood quietly on the sidelines.


      “Research girls from three countries all standing together,” Ludwin remarked. “That’s a happy sight in its own way.”


      “If only they’d picked a sexier topic than drills,” Kuu shrugged.


      “Hee hee! Well, that’s fine, isn’t it?” Leporina said, hugging Kuu from behind.


      “Hey, what’re you hugging me for?” he protested.


      “I’ve got nowhere else to be, so give me some attention. I have Taru’s permission.”


      Since receiving Taru’s approval, Leporina had grown bolder with Kuu. He acted annoyed, but scratched his cheek, not entirely rejecting her.


      “Stop hugging me from behind,” he said.


      “Hmm? Why?”


      “You’re taller than me, so it makes me look pathetic.”


      “Pfft! Ah ha ha!” Leporina burst out laughing.


      It seemed this too would be a wedding full of smiles.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story III: The Blessing of the Merciful Mother and Its True Value


      The big man who’d picked a fight with Misha was a tough-looking mound of muscle, but his leather armor was noticeably weathered, suggesting he was likely a former mercenary who’d drifted here after peace came to the southern hemisphere.


      “Is this brat a dark elf?”


      “She’s got a cute face. If we nabbed her, she’d sell for a high price, don’t you think?”


      “Whoa there, guys, don’t do that. We’re right inside the guild here, you realize?”


      Though one of them was trying to talk his two buddies down, he wore a slimy grin and was mocking her just the same. In that moment, the atmosphere inside the guild froze solid.


      The beautiful receptionist, Ms. Juno, and her daughter, Little Misha, were idols to the uminturers, soothing their hearts after a day’s toil. They were untouchable flowers, meant to be admired from a distance and never handled. Even Luka, a member of their family, was the subject of jealousy simply for being close to them. If anyone tried to do them wrong, it was safe to assume they’d be making enemies of nearly every uminturer who used the guild.


      At the words “sell for a high price,” one adventurer in the tavern area downed the rest of their wine, another set aside the meat skewer they were holding, and yet another reached for the weapon leaning against their table. The trio, completely unaware of the powder keg they were standing on, were clearly new to this place.


      “Little girl, if you hang around somewhere like this, bad men’ll kidnap you.”


      “Hey, with a daughter this pretty, her mom’s gotta be a real babe, don’t you think?”


      “Hey! I like the sound of that. Wouldn’t mind getting to know her myself. C’mon, introduce me, would ya?”


      “...”


      Misha continued to ignore the three men, but they were stubborn. Their cackling, combined with the continued drop in temperature throughout the room, made the blood drain from the guild staff’s faces...with the exception of Juno’s.


      There was one spot, however, where body temperatures were rising. Over by Luka and Juno.


      They’d been arguing just moments ago, but now Luka turned to Juno with a dead-serious expression.


      “Hey, Mom.”


      “What?”


      “Can you handle the cleanup after I’m done?”


      “Leave it to me. No matter what’s about to happen, the staff here didn’t see a thing.”


      They nodded to each other. The staff, picking up on the mood, quietly excused themselves, while the adventurers in the tavern area moved to tables farther from the three men. The men, meanwhile, kept harassing Misha.


      “Hey, little girl, if you’re not gonna buzz off, then introduce us to your mom.”


      “I have no intention of ever letting you meet my mommy...”


      “Well, well, look who’s got some spunk. Guess we’ll have to make the mother compensate us for her daughter’s rudeness, huh?”


      Finally fed up, Misha reached for the handle of the hammer slung across her back, but then...


      “Hey, excuse me, guys. Mind not hassling my little sis?” Luka stepped between Misha and the trio. With a smile that looked almost pasted on, he added, “If you get her angry, it could cost you your lives, okay?”


      The men glared at this sudden interloper.


      “Who’s this little brat?”


      “Hey now, kiddo, if you don’t wanna get hurt, scram.”


      “It’s cheeky talk like that that gets you an early death.”


      They tried to intimidate him, but Luka simply placed a hand on Misha’s back and nudged her towards Juno. Then, with an aloof smile, he replied, “Nah, you’re the ones being cheeky. Haven’t you noticed all the eyes on you?”


      “What’re you talkin’ ab... Huh?!”


      As they looked around, they finally noticed the murderous stares aimed at them from every corner of the room. They’d tried to lay hands on Misha and Juno, idols of the guild. The uminturers were furious, and if Luka hadn’t stepped in, there might’ve already been a lynching.


      Seeing them falter, Luka pressed on. “Before we even get to that, kidnapping and human trafficking are crimes. Talking about it in a public place like this...you’re a reckless bunch of idi...tough guys, huh?”


      His irritation slipped through despite his attempt to rein it in, and that half correction only made things worse. The men flushed bright red.


      “Piss off!”


      “The law’s strict down south, but the Union can’t poke their noses in up here!”


      “Yeah! There’s no problem with it!”


      “I’m talking to morons, huh...” Luka sighed. “This isn’t a lawless zone like you’re imagining. Sure, we can’t wait on orders from the south for matters of life-and-death, but there are laws here too. Human trafficking’s exactly the kind of thing that gets a bounty slapped on your head. I could see a quest to take you down posted on that board over there.”


      When he pointed at the quest board, the men faltered. Along its edge were likenesses of criminals who’d earned bounties in the north, each marked with a price and the words “dead or alive.”


      One adventurer in the tavern calmly drew his sword and began maintaining it. The silent message was clear, and even the men could feel it. The dullest of the trio let out an awkward laugh.


      “That stuff about her selling for a high price, uh... It was just a joke. Yeah, a joke. We were just teasing the little lady for wandering around.”


      “Oh, yeah...?”


      “But then you jump in, take it all serious, and start picking a fight. How’re you gonna make it up to us, huh?”


      Having realized Misha was off-limits, they shifted their focus entirely to Luka. The guild’s mood turned from tension to exasperation. Luka felt the same way and let out a contemptuous sigh.


      “Trying to intimidate a fifteen-year-old like me isn’t much better than picking on an eight-year-old. You’re so pathetic.”


      “Why you— That’s enough of your lip!” the biggest of them roared, grabbing Luka by the collar. “Kids who act cocky need to learn their place. And just who they’re mouthing off to.”


      “Oh yeah? So who’re you?”


      “I’m a warrior who fought under the great Fuuga Haan! I’ve seen more carnage than you brats ever will!”


      The man spoke with confidence. Luka just clicked his tongue.


      “Tch... Figures it’s a bunch of fallen tigers.”


      There were always drifters like this. All they had was strength, with nowhere to use it in the peaceful south, so they clung to stories of fighting under Fuuga during the war that split the world in two. Since Fuuga had ruled half the southern hemisphere, nearly a third of the population could claim the same. Pride like that was nothing but illusion.


      Those who came north clinging to the past caused endless trouble, and other uminturers looked down on these ex-soldiers, calling them fallen tigers.


      Luka placed a hand on the arm gripping his shirt.


      “This is stupid...”


      “Huh?”


      “I’m saying this is absolutely stupid.”


      Snap!


      “Gwagh?!”


      There was a sharp bursting sound. The big man jumped back, clutching his hand as if stung. The other two stared in shock.


      “H-Hey! What happened?!”


      “I-I dunno. Felt like electricity.”


      “Does he use lightning magic?!”


      “Hold on, didn’t they say he’s only got half his mom’s magic?”


      “Then he’s no big deal. Let’s gang up on him!”


      They rushed him from three sides.


      “Die, brat!”


      “Ice and water. Frozen Street.” Luka murmured calmly.


      “Whoa! What the?!”


      Slip, slam.


      “What’s goin’... Gwagh?!”


      Slip, thud.


      “Urgh! That hurts!”


      Slip, bonk.


      All three went down hard, sliding across the floor or smashing into furniture.


      “Why you little— Wh-What’d you do?!”


      “Nothing, really. Just froze the floor and put a thin layer of water on top,” Luka said casually.


      The men stared down at the ice puddle beneath their feet.


      “Water element? Didn’t he use wind earlier?”


      “He can use multiple elements?! And that’s his mom’s power?!”


      “Is he the son of a monster or something?!”


      “Momma Juno, they’re calling you a monster,” Luka said.


      “Now that’s just rude.” Juno sighed. “Don’t you think so too, Misha?”


      Misha had already lost interest and was quietly drinking juice given to her by other uminturers. Juno rested her cheek in her hand.


      “I can only use wind. Just enough to wrap it around my legs.”


      “That’s how Big Brother used to escape Master’s lessons. He always got caught though.”


      “I don’t know whether that boy’s got grit or not...” Juno shook her head. “When I heard about his unique magic, I thought he’d drawn a dud...but it’s surprisingly useful.”


      “That’s right. My big brother has the blessings of eight mommas.”


      Luka’s unique magic, Blessing of the Merciful Mother, worked like this:


      1) The user could access half of the abilities and magic possessed by their mother.


      2) Physical attributes were derived from the user’s own, so things such as monstrous strength could not be inherited, to name one example.


      3) Abilities that relied on techniques rather than the body (such as singing or calculation) could be used.


      4) The user will hereafter be referred to as A, and the mother who is the source of abilities will hereafter be referred to as B. In order for A to make use of B’s magic, A must think of B as their mother, and B must think of A as their child. A blood relationship need not be considered.


      Essentially, if Luka thought of someone as his mother, and they thought of him as a son, he could make use of half of their abilities. And Luka had eight people, including Juno, whom he called “mom.”


      It was a secret that Juno was effectively Souma’s eighth wife, and that Luka was his second youngest child. However, Juno frequently brought Luka to play at the castle, and often left him with Liscia and the others to look after when her work got busy, so he’d grown up alongside his half-siblings, loved by all of their mothers. That was why he called Liscia, Aisha, Juna, Roroa, Naden, Maria, and Yuriga his moms—and why they thought of him as their own son.


      Prime Minister Ichiha later published a paper asking whether magic arose not just from bloodline, but also from environment. It shook the world of mage studies...but that’s a story for another time.


      “Who did that freezing magic?”


      “Probably Momma Liscia’s Ice Sword Mountain, paired with Momma Juna’s water magic.”


      “Hahh... My son really is talented,” Juno said proudly.


      The final feature of the blessing was simple.


      5) In the case that there were multiple Bs, the abilities of different Bs may be used simultaneously.


      Due to this, Luka had an unprecedented ability—to use magic of multiple elements at the same time. Because even if someone had possessed the same magic before, having multiple mothers was uncommon enough that it would probably have gone unnoticed. In this instance, it was Liscia’s and Juna’s magic he had used.


      But even if he could use multiple elements, that didn’t change the fact that all of his magic was an inferior version of his mothers’, so he was a jack-of-all-trades and master of none. Still, he was making full use of that versatility.


      The men reached towards him, preparing another attack.


      To strengthen his magic, Luka pictured his mothers.


      “Mom. Momma Aisha. Momma Yuriga. I’m borrowing the power of the wind!”


      The next moment, a sudden, violent gust of wind burst forth from Luka’s extended hand.
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      Royal Academy Arc


      Roroa and Mini Roroa


      “Squeee! Lady Roroa! You’re Lady Roroa, aren’t ya?!”


      “Wh-What, why’re you shoutin’ all of a sudden?”


      It was the day Tomoe had brought her friends to the castle. The moment Lucy spotted the object of her admiration, Roroa, she burst with excitement and immediately grabbed Roroa’s hand.


      “I’m a big fan! Let me shake your hand!”


      Without waiting for a response, she began vigorously shaking it.


      After everyone had settled down, Souma and his five queens, along with Tomoe and her four friends, all sat down for tea together in one big group of eleven. Naturally, Lucy sneakily grabbed the seat next to Roroa.


      “Ohhh, Big Sister Roroa.”


      Lucy’s fawning put an uncharacteristically awkward look on Roroa’s face. “Nobody’s ever called me Big Sister before. It feels kinda funny.”


      “Then how about Big-Sister-in-Law Roroa?”


      “Who’re you plannin’ on marryin’?! Neither me nor Darlin’ have a little brother, y’know?”


      “Well, how about Momma Roroa?”


      “You’re gonna marry my kid?! How big an age gap is that gonna be?!”


      “I figure I’ve got a pretty wide strike zone.”


      “I don’t care! I’m not givin’ my kid to just anybody!”


      “I’m not just anybody. My family runs The Cat’s Tree.”


      “I know that much!”


      “Oh, yeah, come to think of it, you have an older brother, right?”


      “Huh? Well... Yeah, I do.”


      “If I were to get hitched with him, maybe I couldn’t be your little-sister-in-law, but you’d be mine, huh? Lady Roroa as my little sister... I could go for that too.”


      “No, you couldn’t! Nuh-uh... Maybe I oughta take this girl down, here and now, for my big brother and big-sister-in-law’s peace of mind?”


      “I’m just kiddin’ about all of this. I’d really rather you be my Big Sister.”


      “Urgh... After all this back-and-forth, I’m thinkin’ maybe I’m ready to just accept that.”


      “If it means you’ll let me call you Big Sister, I don’t mind bein’ your little brother!”


      “You’re gettin’ a sex change?! Do you really need to go that far?!”


      “Hey, now, ya never know. I know how I look, but maybe I’m actually a boy in girls’ clothin’.”


      “A cross-dressin’ boy?! Those exist?!”


      “The opposite does too, y’know? Ichiha has a cute face, doesn’t he?”


      “Ichiha’s a cross-dressin’ girl?! You know...I’d buy it.”


      “Hold on, you two!” He hadn’t been able to get a word in edgewise until now, but once they started calling him a cross-dressing girl, Ichiha finally couldn’t take it anymore and spoke up. “Who are you calling a cross-dressing girl?! I’m a boy!”


      “Oh, but Ichiha would look good in some of my clothes...” Tomoe muttered.


      “Even you, Tomoe?!”


      Because she was someone he got along with, Ichiha became visibly depressed. Seeing that, Roroa gave Lucy a light poke on the head. “Hey, your joke went and made Ichiha real sad.”


      “Nya ha ha! Soooo-rryyyy.”


      “Are ya really? I dunno, I’m not convinced.”


      “I am, okaaaay? My regret runs higher than the mountain fold, and deeper than the valley fold.”


      “Origami folds?! That’s some paper-thin regret!”


      “I’m just tryin’ to paper things over here.”


      “See, you’re not really that sorry at all!”


      “Jeez, Big Sister Roroa, you’re so needy.”


      “Me?! I’m the bad one here?!”


      “You two really are in sync...” Liscia cut in with an exasperated sigh, and everyone nodded in agreement.


      “If you told me she was Roroa’s sister, I’d believe it,” Aisha said, with Souma following up, “She’s like a mini Roroa.”


      Roroa’s eyes widened in surprise. Then, slamming her hands down on the table as she stood up, she jabbed a finger in Lucy’s direction. “Huh? I’m like this?”


      “You didn’t realize? Well, I do find that part of you annoyingly cute, you know?” Souma said.


      “Drop the annoyin’ bit! I thought I was the lovable type!”


      As Roroa reeled in plain shock, Lucy scooted right up beside her. “I love ya. I even keep a tiny shrine to Lady Roroa on the shop’s premises.”


      “That’s some overbearin’ love! It’s already turnin’ into a religion!”


      “Oh, Lady Roroa’s such a cute goddess!”


      ““““““““““She’s a queen!”””””””””” everyone retorted in unison.


      Incidentally, because this exchange was so funny, Souma would later decide to start this world’s first comedy program featuring Roroa and Lucy, but...that’s another story.


      Making Goods for the Ghost Festival


      “Your Majesty, I’ve come at your behest,” Sebastian said with a reverent bow upon arriving.


      I’d called Roroa and Sebastian to the governmental affairs office today. Since I’d be leaning on Roroa’s company for the Ghost Festival, with Sebastian as its public face, I needed to talk to them both quickly.


      “I want to create some things that’ll make it easy for ordinary people to dress up for the Ghost Festival.” I laid a piece of paper on the desk where they could both see it. It was a simple sketch of a hairband with cat ears attached. “I’d like your company to develop and mass-produce items like this, which let people dress up just by putting them on.”


      I was thinking of something like the mouse ears sold at a certain “land of dreams” to help guests enjoy the park. (Or was it to subject them to peer pressure from their fellow guests?)


      “We don’t have much time before the event, but could I ask you to take care of it?”


      “Let’s see...” Sebastian said. He looked like the sort of gentleman who ought to be sipping Earl Grey and stroking his mustache. “If we can gain the cooperation of companies with the right connections, mass-producing simple items should be possible. That said, it assumes we’ve decided what to produce from the start.”


      That meant we wouldn’t make it in time if we began by rattling off ideas. That was within expectations.


      “I want to narrow down the number of items and decide what we’re making here. I plan to put a lot of detail into the loreleis’ outfits, but for the people’s costumes, cheap, simple, and plentiful is what we want.”


      Besides, there’d be a sense of taboo around dressing up in monster costumes that were too involved. I’d discussed this with Bishop Souji and the higher-ups of the other state religions, but since this was our first time trying it, I needed to carefully watch the people’s reactions.


      “I’ll have the loreleis wear demon-like costumes, but we’ll need other ghost costumes too.”


      “Ghosts, huh...?” Roroa crossed her arms and cocked her head. “I can’t think of any.”


      Oh, right... This world doesn’t have many ideas of what ghosts are like. There were only the traditional ghost and the will-o’-wisp. Zombies and skeletons existed, but they were classified as monsters instead. The flame pierrots I’d invented were treated as a new monster species too. It had to be the fact that you couldn’t see them that gave ghosts and yokai their flavor.


      “So, I was thinking I’d fill that gap with ghosts from my world. Using the ones that can be made the cutest... For starters, there’s this.” I showed them a cutesy ghost drawing I’d done from memory.


      “Darlin’, what’s this?”


      “It’s a jiangshi. They’re a type of ghost from my world.”


      “What kind of yokai is it?”


      “It’s a reanimated corpse... I guess. Some kind of mage puts a talisman on them and can control them freely... Basically, it’s like a remote-control zombie. It’s foreign to me too, so I can’t really go into detail about its origins.”


      “Hmm... Is there anythin’ more distinctive about it?” Roroa asked.


      “Well...” I racked my brain. “Because of rigor mortis, they can’t bend their arms or legs, so they hop around like this, with their arms outstretched.”


      I stood up and mimicked the child jiangshi from an old movie my grandpa owned, hopping in time to a children’s song about pigeons. That caught Roroa’s attention, and her eyes sparkled.


      “What’s that all about?! It’s an awfully cheerful ghost.”


      “Well, it’s a zombie variant, so I think they’re scary, but...”


      Hrm... I don’t think I’m explaining this well. The movie was my only reference, and I lacked the knowledge to correct it. Maybe this was what it felt like when foreigners got the wrong idea about samurai.


      “Got anythin’ else?”


      “Well, there’s this one ghost that’s a giant single eye that says, ‘You damn lolicons’...”




      That was how I ended up explaining the ghosts of my old world to Roroa. Because my tastes were a little eccentric, I might’ve gotten carried away and fed her some incorrect information too. The end result was a set of simple costumes for jiangshi, tengu, wolf men, wolf women, and others. On top of that, Roroa’s company sold an encyclopedia of Earth’s yokai, which was well received.


      That sparked a ghost story boom in the castle, and...


      “Souma! Would you stop trying to turn the royal capital into a den of demons?!”


      In the end, Liscia gave me yet another lecture.


      Those Who Are Nameless Have Stories Too


      In a dark room within a building at the Royal Academy, a group of people had gathered.


      “Everyone, tomorrow’s the day that he will grace our academy with his presence.”


      “President! Has the day finally come?!” one of them asked excitedly.


      The young man with glasses they called “president” nodded firmly. “Yes. Our Monster Research Society is about to make a giant leap forward!”


      These students belonged to the Monster Research Society, or MonSoc for short. As the name implied, it was a campus group dedicated to the study of monsters. Because of how creepy their subject matter was, they were often viewed with disdain by other students. In the academy’s caste structure, they were firmly at the bottom.


      That had begun to change recently, however, thanks to the publication of a certain book in the royal capital.


      Hakuya, the kingdom’s prime minister, had worked with Ichiha Chima, an exchange student from the Duchy of Chima in the Union of Eastern Nations, to make major waves in monster research. The result was The Monster Encyclopedia. Once taboo, monster research had gained legitimacy thanks to its clear ties to national defense and the economy. With Ichiha’s easy-to-understand illustrations, the book became an overnight bestseller. (Or would have, if most copies weren’t being lent out instead of sold.)


      With the importance of monster research now widely recognized, MonSoc’s own existence had been reevaluated. One sign of that was the fact that female students had begun joining a club previously made up entirely of nerdy guys... Incidentally, those girls watched the president and his overexcited peers with visible exasperation.


      “Tomorrow’s the entrance ceremony, and they say our god, Sir Ichiha, will be there! We must recruit him, no matter what!”


      “But President, competition between clubs is getting fierce,” another member said. “How can an indoorsy group like ours compete?”


      Ever since Souma took the throne, the values of the knightly and noble classes had shifted. The academy’s old authority structure had been shaken as demand rose for specialists in particular fields. The same was true for clubs and societies, which was precisely why female students had joined MonSoc.


      “Yes... That is a problem,” the president said, crossing his arms and groaning.


      One girl who’d been quietly observing raised her hand. “President, if I talk to him, I think I can manage it.”


      Adjusting his glasses, the president asked, “What do you mean, Sara?”


      “There are kids from my household on the athletics teams. With their help, I think securing one new student would be easy.”


      Sara was the daughter of a mid-ranking noble family. Between her blonde hair, slightly gaudy clothes, and lineage, it was honestly a mystery why she belonged to this club at all.


      “Hmm... Are you sure?” the president asked, concern creeping into his voice. “The athletics clubs want new members too. Is it really all right for their members to help us? Relying on influence like that is frowned upon now. Won’t this cause trouble for you?”


      “They want people who’re actually athletic,” Sara replied with a dismissive wave. “He’s capable, sure, but like the rest of you, Ichiha’s not exactly good at physical exercise, right?”


      “Yes... Most likely.”


      “Then they won’t want him. If I let them know in advance that I’m borrowing their members, it should be fine.” Sara stood. “In that case, President, let’s go negotiate right away.”


      “N-Now? I’m, um, not emotionally prepared for this.”


      “You want Ichiha in the club, no matter what, right?”


      “I do... All right. Let’s go.”


      The two of them left the room together. As they walked down the hall, the president spoke up. “You know, I’m truly glad someone as capable as you joined MonSoc.”


      “Oh, no. I joined for my own benefit, so don’t worry about it.”


      “Your own benefit? Are you aiming for Sir Ichiha?” the president ventured.


      “Ah ha ha. I may be a noble, but I’m not about to overreach by chasing a VIP from another country,” Sara said, dabbing at the corner of her eye. “That said, my family’s instructed me to stake a claim on any gentleman I find interesting.”


      The president crossed his arms and groaned. “Hmm. I wonder if anyone’s met your standards.”


      “Yes... Well,” Sara said with a suppressed chuckle. “Have no worries. I’m marking my territory now.”


      Those without names have stories of their own too.


      Encouragement for a Hard Worker


      “So... How does it look?”


      Inside Prime Minister Hakuya’s workroom, the girl from Malmkhitan, Yuriga Haan, stood before her teacher. Hakuya looked over the paper she’d handed him, then let out a sigh.


      “With your current grades...” he said, handing Yuriga’s test paper back. “It’ll be difficult for you to get into the same academy class as Little Sister and Sir Ichiha.”


      “I...see.”


      With the academy entrance examination that would determine class assignments fast approaching, Yuriga was gauging her placement using a mock exam Hakuya had prepared. Because classes were divided by performance, Tomoe and Ichiha were considered shoo-ins for the top class. For Yuriga, though, whether she’d be able to join them remained uncertain.


      “There’s really no need to push yourself to be in the same class, is there?” Hakuya continued. “You’ll all be together at the castle either way. You’d only be separated during lessons.”


      “I-It’s not like I don’t want to be separated from them!” Yuriga snapped, turning her head aside. “Sir... I just can’t accept Tomoe and Ichiha getting ahead of me.”


      “Is that so?” From her tone, Hakuya could tell she was putting up a brave front, but he also knew she’d stubbornly deny it if he pointed that out, so he let it slide. “Still, if you want to raise your grades further in such a short time...it’ll be quite a burden, you know?”


      “I’m prepared for that.”


      “ Very well. Then we’ll increase your study load.” As he spoke, Hakuya placed a hand gently on top of Yuriga’s head. “But you mustn’t push yourself too hard. If you ruin your health, Little Sister will be sad.”


      “I-I don’t really care how Tomoe feels, but... Okay,” Yuriga replied, sounding every bit a tsundere.




      After that, Yuriga studied like mad, often late into the night, to the point that even Tomoe and Ichiha worried she was overdoing it. One evening, as Yuriga sat at her desk buried in her books, a sudden knock at the door broke her concentration.


      “Y-Yes?” she called out, startled. “Come in.”


      The door opened, and Souma and Liscia stepped inside.


      “Sir Souma? Lady Liscia too? What brings you here so late?”


      “Well, Hakuya told us you’ve been studying hard,” Souma said with a smile, prompting a wary look from Yuriga. “So I brought you a late-night snack. Just a little encouragement. Still, I figured it wouldn’t be right for a man to visit a girl’s room this late, even if you are a child, so I had Liscia come along.”


      He showed her a tray with a rice ball resting on it. That must be the midnight snack, Yuriga thought.


      Beside him, Liscia let out an exasperated sigh. “Souma worries about the strangest things.”


      “I mean, Fuuga entrusted her care to us. If any strange rumors got started, I’d be in real trouble.”


      “Well, sure, but...”


      “Um... Thank you for your consideration, Sir Souma,” Yuriga interjected quickly.


      It’d be a hassle if they started a marital spat in her doorway. Liscia closed her mouth, and Souma smiled as he brought the tray over and set it on Yuriga’s desk.


      “This brings back memories,” Souma said. “When I used to study late at night, my grandma would bring me snacks too. It feels different from dinner somehow, doesn’t it?”


      “You studied at night too, Sir Souma?”


      “Yeah. Since this world’s only stable light source is lightmoss, studying at night isn’t common, but in my world, it was bright even in the dead of night. And the year before I was summoned here, I had entrance exams too...” He paused, then smiled gently. “So even if this is all I can do, I wanted to tell you to keep it up, Yuriga.”


      “Right... Thank you.”




      With that, Souma and Liscia quietly left the room.


      Outside, Tomoe stood waiting by the door.


      “I gave her the rice ball you made,” Souma said, patting her head.


      “Thank you, Big Brother.”


      Tomoe had wanted to do something for Yuriga, who was working so hard, and had gone to Souma and the others for advice. The idea of a late-night snack had been his suggestion. Tomoe had made the rice ball herself, but if Yuriga knew that, she might’ve been too stubborn to accept it. That was why Souma and Liscia, the king and queen, had delivered it instead... She couldn’t refuse them.


      I want us to be in the same class too, Yuriga, Tomoe thought as she gazed at the closed door.


      In Velza’s Room


      Velza had a room in the girls’ dormitory on the Royal Academy grounds.


      “So you’ve been living in the dorms, huh, Vel?” Tomoe asked.


      “Yes. My family home in the God-Protected Forest is quite far from here, after all.”


      Today, Velza had invited Tomoe, Yuriga, and Lucy to visit her room. When they’d learned she lived in the dorms, the others had been eager to see it. Incidentally, due to the strict no-boys-allowed policy in the girls’ dormitory, Ichiha hadn’t been able to come along.


      Lucy chuckled. “Well, knowin’ how pretty Ichiha is, if we’d dressed him up in girls’ clothes, I bet he could’ve gotten in, don’t you?”


      “Ahh, that’s for sure. He’d make a real beauty.”


      “Give the poor kid a break...”


      Tomoe ended up agreeing despite herself, while Yuriga played the straight man.


      Looking around, Lucy said, “Still, it’s more normal than I’d expected.”


      “What kind of room were you imagining?” Velza asked.


      “Weeeellll.” Lucy snickered. “Seein’ as you’re a dark elf, Velie, and they’re famous for bein’ incredible archers, I figured you’d have a bow, some arrows, and maybe the heads of animals you hunted.”


      “This isn’t an officers’ academy,” Velza replied calmly. “Weapons are prohibited, so I left my favorite bow and quiver at home.”


      “...So you do have them,” Lucy said with a wry smile.


      Now it was Tomoe’s turn. “I don’t see a kitchen. How do you eat?”


      “In the cafeteria. Meals are prepared for dorm residents.”


      “Oh, hmm. Same as Ichiha and me, then,” Yuriga said.


      Since they lived in Parnam Castle, they usually ate in the castle cafeteria. They could’ve requested room service as foreign guests, but eating alone was dull. Tomoe and her family sometimes joined them, making for lively dinners.


      “That actually sounds kinda fun,” Lucy said, having flopped onto Velza’s bed at some point. Of the four, she lived the most ordinary life.


      “Isn’t commuting from home easier?” Velza asked.


      “Not at all,” Lucy replied, waving it off. “If I’m home, I get roped into helpin’ at the shop. That means bein’ the lovable poster girl for customers, y’know? Well...I do get an allowance, so I don’t really mind.”


      “Well, aren’t you crafty,” Yuriga said with a shrug.


      “You wanna try workin’ too, Yurie? I bet you’d be popular.”


      “Club training’s already brutal enough... I can’t work on top of that,” Yuriga replied seriously. Mage Soccer Club members endured intense training.


      “Oh. Uh, sorry,” Lucy backed off.


      Tomoe clapped her hands together. “But earning your own money sounds wonderful. I’d love to give Big Brother and my big sisters birthday presents with money I earned myself.”


      “If you worked there, a third of the customers would be your bodyguards,” Yuriga said.


      “Ohh, you’ve got a point.”


      Tomoe smiled wryly as she imagined it. The guards wouldn’t just be lurking nearby; there’d probably be plainclothes bodyguards mixed in with the customers.


      “If they’re payin’, I’m happy to welcome her guards,” Lucy said cheerfully.


      “You really are crafty,” Yuriga shot back.


      Velza quietly raised her hand. “In that case... I’d like to try working too. The Cooking Society doesn’t meet every day.”


      “Really? We’d love to have ya, Velie,” Lucy said, hugging her arm. “We can be the Poster Girl Sisters at The Cat’s Tree. We’ll take the world by storm.”


      “I don’t want to take the world by storm...just earn money.”


      “Is there something you want to buy?” Tomoe asked.


      “I want to give a present to the people who’ve taken care of me,” Velza replied shyly.
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      The way her cheeks flushed and her small smile appeared made the others curious.


      “A present? Who for? Who for?”


      “Is it for the person you said you wanted to serve?”


      “I’m not lettin’ go till you tell us!”


      “I-It’s a secret.”


      As the three pressed closer, Velza turned away, and when she finally reached her limit and burst out, the girls’ talk only grew livelier from there.


      The Ghost Festival (The Republic Team’s Perspective)


      “Ookyakya! This is getting exciting!” Kuu exclaimed as he took in the festival’s hustle and bustle.


      Kuu, Taru, and Leporina had come to the first Parnam Ghost Festival as ordinary attendees. Leporina, dressed in a short black outfit with bat wings sprouting from the back, spun in front of Kuu.


      “Hey, hey, Master Kuu, does this suit me?”


      She was wearing a devil girl costume, the thin fabric accentuating her figure enough to make Kuu avert his eyes.


      “W-Well... I guess it’s okay?” Thump! “Ow!”


      He turned towards the impact and saw Taru standing there, wearing a pointy witch’s hat and black cape, gripping the staff she’d just used on him and looking dissatisfied.


      “Wh-What was that for, Taru?!”


      “You don’t understand how women feel, Master Kuu. You have to look at her properly.”


      “You say that, but Leporina’s...”


      “Not just your bodyguard anymore?” Taru asked flatly. Kuu was left speechless.


      Shortly before Souma’s wedding, Kuu had become engaged to his childhood friends Taru and Leporina. That made this Ghost Festival his first festival date with his two fiancées. Until now, because of his feelings for Taru, he’d done his best not to see Leporina as a woman, even when he noticed his own affection for her. But now that he’d accepted her as a fiancée with Taru’s blessing, he had to face that reality.


      I tried to ignore her for so long... Can you blame me for being confused?


      Leporina smiled as if she could read his thoughts. “I get it, Master Kuu. You’re feeling shy, right?”


      “D-Don’t be stupid. Why would I feel that way about you...?”


      “Hee hee. You can look more, you know. I dressed up to get you to compliment me,” she said, striking a pose.


      “Oh yeah? Bring it on! Then I’m gonna look!”


      Kuu stared at her. With the proportions of a model, long slender limbs, and curves in all the right places...


      “Take that!”


      “Ow! Again, Taru?!”


      Another sharp smack made Kuu’s eyes water as he protested, while Taru gripped her staff and looked away.


      “When you only look at Leporina... It kinda makes me mad.”


      “That’s totally unreasonable!”


      “...I dressed up too.”


      “You did?” Kuu said, rubbing his head. “Yeah, you look cute too, of course. You usually dress like a boy, but today you’re dressed like a girl...even if it’s as a witch. There’s no way you wouldn’t look cute.”


      After a brief pause of surprise, Taru replied, “...Thanks.”


      She remained expressionless, but there was something faintly pleased in her demeanor. Seeing that, Leporina puffed out her cheeks.


      “Murgh... How come you can praise Taru so easily? You didn’t hesitate at all.”


      Kuu let out his trademark monkey-like laugh. “I’ve been wooing her for way longer. Why would I be embarrassed now?”


      “Whaaa? That’s how it works?”


      “Yeah. Complimenting you feels trickier... I feel like you’d give me a smug look, so I feel conflicted about doing it.”


      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?!”


      “I kinda get it...” Taru added.


      “Even you, Taru?!”


      Left betrayed, Leporina teetered on the verge of tears. But seeing her like that, Kuu and Taru both agreed it was unfair how cute she looked.


      They exchanged a glance, then each offered her a hand.


      “Come on. Don’t sulk forever,” Kuu said. “Let’s go, Leporina.”


      “We don’t get festivals like this every day,” Taru added. “We should enjoy it.”


      Leporina wiped her eyes, smiled, and took both their hands.


      “Okay! I wouldn’t want you leaving me behind!”


      The bond between the three childhood friends seemed unchanged...and yet, somehow, just a little different.

    

  

  
    
      Mercenary State Zem Arc


      Souma and Maria Watch


      We were having a relaxed get-together after the first conference where Maria and I had met face-to-face.


      “It looks like everyone’s having a good time.”


      “Yes. Everyone does seem to be enjoying themselves.”


      As we talked, I watched my companions. They had each found someone they could get along with and were engaged in pleasant conversation. Maria chuckled.


      “I’d expected talks with another nation to be more tense. During this sort of get-together, you’d expect us all to be trying to get a feel for the other side’s intentions, you know? But everyone’s acting as they normally would.”


      “Well, our countries have amicable relations, so it’d be weird for our subordinates to be fighting when we’re not... It looks like our second-in-commands are getting along too.”


      I smiled wryly as I caught a glimpse of Hakuya and Jeanne out of the corner of my eye. Jeanne seemed to be enjoying herself, and Hakuya gave off a much softer impression than he usually did. Maria must have noticed it too, because she was smiling gently.


      “I guess I should have expected your subordinates would be like this. You approach everyone without prejudice. They must have learned from watching you, Sir Souma. That’s how they can be so open with everyone.”


      It was a little embarrassing to be given such a direct compliment.


      “I could say the same of the Empire. Because their leader is so soft and fuzzy, her subordinates are kind too.”


      “Oh, my? Me? Soft and fuzzy?”


      Maria puffed up her cheeks in mock anger. Even though I knew she was a year older than Juna, it still made her look like a cute little girl. I shrugged.


      “Having met and talked with you, I can say you’re pretty soft and fuzzy.”


      “That’s quite a thing to say. I am an empress, you know.”


      “My apologies, Your Imperial Majesty,” I said jokingly.


      “Yes. Very good,” she said in a self-important tone. She hated wielding her power like this, so I knew she was just messing around like I was.


      Then both of us broke out laughing.


      “Ha ha ha, I don’t know what it is, but even though I know you’re supposed to be important, I can’t help but laugh when you act like that.”


      “Hee hee! It’s because I’m not good at acting important. When I do it in front of you, it’s really just an act.”


      “Like you’re playing empress?”


      “Yes, that’s a good way of putting it.”


      After we’d had a good laugh, Maria smiled.


      “It’s so peaceful here.”


      “Hmm? What’s this about, all of a sudden?”


      “If we could laugh like this with everyone, we wouldn’t need the Mankind Declaration...”


      She said that like we’d be better off without it. That was probably how she really felt too. Maria’s Mankind Declaration existed to force the signing nations to band together in the face of the Demon Lord’s Domain. She had taken the heavy burden of leading them upon herself. But if there were a way for countries to work together without compulsion, nothing could be better than that. After all, it would free her from the huge weight on her shoulders.


      “Our country may not be a signatory state...but we do support your ideals,” I said.


      “Sir Souma...”


      “Once Kuu inherits the Republic, they’ll be reliable allies too. In a few more years...just a few more years, you won’t need to shoulder everything by yourself.”


      If Maria threw in the towel now, I’d be in trouble. The role she played in maintaining the delicate balance between the countries on this continent couldn’t be overstated. If she said she was retracting the Mankind Declaration tomorrow, the world would be thrown into disarray. That sort of chaos could lead to the rise of ambitious people like Fuuga.


      But...I couldn’t rely on Maria forever.


      There was no way it was healthy to put this much stress on one woman. Someday, we all had to move on from the Mankind Declaration and set her free.


      “Just wait a little longer, Madam Maria. Soon enough, my country will be capable of shouldering the burden alongside yours. I’m sure Hakuya would agree. Together with my companions, we’ll change the situation that’s put this heavy burden all on you.”


      “...Will you?” Maria smiled slightly. “I suppose I’ll have to keep working just a little longer, until that day arrives, then.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “Don’t be. I chose this path for myself. But...” Maria looked at me. “Do hurry.”


      “I will.”


      With that, I gave my sworn friend a firm nod.


      Mio and Owen Rekindle Old Ties


      “Madam Mio, are you all right? You’re not looking so good.”


      During the get-together, Owen, who was both Souma’s personal trainer and sounding board, approached Georg Carmine’s daughter with concern. Owen was a former commander in the Army and had greatly respected him, so he always wanted to look out for her.


      Mio gave Owen a weak smile.


      “I-I’m fine. It’s just that the amount of information I have to take in is dizzying.”


      She was constantly wondering, What am I doing here? Here Mio was, in the same place as the empress and her entourage. She couldn’t believe it. The relationship between the Kingdom and the Empire had changed completely in the time she was away. During King Albert’s reign, they hadn’t known what the Empire’s intentions were and had just been jerked around by everything the Empire did. Now they were building an amicable relationship as partners in an alliance.


      “There was a time not so long ago when all of this would have seemed impossible.”


      “Well, our country has gone through a lot,” Owen said, crossing his arms with a smile. “His Majesty and Lady Liscia have both tried their hardest.”


      “I can see that.”


      “You’ll be even more surprised when we return to the Kingdom. His Majesty will keep his word and launch a new investigation into your father’s actions. Depending on the result, the House of Carmine could even be restored.”


      “Ah ha ha... I guess so.”


      Mio’s laugh sounded a little troubled. I don’t really care about that though... She was no longer fixated on Souma and her father at this point.


      “So the House of Carmine will be restored...huh?”


      “Hmm? Is something the matter?”


      “Oh, no... It’s just that I’d be the head of the household, wouldn’t I?”


      “You would indeed.”


      Mio scratched her cheek awkwardly as Owen looked at her as if she’d just said the most obvious thing in the world.


      “Um... I’m a capable warrior, but governing isn’t my strong suit. My father had more or less given up on me there...”


      “Ahh...” Without another word, Owen looked at her with a small, wry smile.


      Realizing the situation, Mio continued, “As you’ve likely figured out... I’m not the smartest person around...”


      “Mmm... W-Well, I’ve heard that when Duke Carmine was young, he was entirely focused on his skills as a warrior and was scolded by his father for it. You’ve still got room to grow, Madam Mio.”


      “Oh? Is that right?”


      Mio had the impression that her father was skilled with both the pen and the sword, but apparently that hadn’t been true in his youth. Owen nodded.


      “I hear that he devoted himself to his administrative duties around the time he brought a wife into the household. Ga ha ha! He must have wanted to show her his good side. Or maybe he didn’t want her to see his weaknesses. That’s how men are, after all.”


      “I’m surprised...”


      Even living with my father, I never knew that aspect of him.


      Owen clapped a hand on Mio’s shoulder.


      “Well, when the house is restored, I expect you’ll bring in a husband. You can choose someone who’s skilled at administrative work.”


      “Ahh, Father said that too... Ah!”


      “Is something the matter?”


      “You know, I just remembered there was a bureaucrat who earned my father’s rare praise... Right. I believe Sir Colbert was his name.”


      “Colbert? The Minister of Finance?”


      “Yes. Though he still served the Principality of Amidonia at the time.”


      Father praised him, and if he’s the Minister of Finance now, he can handle administrative work. I don’t think I could ask for better than that, Mio thought.


      “Um, Sir Owen, may I ask a question?”


      “What is it?”


      “Would you say I’m pretty?”


      “...Huh?” Owen stood there gaping, not sure what he’d been asked for a moment. “Oh, um, I think you’re more than pretty enough, Madam Mio... Why ask that so suddenly?”


      “Oh, I thought I might be able to use my womanly weapons to ensnare a gentleman,” Mio said in a flirtatious tone, a serious look on her face. “I think I’ve inherited Mother’s good looks. I learned from Father that in war, you must use every means and weapon at your disposal. They say that love is war, so I thought I might face my target with all the weapons I can muster.”


      Owen was taken aback to hear Mio talk like this so seriously.


      Naden and Krahe Talk


      During the get-together, Souma’s second secondary queen, Naden, was talking with Krahe, a commander from the Empire.


      “So then Souma and I took care of the storm that attacked the Star Dragon Mountain Range.”


      “I see, I see. That’s just lovely.”


      It was less a conversation and more Naden recounting the story of how she met Souma, while Krahe enthusiastically nodded along and urged her to continue.


      “Was it a natural storm?” he asked.


      “No way. There was this weird thing inside the clouds that was causing it.”


      “The Lurker in the Clouds... I like it! It sounds exciting! So, what happened? Did the lurker have a terrifying and dignified form, like some sort of demon lord?”


      “Oh... It was a cube. Like, a metallic one.”


      “A metallic cube...huh?” Krahe looked blatantly disappointed. “The Cube in the Tempest... It’s strange, I’ll give it that, but it lacks impact. Now, if there were a massive, bat-winged devil or a three-headed dragon, then we’d have something to be excited about.”


      What’s the Thousand Year Dragon King got to do with this? Souma would probably have joked if he were there to hear it.


      Naden sighed in exasperation. “I can’t change what we saw, so you’ll have to live with it. But it did make an impact if you were actually there. There were these patterns carved into the thing, glowing faintly, and more than anything, it was just huge.”


      “Hmm... When you put it that way, maybe it does work.”


      “...Is the way it looks that important?”


      “Of course!” Krahe leaned in close to Naden, a serious look on his face. “Stories of heroes and saints need a terrifying and dignified enemy! No matter how strong the hero or how revered the saint, their story can’t function with them alone. The people respect Lady Maria as a saint, and King Souma was summoned to be a hero. The story of our times will be sung for ages to come. We’re just waiting for the enemy they’ll stand against to appear.”


      He spoke as if enraptured, barely pausing for breath. It reminded Naden of how Maria had described him as a romanticist...perhaps to an unhealthy degree.


      “Wouldn’t it be better if there were no enemy? Nothing beats peace.”


      “What are you saying? The story needs a powerful enemy for them to strike down! Our lives are short, but if people tell stories of us, they’ll last a hundred generations. If I could leave even one page in Madam Maria’s story, I’d know no greater bliss.”


      “That’s...”


      Wrong, somehow, Naden thought. Back in the Star Dragon Mountain Range, Souma had told her that while a tree that remained beautiful forever was wonderful, the flowers that bloomed briefly before falling were beautiful too. It felt like, in trying to leave his name behind in a story, Krahe was grasping at eternity.


      I don’t think Souma would say something like that. He wouldn’t care about leaving his name in history. Instead, Cian’s and Kazuha’s young, innocent faces came to mind. Even if his name doesn’t remain, preserving his children’s lives and wishes into the future is enough... That’s what he’d think. I feel like I understand that now.


      Naden chuckled softly. She adored Cian and Kazuha. But wouldn’t her own child be even dearer to her? Then again, the grannies in town always said it was easier to dote on children who weren’t yours, since you didn’t bear responsibility for them. But I still want Souma’s child. For the future.


      She squirmed, covering her flushing cheeks with her hands.


      Krahe tilted his head at her behavior. “Hmm? Is something the matter?”


      She cleared her throat to hide her embarrassment. “No...it’s nothing.”


      Even if she told the man in front of her what she was thinking, he probably wouldn’t understand. Everyone had their own values. That was something she’d learned since coming to the Kingdom.


      But a story requires a strong villain...huh?


      Looking at Krahe’s friendly smile, Naden felt a faint unease. He was pure, in a way. True to his dreams and desires. On its own, that might’ve been a virtue. But wasn’t it dangerous to seek out an enemy just to fulfill that dream?


      Maybe I should report this to Souma later... Naden thought as she continued watching him.


      Aisha and Gunther Face One Another


      ““.........””


      During the get-together, Aisha stood facing one of the Empire’s commanders, Gunther. In her hands, she held plates piled high with food, which she greedily gobbled up.


      This man... He seems to have considerable skill. What is he thinking...?


      Unlike Krahe, Gunther was a man of few words, and that put Aisha on guard. Even now, while everyone else was enjoying themselves, he stood alone in silence. He wasn’t eating or drinking, just glaring at her with a deep frown.


      “Are you not going to talk to anyone?” she asked.


      “...There is no need.”


      “Then why not eat something? It’s all delicious, you know?”


      “...There is no need for that either.”


      “Murgh.”


      He was completely unapproachable—not that she wanted to be friends with him. It just unsettled her to face a warrior of unquestionable skill who was so unreadable. Protecting Souma was her highest priority, so she kept a careful eye on him. And since the food looked good, she ate while she watched.


      Still, simply eating in silence while staring at him felt awkward, so she tried to keep the conversation going.


      “Everyone looks like they’re having fun. Why don’t you loosen up a little?”


      “...No. That is not my role as a warrior.”


      I really can’t figure out what he’s thinking... Aisha sighed inwardly. She came from a martial background. Strong, but not especially clever, she knew she wasn’t perceptive enough to read someone’s thoughts from subtle words or gestures. She understood people best when they crossed swords and traded blows. That was how warriors communicated.


      Still, I can’t challenge him to a battle here.


      If she picked a duel at a gathering like this, people would question her character. Worse, it would cause trouble for Souma. She didn’t want that, so she pressed on with the conversation, even though it wasn’t her strength.


      “Then what do you think a warrior’s role is?”


      “To serve the one he has sworn himself to. To risk his life to protect them.”


      “Hmm.” Aisha nodded slowly. “I agree. I’ve sworn myself to His Majesty too.”


      “...But I had heard you were King Souma’s wife?”


      “When we first met, I was his bodyguard. Though we’re now married, my desire to protect him—even at the cost of my own life—hasn’t changed.”


      “...Is that right?”


      Oh? It felt like Gunther had softened slightly. Or maybe her sympathy had changed how she saw him. Watching him more closely, she noticed that although he stood perfectly still, his eyes were moving. Following his gaze, she spotted Souma and Maria talking nearby, then Hakuya and Jeanne. His eyes shifted between the two pairs.


      “Sir Gunther, is Madam Maria the one you’ve sworn yourself to, or is it Madam Jeanne?”


      “...I have sworn myself to both daughters of the Imperial House of Euphoria,” Gunther said, his tone heavy with resignation. “Despite their youth and beauty, they bear the weight of an empire on their shoulders. I respect that, and I believe they must be protected. I can only serve them as a warrior, but I will do everything in my power to ensure they can feel at ease.”


      “You stay on guard so they can relax theirs... Is that it?”


      Aisha felt she understood. Maria and Jeanne looked relaxed as they chatted with Souma and Hakuya. Watching over them in silence was his way of showing loyalty.


      “Heh heh! It seems you’re a fine warrior!”


      “...You’re too kind.”


      “Ah! But what about the third daughter of the Imperial Family, Madam Trill? Have you sworn loyalty to her as well?”


      Gunther’s frown deepened instantly.


      Seeing that, Aisha burst out laughing. “Pfft... Aha ha ha ha ha!”


      So he can make a face like that too. He might be more interesting than I thought.


      She made a mental note to tell Souma about this later.
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      Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Arc


      Testing the Lion-Dog Cannon


      While we were at Kishun’s mansion gathering information on Ooyamizuchi, we decided to take a break. Feeling worn down from the constant work, we sat down to enjoy tea and biscuits. The tea was something like roasted green tea, and it stirred up a sense of nostalgia in me. It would’ve been perfect to drink on a veranda in summer, but since it was winter, we instead enjoyed it indoors, looking out over the garden from a room warmed by a brazier.


      During that break, we began talking about the lion-dog cannon—the small iron cannon modeled after a crouching animal that looked like a wolf, mounted on a slanted platform—that Tomoe and her friends had found.


      “That lion-dog cannon is fascinating. Are they commonly used in the archipelago?” I asked.


      Kishun groaned thoughtfully. “In the sense that every island has them, yes. However, considering their range and power, they offer no advantage over magical attacks, so they aren’t our primary weapons of war. I suppose they see occasional use at sea, where magic is harder to employ.”


      “Hrm... I’d think they’d be pretty powerful if you fired a bunch of them in a synchronized volley.”


      In the past, I’d figured that the abundance of magical attack options, along with enchantments to reinforce armor, had rendered the development of guns largely irrelevant in this world. Cannons, however, which fired far heavier projectiles, were still used even on land. This lion-dog cannon seemed like something in between, so I thought a volley from several of them might be effective. Kishun, however, shook his head.


      “It would be cheaper and more powerful to gather a number of mages instead.”


      “But at sea? Magic is weaker there, right?”


      “It depends on how many you can load onto a ship. One large cannon is more likely to sink an enemy vessel than even ten lion-dog cannons.”


      “Is that so...”


      It seemed there were strict limitations on when they could be used. But at the same time, if those conditions were met, they might still prove useful.


      “...Kishun, why not fire it for them?” Shabon suggested with a chuckle, noticing how intently I was staring at it. “Sir Souma seems quite interested.”


      Was I that obvious?


      “They’re going to fire the iron wolf? I want to see it too, Big Brother!”


      “I’d be interested as well.”


      Tomoe and Yuriga leaned forward eagerly, and behind them, Ichiha looked just as curious. There was no way I could disappoint those sparkling eyes.


      “Kishun, would you mind giving us a demonstration? Just one shot.”


      “Of course. It will be done.”


      Kishun stepped out into the yard and got to work. He set up straw training dummies in front of a white wall, then positioned the lion-dog cannon opposite them.


      “The cannon is normally angled to extend its range, but I worry about a stray shot leaving the grounds, so I’ll support it with rocks and fire it horizontally. Its aim can be quite erratic.”


      “Hmm...”


      “I should mention, sometimes we fire a projectile slightly smaller than a child’s fist. Other times, we load it with small marbles that scatter over a wider area.”


      “I see.”


      Armor-piercing rounds or grapeshot, huh? The latter likely wouldn’t be fatal against enchanted armor, but it could still intimidate enemies.


      As I considered its uses, Kishun loaded gunpowder into the cannon, inserted a bead about the size of Tomoe’s fist, and set the fuse.


      “Okay... Here goes.”


      With that, he lit it...


      Pom!


      The cannon made a silly, almost comical sound, followed by a loud crash. Looking over, I saw the projectile had punched straight through a straw dummy and embedded itself deep in the wall behind it. That louder sound must’ve been the impact. The children stared in amazement.


      “That surprised me! It’s pretty strong.”


      “But the firing sound was goofy.”


      After Tomoe and Yuriga shared their thoughts, Kishun smiled wryly.


      “It gets its other name, the Pom-Pom, from that sound.”


      “Huh?! The Pom-Pom?!” I blurted.


      Shabon tilted her head. “Is something the matter?”


      “Uh...! Um, no... Forget it.”


      The Pom-Pom. There was a British autocannon by that name, but as a Japanese person, the Pom-Pom I thought of first was the 24 Twin Rocket Car from Godzilla Raids Again.


      “Do you think this weapon could be useful against Ooyamizuchi?”


      “...I did until I heard its nickname.”


      In Toho’s kaiju films, the 24 Twin Rocket Car fired fireworks at monsters to little effect. If this thing shared the same name...I couldn’t help feeling uneasy about relying on it.


      Loading Up the Secret Weapons


      Around the time Souma and the others had traveled to the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago and were gathering information on Kishun’s island, four women visited the Kingdom’s secret arsenal on an island near Lagoon City. They were the Kingdom’s Overscientist Genia, Merula of the Spirit Kingdom, Third Imperial Princess Trill, and Taru, the blacksmith from the Republic. Without question, these four stood at the forefront of the Kingdom’s technological development.


      They had come to retrieve Mechadra, which had been stored (or more accurately, abandoned) in Genia’s dungeon laboratory.


      To slay Ooyamizuchi, the kaiju devastating the archipelago, the Kingdom had decided to deploy Mechadra. That was why, even though most of the marines hadn’t been told why they were mobilizing, these four had been informed.


      “Who would’ve thought this thing would be used for something so important?” Merula murmured, her voice filled with both awe and concern. “I figured it’d just keep taking up space in the lab forever.”


      Even its creator laughed. “Ah ha ha, I never expected it to see real combat either.”


      “Why make something you don’t plan to use?” Merula asked.


      “You really are strange, Genia...” Taru added.


      Both Merula and Taru believed in focusing on inventions that were practical and useful.


      Meanwhile...


      “Wow, Big Sister Genia! You come up with ideas that ordinary people never could without blinking! What a genius!” Trill cried, clinging to Genia’s arm.


      Genia looked visibly uncomfortable at being embraced by someone taller and more developed than herself. Taru, glancing sidelong at them, turned her attention back to Mechadra.


      “But His Majesty had us develop additional equipment because he believed it could be useful.”


      “C’mon, get off me... Well, it does have the power to fight large creatures,” Genia said, trying to pry Trill loose. “When they filmed an episode of Overman Silvan, it managed to throw that massive rhinosaurus. Even if that was staged, His Majesty must’ve thought that with the right upgrades, it could face a real kaiju.”


      “I’m...not entirely comfortable with that,” Merula admitted.


      Genia tilted her head. “You’re opposed to using Mechadra as a weapon? I heard we got permission from the Star Dragon Mountain Range.”


      “It’s not that. I’m worried about deploying an untested weapon when lives are at stake. People are relying on our work. If something were to malfunction... Well, you understand.”


      “I do,” Taru agreed. “We were given generous funding. That shows how much the king believes in this. It’s only natural to worry whether our creation will meet expectations.”


      “Jeez, you two worry too much! Lady Merula! Lady Taru!” Trill protested. “An engineer must trust in her work! We spent so long checking for flaws and making improvements. This Mechadra is the result of all that effort! I believe in it!”


      “She’s right,” Genia said, resting a hand on Trill’s shoulder. “We’ve built the best machine possible with our current technology. Both arms are equipped with gunpowder-fired pile drivers, and even the claw blades have been refined. And then there’s the additional equipment.”


      “Like the drill, Big Sister!”


      “Ah ha ha, that’s right. It can carry the drill Trill’s so obsessed with.” Genia looked up at Mechadra. “We’ve done all we can. Now we just have to believe in the people using it...the soldiers. If their hearts are true, the technology will answer them.”


      “Hee hee, you’re right.”


      “Yeah...I think so too.”


      “Indeed!”


      Merula, Taru, and Trill nodded in agreement.


      “But I’ll miss seeing Mechadra’s heroic form towering over us,” Trill said wistfully. “Maybe I should sneak aboard a warship...hide in the luggage...”


      “Absolutely not! No stowing away!” Merula snapped.


      “I-It was only a joke! I’m Empress Maria’s younger sister! It’d cause her endless trouble!”


      “Oh, right...Trill’s a princess,” Taru said, clapping her hands as if she’d only just remembered.


      “A princess smuggling herself aboard? That’s not a prank you can pull.”


      At that moment, somewhere far away, someone may or may not have sneezed.


      No one could say for sure.


      Castor and Carla’s Reunion


      “Father! It’s been too long!”


      “Carla! It has!”


      On this day, Castor and Carla saw each other again for the first time since they’d been tried for treason. With the decision made to dispatch the fleet to the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union, Castor was preparing to depart and had been called to Parnam. While there, he’d been granted permission to visit his daughter, who now worked as a servant in the palace.


      Overcome with emotion, Carla threw herself into his arms.


      “I’m just...so glad to see you alive and well.”


      “I’m the one who should be saying that,” Castor replied, holding her tightly. “I’d heard from Accela that you were doing well, but seeing it for myself puts me at ease. I got you caught up in my stubborn foolishness... I’m so sorry.”


      “No... I was blinded by my own stubbornness too.”


      Carla stepped back and looked him over. He was dressed in his naval officer’s uniform.


      “That navy uniform really suits you.”


      “Ha ha ha, thanks. That, um...servant outfit looks surprisingly good on you too.”


      “Ah ha ha... Thanks.”


      Carla was wearing her usual frilly maid uniform. She’d grown used to it, but showing herself like this in front of her father still embarrassed her. Blushing, she fidgeted with the hem of her skirt.


      Castor smiled at her, then tilted his head. “But why was I suddenly allowed to see you, I wonder?”


      “His Majesty and Liscia must’ve arranged it,” Carla said with a wry smile. “Now that Madam Mio has returned and the truth behind Duke Carmine’s rebellion was revealed, people sympathize with you more, since you only took part out of loyalty to your friend. His Majesty even told me, ‘Taking the circumstances into consideration, I could liberate you from your status as a slave.’”


      “He did? Then you can come back to the House of Vargas?”


      “No, I refused.”


      “Huh?! Why?!”


      “I know he offered, but I’m not treated like a slave, and what I did hasn’t changed. To repay his kindness, I want to keep serving the royal family a while longer. I’ve grown used to my duties too.”


      “I see... Well, if that’s what you want, the decision is yours.”


      “Right!”


      Seeing her resolve, Castor chose to respect her decision.


      “Besides, the twins Liscia gave birth to—Prince Cian and Princess Kazuha—they’re absolutely adorable. They look at me with cherubic smiles and reach out their little hands...”


      “Uh...huh?”


      “I could stare at those darlings all day.”


      Watching the goofy grin spread across her face, Castor wondered, Did she refuse freedom because she doesn’t want to leave the royal twins? Still, if she was happy, he wouldn’t press her.


      “Anyway, enough about me,” Carla said, shaking herself back to her senses. “You’re heading to the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago, right?”


      “Yeah. As captain of the carrier Hiryuu.”


      “I’m just a servant now...so I don’t hear military details, but I can tell from everyone’s expressions that it’ll be a hard battle.”


      “Yeah... I’d say so.”


      Castor could feel it too. The island-type carrier Hiryuu, capable of deploying Dratroopers, was a revolutionary weapon that would reshape naval warfare. If the conflict were limited to ships alone, he believed their fleet was unmatched. And yet, Souma and the high command were preparing with extreme caution.


      That meant they expected something difficult.


      “But...we won’t lose.”


      “Father?”


      “I believe in my ship and my crew. I’ve seen the shipbuilders who made the Hiryuu, the sailors who serve aboard her, and the Dratroopers training to deploy. Effort doesn’t always guarantee victory, but if there’s one thing that brings it, I believe it’s that.”


      “...Yes, sir!” Carla snapped a crisp salute. “Good luck.”


      Castor returned it.


      “I’ll be back.”


      In Lagoon City, Before the Dispatch of Troops


      With the Kingdom of Friedonia preparing to dispatch its fleet, Juna traveled to Lagoon City to assist her grandmother Excel, commander in chief of the fleet, and represent Souma. It was the first major mobilization in over a decade, and Excel was buried under a mountain of paperwork.


      “Ugh, this is such a drag... I was excited when I heard this would be a historic operation, but I’m sick of all this red tape.”


      As Excel grumbled at her desk, Juna stood beside her.


      “Stow the complaints and stamp those forms, Grandmother.”


      She dropped another stack in front of her.


      Excel picked up the top page. “Sealed orders for each captain... Do I really have to sign all of these? Isn’t stamping enough? If we split the work...”


      “That’s not allowed. These are sensitive documents, and opening them early carries severe penalties.”


      For this mission, captains had public orders to share shortly before arrival, and true orders sealed until the decisive moment. Only the highest-ranking officers knew the full plan.


      “The real purpose of this operation can’t leak,” Juna said, resting her hand on the documents. “Not to the archipelago, and not even to our own forces. That’s why you’re signing them here, alone.”


      “I know...” Excel muttered, signing and stamping.


      Juna sealed each one carefully. They repeated the process for over an hour. Finally, Excel yawned.


      “Whew... That’s the last of them.”


      “Good work.”


      “You too. Let’s take a break.”


      They moved to the couch and shared sweet milk tea. After a moment, Excel spoke.


      “So, have you told His Majesty yet?”


      “Hmm? Told him what?”


      “The baby in your belly. What else?”


      “Bwuh!” Juna sprayed her tea. “G-Grandmother?! How did you know?! I only found out myself!”


      “Hee hee, don’t underestimate my intelligence network,” Excel said smugly. “You told your parents, didn’t you? I knew by then.”


      “Wow, You’re fast...”


      “I expected you to tell me too...but you didn’t. Am I being snubbed?” Excel dabbed at imaginary tears. Obvious crocodile tears.


      Juna pressed her temples and sighed. “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d act like this.”


      “Oh? I’m genuinely concerned,” Excel replied, smiling.


      “I can’t trust you when you say that with a grin.”


      Excel chuckled.


      “So? Have you told His Majesty? He must be overjoyed.”


      Souma loved his family deeply. Excel was certain he’d be ecstatic. But Juna looked away.


      “Huh? You haven’t?”


      “No...”


      “Why not? He’ll be thrilled.”


      “I know... But now isn’t the time.” Her expression darkened. “This will be his first naval battle. He’ll need someone with naval experience. I know the sea better than his other queens. I’m sure he’ll ask me to come.”


      “Yes... I’m sure.”


      Liscia was an army officer. Aisha lacked naval experience. Naden was powerful, but not a trained commander. Juna was the obvious choice.


      “If he knew I am with child, he’d never ask me to go. Fortunately, my condition is stable. If I can help him, I want to.”


      Excel studied her determined face.


      “You won’t change your mind... You really are my granddaughter.”


      “Grandmother.”


      “I understand. I’ll keep quiet.” Excel wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “But don’t push yourself. His Majesty would be devastated if something happened.”


      “...Of course.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll protect my grandchildren and great-grandchildren.” Excel smiled softly and placed a hand on Juna’s belly. “So when the baby’s born, let me hold it.”


      “Huh? Hrm...”


      “Wait, why do you sound troubled?”


      “Oh, no... Um...”


      I hope the baby doesn’t turn out like her...


      Thinking about how her father must’ve once felt the same way, Juna smiled wryly.


      Harmony in the House of Magna


      The fleet would soon be dispatched to the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union. Hal and Ruby weren’t at the Magna domain, but at their mansion in the capital, Parnam.


      “...Have I made myself clear, Hal? Ruby?”


      “Y-Yeah. I get it, I think...”


      “I do too. Somewhat.”


      In the living room, Kaede, her belly swollen with child, sat across from her husband, Halbert, and his second wife, Ruby. She was teaching them about the history of the Archipelago Union and the important points regarding that country’s fleet. A pile of relevant books and maps lay scattered across the table.


      They were part of the air force that would be boarding the island-type carrier Hiryuu as it headed to the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union. Kaede was on maternity leave and couldn’t join them, but she intended to drill into them everything they’d need to minimize the risks they faced.


      “Sigh... Anyway, you need to remember that you’re fighting in the enemy’s backyard,” Kaede explained to the two, who still didn’t seem to fully grasp it. “The currents and terrain will be their allies. They’re experts at naval combat too. There’s no telling what islands they may have troops lurking on, where they may be hiding ships, or how quickly they could close in. It’s true, the Hiryuu overturns all established logic when it comes to battles at sea, but you still can’t afford to underestimate the Archipelago Union fleet.”


      “So, basically, don’t let our guard down, right? I get it.”


      “I’ll stop Hal if he decides to do anything too crazy. Count on it.”


      Kaede nodded with satisfaction when the two finally seemed to understand. Still, she had a sneaking suspicion that simply keeping their guard up wouldn’t be enough on this mission. There’s just so much about all of this that feels off to me...


      Being on maternity leave, Kaede didn’t know the outline of the Kingdom’s operation. However, for someone as capable as she, who’d served as the right hand of Ludwin, the National Defense Force’s second-in-command, it was easy to sense something unnatural in the way the military was behaving.


      Though Souma’s more of a bureaucrat, depending on the situation, he can make decisions involving war too, she thought. He’s incredibly averse to conflict, but the Kingdom’s forces seem excessively bellicose this time. It’s as if they’ve no intention of avoiding war. There’s something to it...something big that hasn’t been made public at work here... That’s what it feels like.


      “What’s wrong, Kaede? You seem lost in thought.”


      “Oh... It’s nothing, you know, Hal.”


      She didn’t share her misgivings with Halbert and Ruby. They were only speculation, and if something truly was happening behind the scenes and Halbert let something slip, it could jeopardize the plan. I’ll have to keep it to myself for now. Knowing His Majesty, it’s nothing to worry about.


      While Kaede was thinking this, there was a knock at the door.


      “You can come in, you know.”


      “Excuse me,” Velza, the dark elf girl, said as she entered with several maids carrying a tea tray. “Lord Hal, Lady Kaede, Lady Ruby, why not take a short break?”


      “Oh! Nice. I was just thinking we could use a rest.”


      “Agreed. I’ve been thinking too much, and I’m exhausted.”


      “Good grief, you two...”


      Kaede accepted a teacup with a wry smile at her husband and fellow wife.


      “Here, Lady Kaede.”


      “Thank you, Velza.”


      Velza was staying in the dorms at the Royal Academy but made frequent visits to the Magna mansion. They adored her like a little sister, and she’d been learning to cook from the servants. Halbert was about the only one who hadn’t realized it was so she could serve him better when she became his wife one day.


      Once everyone had relaxed a bit, Velza joined them at the table.


      “I won’t be seeing you for a while, will I? I’m sad.”


      Halbert couldn’t help but react when a girl he thought of like a little sister said that, and he gave her a gentle pat on the head.


      “I’ll go distinguish myself and come back. Look after Kaede and the baby she’s carrying while we’re away, will you, Velza?”


      “Lord Hal... Yes! Leave it to me!”


      Velza’s reply brimmed with energy. Kaede and Ruby exchanged smiles, imagining a dog’s tail wagging furiously behind her.


      Kaede turned to Ruby. “Ruby, you take care of Hal for me.”


      “I give you my word. I’ll do it even if it kills me,” Ruby declared, thumping her chest with one hand.


      Kaede shook her head. “No, you’re not allowed to let it kill you. Come home safe. I’m sure the baby will want to see you too.”


      She placed a hand over her belly. Ruby froze for a moment, then nodded firmly.


      “You’re right! I want to meet the baby too!”


      “Hee hee. I’ll be waiting. With this child.”


      They smiled at each other. It was another harmonious day in the House of Magna.

    

  

  
    
      Great Tiger Arc


      Chronicles of the Great Tiger Kingdom: The Legend of Moumei


      The Hammer of the Tiger, Moumei Ryoku, the human commander of Fuuga’s infantry, was a massive man who fought by swinging an enormous iron hammer. He couldn’t ride a horse or temsbock, instead using a steppe yak as his mount. However, despite his rough appearance, he was a learned man and one of the more intellectual members of Fuuga’s forces.


      This happened when the Union of Eastern Nations was beset by the demon wave...


      It was just after the monsters attacking the Duchy of Chima had been exterminated by the combined forces of the Union of Eastern Nations and the Kingdom of Friedonia, and it had been decided Yuriga would go to the Kingdom.


      A banquet was being held in Wedan Castle, the home of Duke Chima, to celebrate the victory with the kings, dukes, and commanders who’d been invited. Moumei attended as one of Fuuga’s commanders, but he wasn’t a gifted conversationalist and found these gala affairs stifling and awkward.


      I’m...not so good with events like this.


      His fellow warriors praised him for how he wielded his great hammer on the battlefield, but he couldn’t even manage a polite smile in response. (Even when he tried, people never noticed it.) This made them assume he was in a foul mood, and anyone who approached him quickly retreated. Moumei’s comrades understood his personality, but they too were surrounded by admirers, making it unlikely he’d get the chance to speak with them. In truth, Moumei was shy and sensitive, preferring solitude.


      Feeling out of place, he stepped out onto the terrace with a drink and some food. Once outside, he realized someone else was already there.


      “Little Sister...?”


      “Oh...! Sir Moumei.”


      It was his master’s younger sister, Yuriga. She leaned against the terrace ledge, staring into the distance, lost in thought. Normally, Moumei would’ve simply paid his respects and left, but there was something lonely about her expression, and he found himself speaking.


      “Is something the matter, Little Sister?”


      “Oh, um, I just wanted to be alone for a bit.”


      “You...you did? Should I leave?”


      “No...this is good timing. Could you hear me out for a while?”


      She beckoned him closer, and Moumei sat beside her.


      “So... What did you want to talk about?”


      “You know how my brother told me to go to the Kingdom?”


      “Yes, I do.”


      “I understand his reasoning, and I accept it. With Tomoe and Ichiha there, I doubt I’ll be lonely. My brother says he’ll be busy from here on, so this may be the right time.”


      Moumei struggled to find the right words to say.


      Turning to him, Yuriga continued, “But I’m a little uneasy. This is my first time leaving the steppes. Will I be able to manage in the Kingdom?”


      She leaned back against the ledge and looked up at the sky. Moumei thought for a long time before finally speaking.


      “I must admit...I’m a little jealous.”


      “Jealous? Of what?”


      “There’s not much to be learned on the steppes, after all.”


      Blessed with his powerful physique, Moumei had found success as a warrior, but he’d always been curious about the world beyond his homeland. On the steppes, where might made right, he was one of the few, along with Shuukin, who traded cattle for books brought from outside.


      “If I’d had the chance, I’d have liked to learn in a larger country too.”


      “But you’re a gifted warrior, Sir Moumei...”


      “Well...with the way I look, it’s expected of me, and I do find purpose in fighting. But if I’d lived in the outside world, I suspect there were other livelihoods I might’ve pursued.”


      “Hmm... I can’t imagine you not swinging a giant hammer around...” Yuriga tilted her head. “What kind of life would you have wanted?”


      “Ah, well... I might’ve enjoyed raising beautiful flowers.”


      “Pfft!”


      Yuriga burst out laughing. The image of this mountain of a man, capable of smashing boulders and fortress gates, tending delicate flowers was too surreal.


      Oh, but maybe it does suit him...


      When she reconsidered it with his gentle nature in mind, it felt strangely fitting. Like a big bear carefully tending a garden.


      “Maybe you’d surprise us. It might suit you even better than being a warrior.”


      “Ah ha ha... You’re embarrassing me.”


      Seeing his bashful laugh, the unease in Yuriga’s heart melted away.


      “That’s right... This is an opportunity. I need to enjoy it, or I’ll regret it.”


      “Ha ha... That’s the spirit, Little Sister.”


      “Thanks, Sir Moumei.” She extended her hand. “If I find anything interesting in the Kingdom, I’ll send it to you.”


      “I-I’d appreciate that. Please do.”


      Moumei gently took her hand, careful not to crush it, and shook it.


      Chronicles of the Great Tiger Kingdom: The Legend of Gaten


      The Flag of the Tiger, Gaten Bahr, was Fuuga’s charge commander. He skillfully rode both horses and temsbocks using a feathered saddle reminiscent of Poland’s winged hussars. This stylish man competed with Shuukin to be Fuuga’s greatest warrior and was a rare human among Fuuga’s mostly celestial retainers.


      This is a story that happened while Fuuga was on the march with an army to liberate the Demon Lord’s Domain...


      As Gaten rode at the head of the procession, his feathers ruffling in the wind, Fuuga’s wife Mutsumi brought her mount alongside his.


      “Sir Gaten.”


      “Yes, madam? Is something the matter?”


      Mutsumi smiled wryly. “My husband is taking a nap on Durga’s back, so I’ve nothing to do. The scenery around here is as uninteresting as ever, so would you mind talking with me for a while?”


      “Bwa ha ha! Leaving his pretty wife alone to take a nap? Our boss has a lot to learn!” Gaten roared with laughter. “Of course, if you want to talk to me, I’ll gladly play along!”


      “Thank you. Now, let’s get right to it...”


      Mutsumi decided to ask something that had been nagging at her.


      “I’ve been wondering... Why do you maintain such a showy appearance, Sir Gaten? Those...feathers you have attached, for instance?”


      “To stand out, of course!”


      “I know that much. It’s in your personality.”


      That wasn’t quite what she meant.


      “You have a rare aesthetic sense. My husband is, in some respects, the same way. But...while I understand it in your personal life, isn’t standing out so much a disadvantage on the battlefield? For instance, you’d be spotted more easily during a surprise attack. And it must attract enemy soldiers hoping to make a name for themselves by taking a commander’s head.”


      “Bwa ha ha! I have all the ladies and the enemies coming right to me!”


      Gaten laughed, but Mutsumi didn’t seem amused.


      “Um... Don’t the people around you ever tell you to stop?”


      “They do, yes...”


      Gaten grinned, but it wasn’t his usual carefree smile. It was wry, perhaps even self-mocking.


      “Let me ask you something in return. What do you think of members of the celestial race like Sir Fuuga?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Aren’t they super showy?!” Gaten’s eyes widened. “They’ve got wings! Not like dragonewts, who clearly show their dragon blood, but ordinary humans with wings! That’s more impactful than most beastmen!”


      “Well, yes...that’s certainly true.”


      Among Fuuga’s forces, which included many races, humans like Mutsumi and Gaten were actually the minority. Beastmen and dragonewts bore traits linking them to animals or dragons. But celestials didn’t feel descended from birds—they felt like something beyond humanity entirely. It was probably hard for nonhumans to understand that feeling.


      Gaten shrugged.


      “The boss and others like him naturally draw attention while fighting. Their appearances stand out, and they fight in a flashy way. I’ve lived surrounded by people like that. If I don’t make an effort, I’ll be ignored.”


      “I see... So that’s the origin of your fighting style.”


      Mutsumi sounded strangely convinced.


      Gaten wasn’t just showing off—he was desperate to be seen among commanders with overwhelming presence. Even if it made him a target, he continued declaring, I am here!


      Considering how he tries to act mature in front of young Kasen, it’s honestly adorable, Mutsumi thought.


      “But once I started doing it, I found I liked it,” Gaten added cheerfully. “The more you show off, the more the men talk about you. The more stories spread after the war. And women who hear those stories look at me with admiration. I just can’t stop now.”


      Mutsumi’s shoulders slumped.


      “Sir Gaten...you just ruined it.”


      “Bwa ha ha!”


      He laughed loudly, unfazed by her exasperation.


      He’s not a bad person, but... Mutsumi sighed quietly.


      As always, it was impossible to tell how serious this show-off really was.


      Chronicles of the Great Tiger Kingdom: The Legend of Kasen


      The Crossbow of the Tiger, Kasen Shuri, was the youngest of Fuuga’s commanders and an expert bowman who led the mounted archers. Because he was a celestial like Fuuga, and they’d known each other for many years, Fuuga and Shuukin treated him like a little brother. He had the potential to become a wise and powerful commander like Shuukin, but the others still didn’t treat him as a full equal.


      On the night of the banquet after the defense of the Duchy of Chima, Kasen was grumbling to Tomoe and Ichiha...


      “Lord Fuuga and Lord Shuukin still treat me like a kid. I lead the mounted archers, you know? It sets a bad example for the men.”


      “R-Right...”


      “I-I see.”


      Tomoe and Ichiha smiled politely as Kasen complained, his face slightly red from drinking. The banquet was filled with older dignitaries, so naturally the younger attendees had gathered together—and that’s how Tomoe and Ichiha ended up listening to him.


      “Pwah! Besides, I’m in such a boring position,” Kasen grumbled, draining his cup. “I’m confident in my mounted archery. But Lord Fuuga’s a powerful archer too, and on foot, he’s better than me. And when mounted, he rides that absurdly strong tiger, Durga...which puts him on a completely different level.”


      “Yeah...you’re right. Yuriga’s brother did seem strong,” Ichiha said.


      Kasen nodded vigorously.


      “Exactly! I can’t beat Lord Fuuga in martial skill, so I try to stand out elsewhere. But everyone around me is so distinctive. Sir Shuukin is wise and brave. I can’t match Sir Gaifuku’s experience. Sir Moumei looks like a berserker but is actually scholarly. It’s not fair. I could try standing out in battle, but with someone as flashy as Gaten, I’ll always look plain.”


      “They really are an impressive group,” Tomoe said.


      Having seen Souma tirelessly recruit talented individuals, she could recognize how exceptional Fuuga’s retainers were.


      Kasen sighed deeply. “Well... If there’s one thing we’re lacking, it’s a strategist or advisor, but I’m not suited for scheming... I just want to be useful. I want more presence...and to stop being treated like everyone’s little brother...”


      Tomoe tilted her head. “Is being treated like a little brother really so bad?”


      “Huh?”


      “I was adopted by the former king and queen and became Big Sister Liscia’s stepsister. That makes me Big Brother Souma’s sister-in-law too. They both treat me like a little sister, and so do his other fiancées. It makes me happy...I don’t think I deserve it, but I’ve never disliked it.”


      This time, Ichiha nodded.


      “I’m the youngest of eight siblings, and my martial-minded brothers bully me for being weak. Only Big Sister Mutsumi is kind to me. They’re my real family and treat me like that...so maybe you should be grateful you’re treated well.”


      “Urkh...”


      Kasen faltered, caught off guard.


      “Uh...sorry. I guess you’ve had it rough too.”


      “Ichiha...”


      “Ah ha ha... I’m used to it. And besides...” Ichiha smiled at Tomoe. “I’ve met people who see me for who I am now. I’m going to do my best in this new environment.”


      “Yeah! That’s right, Ichiha!”


      Tomoe beamed.


      “Ohh...you’re such good kids!” Kasen wept openly. “I’m ashamed of myself for complaining!”


      “Oh, um...please don’t cry.”


      “U-Um...”


      Flustered, Tomoe and Ichiha didn’t know what to do.


      “I’ll do my best too!” Kasen raised his glass. “I’ll strive to make Lord Fuuga and the others recognize me not as a little brother, but as a man!”


      “G-Good luck.”


      “We’ll be cheering for you!”


      Encouraged, Kasen drank again, tears streaming down his face.


      “What’re you guys doing...?”


      Yuriga had arrived, looking utterly exasperated.


      And with that, the strange little gathering finally came to an end.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story IV: Intervention, A Mysterious Girl


      Boom, crash, shatter!!!


      The sudden, violent wind from Luka’s hand blasted the men out the door of the guild. “Whew...” he sighed, acting like he’d just done what he had to do.


      “Repair cost for the door,” Juno murmured from behind the counter. “I’ll be taking it out of your pay.”


      “Huh?! What gives?! Make the troublemakers pay for it!” Luka complained, pointing outside, but Juno just shrugged.


      “I did a check, and they haven’t registered with the guild yet. They must’ve only just come up here after running out of ways to earn money down south, which means they haven’t got a coin to their names. The guard will arrest them after this too, so they don’t have any money to pay for repairs. Even if we decide to collect from them later, until then you’ll have to cover it.”


      “No fair!”


      “Go on now, and finish this up.”


      Looking upset, Luka headed outside. The men he’d blown out the door were groaning where they’d slammed into a pile of crates used for shipping supplies.


      Am I gonna get dinged for the cost of the boxes they broke too? Isn’t that way too unfair?


      Any inclination he might’ve had to settle things peacefully because it was too much trouble evaporated on the spot. He snapped his fingers, conjuring about a cup’s worth of water over the men’s heads.


      It fell on them with a splat.


      “Urgh!”


      “Gah!”


      “Bweh!”


      They scrambled to their feet, and the first thing they saw when they came to their senses was Luka wearing a grim smile. Before, he’d seemed like a weak little boy. Now, after using some incomprehensible power, he looked terrifying.


      “Wh-Why you...! Who the hell are you?!” the big man shouted, half crazed.


      “What are you talking about?” Luka replied with a plastered-on smile. “I’m just your average, everyday uminturer. Only with a bigger family than most, that’s all.” He drew the dagger at his hip and leveled it at them. “That big family of mine has a motto. ‘Protect your family, come whatever may.’ I never intended to let you off after you said, very clearly, what you were going to do to my mom and little sister. But now that I’m taking a hit to my income, let me take that out on you guys too.”


      Munch, munch. “I can’t approve of vigilantism, Big Brother.”


      At some point, Misha had taken a seat on the guild terrace railing and was happily munching on a taco. They’d become popular in the north since they could be eaten one-handed. She’d apparently gotten it from an uminturer who was drinking the day away out there.


      For all her cuteness, Misha had inherited her mother’s gluttony, so there was no shortage of uminturers who adored her and offered her tribute (in the form of food).


      She finished the taco and said, “But there’s no way I’d let them touch Momma Juno. Sic ’em, Big Brother.”


      “By your command, my sister.”


      While the two chatted, the men rushed Luka in a rage, weapons already drawn. The big man wielded a longsword, while the other two carried short swords.


      “I’ve had it up to here with you! You’re gettin’ a stabbin’!”


      They were fired up with anger and bloodlust, but Luka’s eyes were cold.


      “You people try to solve everything with violence. That’s the problem with you fallen tigers...”


      “Would you like me to help, Big Brother?”


      “Nah. This is getting to be too much of a pain.” Luka stood before the trio, puffing out his chest and looking down at them. “This is a world full of dreams and adventure. A world where people can wholeheartedly chase those things. Do you have any idea how much trouble my dad and moms went through to open up this new world? How much blood had to be shed?”


      He glared at them. Though he was only fifteen or so, the strength in his eyes and the weight of his words made the men gulp. In his demeanor, they caught fragments of a knight’s dignity—or a noble’s—or perhaps something even higher.


      “You don’t know, and you don’t even try to learn. You cling to fantasies of the past and resort to violence. I’ll never accept fallen tigers like you.”


      “Wh-What’re... Grr, what’re you babbling about?!”


      Frightened by Luka’s strange intensity, the big man still psyched himself up and swung.


      Luka slipped past him and drove his dagger into the man’s leather armor as he passed. It made a sound as if it had pierced the armor, but the armor’s enchantment stopped the blade from fully penetrating.


      “Hah! Your little toy knife’s not gonna cut it!” the man crowed.


      Luka gave a derisive snort. “Doesn’t matter. You’re wet, aren’t you?”


      His green hair stood slightly on end as pale white sparks flickered.


      “Momma Naden... I’m borrowing the power of lightning!”


      Bzzzap!


      “Gwagagagagagagaga!”


      The man began convulsing. His two companions stood frozen, unsure what was happening, but anyone knowledgeable could see it plainly—he was being electrocuted.


      Luka had used Juna’s water magic first to improve conductivity, then electrified his body like Naden to shock his opponent. The lightning wasn’t visible like Naden’s or Fuuga’s, but flashes like static crackled around the man, clearly causing agony.


      As Luka withdrew his dagger, the big man dropped his longsword and hit the ground with a thud. Misha hopped down from the railing and poked him a few times. There was no response.


      He was still convulsing and apparently breathing, but completely unconscious.


      Luka looked to the remaining two. “Okay... Who’s next?”


      “Aaaaah?!”


      “Wh-What’s with this guy?!”


      After seeing him wield multiple elements, they’d lost the will to fight and now stared at him like he was a monster.


      Encouraged by their reaction—or maybe just getting carried away—Luka put on a sinister grin as if he really were one.


      “Heh heh heh! Who wants to end up like him next?”


      “N-No!”


      “M-Mercy...”


      “Don’t be in such a hurry to run off. You still need to pay for trying to harm my family, y’know.”


      Grinning, Luka slowly closed in on the terrified men.


      “Oh, Big Brother.”


      “Heh heh... Hmm? What’s up, Misha?”


      “Look out above you.”


      “Huh?”


      He looked up and saw a single black shadow rushing towards him. As it drew closer, he realized it was a person.


      “Oh, crap...!”


      “Hyahhhhhhhh!!!”


      Luka leapt back just as the falling figure slammed what she was holding into the ground. Ka-boom! The impact thundered through the area, leaving a crater where he’d been standing.
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      The two men caught in the blast were blown away yet again. In the middle of the thick smoke and dust stood a single girl. She had descended from the sky, carved a crater into the earth, and now stood amid the swirling cloud she’d created. She carried a naginata and wore armor like a female samurai’s. Though still around middle-school age, her glossy black hair and dignified features gave her a mature air. In a few years, she’d surely be breathtaking.


      Most striking of all were the gray wings growing from her back—the mark of a celestial.


      Luka’s eyes widened. “Shanti?! Why’re you...?!”


      “I finally found you, Luka!”


      Shanti leveled her naginata at him. With teary eyes and puffed cheeks, she charged and brought it down in an overhead swing.


      “You said you’d take me on your next adventure! Why did you leave me behind?!”


      “Uh, well, I mean...”


      “You stupid senior disciple!”


      She whipped the naginata around while Luka frantically dodged.


      Meanwhile, Misha simply watched. “Those two are at it again,” she said with exasperation, as if this were routine. Then she yawned, growing sleepy on a full stomach.


      Shanti kept attacking through her tears. “You said you’d bring me along this time! You liar!”


      “Whoa?! Huh?! I don’t remember saying that!”


      He blinked, genuinely surprised.


      She swung hard again. “When I asked you to ‘take me on an adventure,’ you said, ‘how about next time’! Well, when is ‘next time’? It’s now!”


      “No, that just meant I wasn’t going to take you th— Whoa, that was close!”


      “You liar! Stupid senior disciple!”


      “Try listening a little!”


      It seemed she’d taken his attempt to brush her off as a genuine promise. She continued swinging furiously while Luka desperately dodged, searching for a way to calm her down.


      “For starters, you haven’t even gotten permission from Master to become an uminturer yet, have you?!”


      Her hands stopped, and Luka finally caught his breath.


      “So? Did you get permission?”


      “Sh-Shut up! Dad’s such a stick in the mud! He just keeps saying, ‘If your mother is okay with it’!”


      Shanti was the daughter of Luka’s master, Mugal, though they apparently weren’t related by blood.


      Her parents had been uminturers, but they’d been left dying after a monster attack and passed away after entrusting baby Shanti to Mugal, who’d rushed to save them. He and his wife, Fumi, had raised her as their own.


      Even so, Luka couldn’t help being mystified by how much Shanti resembled her beautiful adoptive mother more each year. Mugal and Fumi were human, so they couldn’t have given birth to a celestial. And that calm beauty only had eyes for her husband, so there was no possibility of an affair. There was definitely no blood relation. And yet...


      The way Master’s overprotective of her is exactly like any normal father... Uh, whoops.


      Realizing his thoughts had drifted, Luka refocused on persuading her.


      “You haven’t gotten permission, right? If they found out I took you along, Master would beat me half to death.”


      “You’re supposed to put your body on the line for your junior disciple!”


      “Don’t be unreasonable!”


      “Even eight-year-old Mii gets to go adventuring! I want to go too!”


      “Well, in my case, we follow dark elf tradition,” Misha added lazily between bites of yet another offering, but no one listened.


      Shanti wreathed the blade of her naginata in flames. She was a user of fire magic.


      “Take me on an adventure, Luka!”


      “Ow, that’s hot?!”


      The flames grazed his temple, singeing his bangs. This was getting to the point where dodging alone wasn’t enough. In terms of raw martial prowess, without tricks, Shanti had surpassed Luka long ago. Even though she had the skill to defeat ten novice uminturers at once, Mugal still refused to let her adventure, purely out of overprotectiveness.


      Fumi didn’t openly support her daughter either, even though she understood. She believed it would be dangerous to let Shanti go adventuring until her impulsive personality mellowed a little. Though if Luka were there to rein her in, she’d consider it.


      Luka winced at the smell of his own burned hair.
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      Spirit Kingdom Arc


      Yuriga’s Yukata


      On the evening of the summer festival Souma had planned...


      “What do you think, Yuriga?”


      “Yeah, it looks good.” Yuriga smiled shyly at her reflection in the mirror.


      She was wearing one of the yukata Souma had made for Tomoe. Tomoe had given one to Yuriga so she could participate in the festival. Because Yuriga had wings, Souma had cut holes in the back to let them through.


      “You look cute, Yuriga. It really suits you.”


      “W-Well, it’s not bad. I’ll give it that.”


      She didn’t seem to mind the compliment. Her wings flapped busily, making it obvious she was happier than she let on, and Tomoe chuckled at her behavior.


      “Your hair’s deep blue, so a yukata with a relaxed vibe suits you.”


      “Hmph. And yours looks strangely good on you too. It’s weird how well those fox ears and fox tail go with a yukata.”


      “Murgh. They’re wolf ears and a wolf tail,” Tomoe protested, pressing her ears down.


      “But when you look at it that way, don’t you think a mystic fox like Kaede and a white fox like Kishun looked good in Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago clothes too? These yukata are kind of similar.”


      “Now that you mention it...that sort of outfit probably looks good on dog, wolf, and fox beastmen. With feline beastmen...I won’t say it doesn’t suit them, but it gives off more of a creepy vibe.”


      That was probably because of the image of inugami and the god Inari compared to the image of bakeneko. Those were preconceptions from Souma’s old world, though, so lacking that knowledge, the two of them didn’t really understand why they felt that way.


      “Well, anyway, the problem’s solved, so now I can enjoy the summer festival without worrying.” Yuriga held the sleeves of her yukata and gave a little twirl. She must’ve really liked it.


      “Ah ha ha, you sure can, Yuri— Ah!”


      Tomoe had been watching with a smile, but suddenly her eyes went wide.


      “Yuriga!”


      “Whoa! Wh-What? Why’d you shout all of a sudden?”


      “Y-Y-Your...pa...pan...”


      “Pan...?”


      “Your panties are showing. I can see your butt.”


      “Say what?!”


      Yuriga hurried to check her reflection from behind. Sure enough, her underwear was peeking out through a hole in the rear of the yukata.


      “Oh, right. There is a tail hole there,” Tomoe said, clapping her hands as she realized what had happened.


      Since it had originally been Tomoe’s yukata, Souma had added holes for Yuriga’s wings, but he’d forgotten to close the one meant for Tomoe’s tail.


      “It all makes sense now.”


      Yuriga spun around to face Tomoe, her cheeks burning red. “I don’t care if it makes sense! What’re we going to do about it?!”


      “Let’s talk to Big Brother about it. Okay?”


      Though intimidated, Tomoe somehow managed to calm her down.




      “Whew, sorry about that. I totally forgot about the tail hole,” Souma said when the girls came to him for help.


      Having just finished his work for the day, he led them to his workroom, where he also made the Little Musashibo dolls. Yuriga obviously couldn’t walk around with her underwear exposed, so she’d taken off the yukata and was carrying it in her arms.


      Once inside, Souma sat at the foot-operated sewing machine.


      “All right, let me borrow that for a bit.”


      “Here.” Yuriga handed it over.


      “I guess I can sew in a patch of the same color for now and fix it properly later. We don’t have much time. Wouldn’t want to be late to the festivities,” he muttered as he skillfully worked the machine.


      Yuriga watched with her arms crossed, looking slightly dissatisfied.


      “I realize it might be out of line to say this after asking for a favor, but do you really need to do this yourself? Surely one of the maids could’ve handled it.”


      “Oh, come on, Yuriga,” Tomoe said, sounding a little miffed, but Souma didn’t seem bothered.


      “Huh? It’s not that much trouble... There we go.”


      Apparently finished, Souma spread out the back of the yukata to inspect his work.


      “My grandma always handled this kind of sewing, and she’d smile so wide when Grandpa and I thanked her. I think I understand the joy of having your handiwork appreciated by family now.”


      “Sir Souma...”


      “Here you go. It’s ready.” He handed the yukata back to Yuriga, then placed a hand on each girl’s head. “Now go out there and enjoy the festival.”


      “Okay, Big Brother!”


      “Okay.”


      Tomoe responded energetically, while Yuriga stared at the yukata as she answered. Then, clutching it tightly, she seemed to gather her resolve and looked up.


      “Um, Sir Souma.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Thank you...for the yukata.”


      Souma broke into a wide smile at her words.


      Elulu’s Worries


      As the Spirit King’s Curse incident was coming to a close...


      “Hmm... What should I do?”


      A new independent government had begun on Father Island, one of the two islands of the Spirit Kingdom, and Princess Elulu had been appointed its representative. Now she had a problem.


      Seated at a wooden table in the yard, feather pen in one hand and chin resting on the other, she agonized over the blank sheet before her.


      “What’s the matter, Madam Elulu?” Shuukin asked as he passed by, wiping his brow with a towel.


      He’d been training hard to regain the stamina he’d lost while ill and had just finished washing at the well, so he was bare from the waist up.


      “Ohh...those are some nice pecs...” she whispered.


      Elulu, who had a bit of a weakness for muscles, couldn’t help staring at his well-toned body. She quickly shook her head to clear it and composed herself, adopting a princess-like smile.


      “Hello, Sir Shuukin. Finished your training?”


      “Yes, I suppose I have. You seemed troubled just now. Is something wrong?”


      He took a seat across from her. Elulu smiled wryly and nodded.


      “Ah, yes. Though it’s nothing major.”


      “Don’t say that. If there’s something I can help with, I’d like to. You and the other high elves have supported me all this time.”


      “It’s kind of you to say so, though I’m not sure we’ve done that much. Ah ha ha.” After a shy laugh, she explained. “It’s the name I’m worried about.”


      “The name?”


      “We’ve created a new government for the liberals and reformers on Father Island, right? So I thought we should call ourselves something other than the Spirit Kingdom of Garlan. But...we’re still taking in patients from Mother Island, and relations with the mainland are good...”


      “I see. It’s like the relationship between you and Sir Garula.”


      King Garula had expelled his daughter, leader of the reformists, to consolidate the conservatives. Yet part of that decision had been to free Elulu from the mainland’s confines. Though they differed in philosophy, they understood and respected each other. The two islands’ relationship was much the same.


      Elulu rested her elbows on the table and sighed. “We want to show we’re independent to repay the Great Tiger Kingdom for its support, Sir Shuukin. But changing the country’s name might stir tensions when we’re not even on bad terms...”


      “I see...”


      Shuukin crossed his arms. From the Great Tiger Kingdom’s standpoint, it would be advantageous to draw Father Island into the Fuuga faction and prevent the Spirit Kingdom from joining the Maritime Alliance. That made tension useful.


      Still... I wouldn’t feel good about that personally.


      He owed Elulu, who had cared for him while he was sick, and felt camaraderie with the islanders who’d fought beside him. As a commander, he knew personal feelings couldn’t override his lord’s interests, but...


      He looked at the high elf girl smiling freely, untouched by her homeland’s schemes. He didn’t want to do anything that would tarnish that smile.


      I don’t have Lord Fuuga’s charisma or Sir Hashim’s cunning. If I’m to be a useful pawn, I at least want to remain sincere with my lord and his allies.


      That included the girl before him.


      “You don’t have to force a name change, do you?”


      Elulu blinked. “But we’re forming an independent government.”


      “If you’re independent in practice, that’s enough. You can maintain independence while keeping cordial ties with the mainland. Tell outsiders you’re separate, but internally act like different regional administrations.”


      “Is that really okay? Didn’t you want us as a puppet state?” she asked, peering up at him.


      Shuukin laughed. “There’s no need. You’d never betray us. We forged a bond in battle, and I trust that. You wouldn’t join the Maritime Alliance, would you?”


      “Of course not! They helped with the Spirit King’s Curse, yes, but you helped us retake Father Island. We’d never stab you in the back!”


      “Then it’s fine. I’ll act as a bridge between you and the Great Tiger Kingdom.”


      “Okay! We’re counting on you!”


      Shuukin nodded at her radiant smile. She and her people had joined the list of things he wanted to protect. Now he had to keep those things from clashing with one another while staying true to himself. That was his resolve.


      Mary the Former Saint and Merula the Former Heretic


      As the Spirit King’s Curse incident was coming to a close...


      Creak... Slam!


      “Ugh... Your Holiness, please clean up already. This room’s dusty.”


      Mary, former saint of Lunarian Orthodoxy, threw open a window. Wearing an apron over her holy raiments, mouth covered with a handkerchief and feather duster in hand, she began beating dust from the shelves. Souji groaned as he tried to work.


      “The reason I’m not cleaning is because you keep piling work on me!” he grumbled, scratching his smooth head.


      Now that he was archbishop of the newly independent Kingdom Lunarian Orthodoxy, Souji’s paperwork was endless.


      “Of course I bring it to you. You’re the archbishop,” Mary said with exasperation. “I’m tidying up so you can focus on your sacred duties.”


      Though no longer officially a saint, coreligionists still called her one for helping many escape to this country. She acted much like a meddlesome wife.


      “Sacred duties? Really?” Souji lifted a document.


      Most of his work involved reconciling Lunarian doctrine with their new circumstances—in other words, crafting theological justifications. In terms of Souma’s world, it would be like when monks were asked, “Is it okay for you to eat rabbit when it is forbidden to eat meat?” and they answered, “Those ears are wings, therefore they are birds, not rabbits, and we are allowed to eat birds.”


      “Come up with excuses yourself.”


      “Eloquent articulation is one of your talents, isn’t it? I’ve seen how you left the higher-ups grinding their teeth when they couldn’t refute your evasions.”


      “You looked at me pretty coldly back then... Are you fine with an archbishop making excuses?”


      “I respect your flexible thinking now.”


      Mary shamelessly acted as though the past were forgotten. Gone was her doll-like persona. Life with Souji and Merula had changed her for the better.


      “Yeesh. You’re quite the talker, little missy.”


      “I’m not lying when I say I respect you. You saved our people and accepted the role of archbishop for them. That’s why...my first task is cleaning this room. If only Merula were here.”


      Merula Merlin, the high elf once branded a heretic, had shared an awkward relationship with Mary at first. Now they were united in preventing Souji’s sloth.


      Souji leaned back. “We should leave Merula alone for a bit...”


      “Yeah...”


      She’d recently watched one of her own die. Since then, she’d spent long hours alone.


      After a pause, Souji clapped his hands. “Why don’t you talk to her?”


      “Huh? Me?”


      “You’re good at hearing confessions. Offer guidance to the lost little lamb.”


      “She follows a different faith...”


      Even so, Mary was worried. Perhaps listening would help. Whether Merula was ready was another question.




      That night, Mary knocked on Merula’s door.


      “Come in.”


      Mary entered. “Good evening.”


      “Good evening. What brings you here so late?”


      “Um... I was wondering how you’ve been. If there’s anything I can do, I can at least listen.”


      Merula’s eyes widened, then she smiled. “I’ve been worrying you and Souji, haven’t I?”


      Mary sighed.


      “As a member of a long-lived race, I thought I had endless time. But illness can end things abruptly. These events forced me to face that. Even high elves can die at any moment.”


      “Yeah...” Mary nodded. “Life’s short. That’s why we’re taught to live fully until Heaven calls us. Though His Holiness interprets that a bit broadly.”


      Merula blinked, then giggled. “Hee hee... Perhaps I could learn something from Souji’s way of living in the moment.”


      Her smile returned in earnest, and Mary felt relieved.


      “For now, how about we get some drinks?”


      “Is it proper for a former saint to drink?”


      “His Holiness would attest to the sacredness of wine.”


      “And we’re leaving that same Holiness behind?”


      “He’s buried in paperwork, after all.”


      They laughed together for a while longer.


      Margarita and the Former Saint Candidates


      “A mission? For me?”


      King Souma had summoned Margarita, former Amidonian soldier turned singer. She wasn’t a lorelei... Her fame came purely from talent.


      Leaning on his desk in a pose reminiscent of a certain bespectacled commander, Souma declared, “I’ve determined you are the most suitable candidate to undertake this mission. You have what it takes to see it to completion.”


      “Have...what it takes? Do you mean as a soldier? Or as a singer?”


      “As a singer in this case... All right, I’ve overdone it,” he admitted, relaxing.


      He handed her a paper listing names.


      “These are the saint candidates who sought refuge with Souji. They’ve formed a choir of sorts.”


      “Ah, I heard something about that.”


      “They’re assisting with...magic research,” Souma said.


      “I feel like I understand even less now...”


      “The researchers can explain later. For now, I want you to look after them.”


      “Look after them?”


      “They’re new here and disoriented. Mary’s busy assisting Archbishop Souji. You can support them instead.” He smiled confidently. “You’re a woman, and you’ve grown strong in a paternalistic society. I trust you to keep them safe and in line.”


      “Yes, sir! If that’s what you need, you can count on me!”


      Keeping people in line—that, she could do.




      She soon regretted her confidence.


      “““.........”””


      Sigh... What do I do...?


      The research examined how choir singing affected wide-area healing magic. Margarita and the former saint candidates were to support it. The researchers respected them due to Souma’s direct orders. The issue was the girls themselves. Devout but socially withdrawn, they couldn’t open up. Without Mary’s guidance, they feared the researchers and couldn’t sing properly. Progress had stalled.


      Margarita crossed her arms. If they were recruits, I’d shout at them...but that’d only scare these girls. What can I do?


      Then she remembered.


      “As a singer in this case...”


      Right... I was chosen as a singer, not as a soldier.


      “All right,” she murmured.


      Inspired, she began stomping a firm rhythm, causing the girls to look at her in unison.


      Tap, tap, tap! Tap, tap, tap!


      “La, la, la, la.”


      Her powerful voice filled the room with a hymn they all knew. Usually austere, it now carried strength. Gradually, the former saints joined in.


      “““La, lu, la. Lu, la.”””


      One by one, their voices rose until the whole choir was singing. The startled researchers recovered and instructed them to use Area Heal while recording the results.


      “““La, lu, la. Lu, la.”””


      The saints sang joyfully alongside Margarita, and that day’s research ended in success.




      Later, they would call her “god sister” out of reverence. Margarita, not particularly devout herself, wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
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      Maria Marriage Arc


      Maria Visits the Senior Queens (Naden Version)


      Good morning, everyone. I’m Maria, the woman who just lost her job as empress after holding it for many years. Now that I’m going to marry Souma, I want to spend more time chatting with the senior wives so we can live together happily.


      Early in the day, Second Secondary Queen Naden said she’d be going down to the castle town, so I joined her.


      “Souma tells me you do the weather forecast and also act as a sort of jack-of-all-trades in the castle town?”


      “Well, that’s how it worked out, yeah,” Naden said, awkwardly scratching her cheek as we walked down a cobbled road in Parnam. “When I was killing time in town, I helped out an old lady who was in trouble. Then I did a bunch of other stuff, like delivering something a customer left behind and moving a damaged cart out of the road. It kept happening until people just started casually asking me for favors.”


      Naden was a black ryuu from the Star Dragon Mountain Range. With her strength and mobility, she was probably a big help to the townspeople.


      “You lend an ear to the common people. That’s lovely.”


      “It’s not that big a deal.”


      I was serious, but Naden waved it off.


      “Ah! Naden. Thanks for that delivery earlier.”


      “Hey, Lady Naden! I’ve got good vegetables in stock. Would you like some to take home? Your husband loves cooking, so he’ll be grateful for them!”


      “Lady Nadeeen, let’s play hide and seeeek.”


      The baker’s wife, the greengrocer, and a child walking down the road all called out to Naden like close friends. Naden turned and responded to each of them.


      “Your kids are still little, right? If you need anything else, just let me know.”


      “I’ll drop by on the way home, so hold on to them for me!”


      “I’m showing someone around today, so no can do! We’ll play next time!”


      So she plays hide-and-seek too, huh? The number of people calling out to her never let up. My eyes widened with surprise.


      “You really are popular, Naden.”


      “They’ve all forgotten I’m a queen.”


      When things settled down a bit, Naden said, “They respect Souma, Liscia, and the others like they’re supposed to. I’m the only one they treat so casually. Your people loved and respected you too, right?”


      “They did, yes, but...that’s not always a good thing, you know?”


      “Hm? It’s not?”


      “No. People respect kings or queens because they don’t see them. Obviously they see our faces over the broadcast, but they aren’t closely involved with us. That’s why the common people fear and respect royalty.”


      “That...could be right.”


      Naden looked somewhat, but not entirely, convinced. I was telling her what I truly felt, though.


      Thinking back to when I was empress, I always said I was doing things “for the people,” but I never had the chance to actually come into contact with those people. I never spoke to them directly, so could I really hold my head high and say I was a good ruler?


      “I think your relationship with them is healthy, Naden. If anything, I’d say it’s close to ideal, the way you’re able to hear the voices of the townsfolk directly.”


      “It’s not that big a deal. But I don’t mind hearing you say that,” Naden said with a smile.


      That’s when I had an idea.


      “I know!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands together.


      “Huh?! Wh-What was that about?”


      Naden gave me a dubious look, but I didn’t let it bother me. I grabbed one of her hands with both of mine.


      “You have a lot of free time, right? Let’s use that time to travel the country together! Then we can meet people all over the kingdom!”


      “Travel?! What’s this out of nowhere?!”


      “If you let me ride you, I’ll be able to hear from people all over the kingdom—even the weak and downtrodden, whose voices rarely make it to those at the top. With you there, we won’t need bodyguards. Naden! Let’s hear from lots of people and make this country better together!”


      “H-Hold on!” Naden hurriedly shook free of my hands. “I respect the idea, but the only one who’s supposed to ride me is my partner, Souma, you know?! I can’t just let you ride me alone and take me all over the place...”


      “The partner of your partner is your partner. So it’s fine!”


      “It’s fine? On what basis...?”


      “Now, with that decided, let’s go get Souma’s permission!”


      I took Naden’s hand and started walking.


      “Listen to meeee!” Naden protested.


      But...that’s fine! We’re going to get along swimmingly!


      Maria Visits the Senior Queens (Liscia Version)


      Hello, everyone. I’m Maria, the woman people used to say was married to her country. This afternoon, I was visiting the day care to learn about childcare from First Primary Queen Liscia.


      Liscia was pulling along a pair of twins with the same hair color as hers.


      “This is Cian, and this is Kazuha. My kids with Souma. They’re four and a half now.”


      “Wow, what cute twins.”


      I bent down to look at them. Kazuha looked at me with interest, while Cian hid behind Liscia. They were both adorable.


      Kazuha pointed at me and cocked her head.


      “Mommy. Is she my mommy too?”


      “Huh? I’m your mommy?”


      While I was still surprised at suddenly being called mommy, Liscia slapped her own forehead in dismay and sighed.


      “I gave birth before the other queens, so we all doted on these two. Roroa and the others got carried away and started saying, ‘Mommy’s here,’ and the twins started thinking all of us were their mommies.”


      “O-Oh, is that right?”


      “Yes. When even my own mother started saying ‘Mommy’s here’ to them, I did everything I could to stop it.”


      “I...can see why you’d feel that way.”


      Cian, who had been hiding until this point, said “Mommy?” quietly and toddled towards me with a smile.


      Oh, wow, this kid is just too cute, I thought. “Lady Liscia... Can I have him?”


      “No! What are you saying crazy things out of nowhere for?!”


      “I mean, he was scared of me just a moment ago, but the moment he thinks I’m his mommy, he smiles at me with no wariness whatsoever! I want to mother him!”


      “Settle down,” Liscia said, punctuating it with a light karate chop to my head.


      “Ow ow ow... Ah! What was I saying?”


      “I see you’ve come back to your senses. Cian, Kazuha, go play with everyone.”


      The twins responded with an energetic “’Kay!” and ran off hand in hand.


      Aww, I wanted to talk to them more... As I was thinking that, a blue-haired girl who looked two or three years old came over with a chestnut-haired boy around the same age. Oh! They’re cute too!


      “This blue-haired girl is Souma and Juna’s daughter Enju, while the chestnut-haired boy is Souma and Roroa’s son Leon. They’re both around two and a half.”


      “Hello, Enju, Leon.”


      I knelt down to their eye level to greet them, just like I had with Cian and Kazuha.


      “Hewwo,” said Enju in a slightly drawn-out voice, giving me the smile of a future beauty. Meanwhile, Leon fidgeted shyly.


      “Oh... They’re cute too.”


      “Hee hee, they really are. Enju is fearless, as you’d expect from Juna’s daughter, while Leon is introverted, unlike Roroa. He must get that from Souma.”


      Enju and Leon both hugged Liscia.


      “Mommy Cia!”


      “Mommy Ciaaa.”


      They wanted attention. I stared at Liscia.


      “You’re making them call you mommy too.”


      “I-I don’t see the problem,” Liscia stammered, starting to turn red. “They make my kids do it.”


      I chuckled at how flustered she became. Liscia then handed Enju and Leon off to a woman with wolf ears (I later learned she was Tomoe’s real mother) and brought a baby less than a year old over to me instead.


      This baby, with faintly blue hair, was sucking on his index finger as Liscia held him.


      “This is Souma and Juna’s second child, Kaito. Would you like to hold him?”


      “Yes. Very much so.”


      I felt the weight of the child Liscia placed in my arms, along with the warmth radiating from him. Kaito looked at me and smiled.


      Overcome with emotion, I looked at Liscia.


      “You all raise the children together and have a community of women who provide mutual support in child-rearing. It’s the sort of thing that could serve as a guiding principle for a nation-state.”


      “That’s some complicated stuff you’re thinking about there. I can tell you used to be an empress,” Liscia said, sounding impressed.


      I chuckled. “I want my own children now too.”


      “Once you do...I’ll adore them with all my might. Just like the others.”


      We looked at one another and smiled.


      Maria Visits the Senior Queens (Aisha Version)


      Hello, everyone. I’m Maria, the woman who’s a little worried about gaining weight now that I’ve been released from my intense workload as empress. Today I was watching Second Primary Queen Aisha train.


      “Hngh! Hah! Yah!”


      With each cry of exertion, Aisha swung her greatsword downward, silver hair streaming behind the beautiful and powerful dark elf warrior.


      My own little sister Jeanne was a capable warrior in her own right, but Aisha’s martial arts had a visible power to them that Jeanne’s didn’t. She had a natural intensity and techniques refined through daily training. No warrior in the Empire could have matched her.


      “You really are strong, Aisha,” I said from where I sat in a corner of the indoor training hall.


      Aisha let out an embarrassed laugh, continuing to swing.


      “With my abilities so concentrated in the martial arts, this is the only way I can be of service to His Majesty.”


      The brown skin of her cheeks flushed red.


      Oh my. She’s so cute it’s hard to believe she’s swinging a massive sword around like that.


      “You keep up the effort even now that you’re a queen, I see.”


      “Yes...! That’s true. I initially pushed myself on His Majesty as a bodyguard, so I wouldn’t want to neglect that duty now that I’ve become a queen.”


      “But you’re the second primary queen, right? Hasn’t he asked you to stop doing dangerous things?”


      “In this country, we use the people we have, even if they happen to be royalty. It’s not just me—Lady Liscia and the other queens are all still doing the work they did before marriage. Well, aside from Liscia, who carries the blood of the royal house of Elfrieden, and Roroa, who carries the blood of the princely house of Amidonia. The rest of us don’t need to be so stiff about things.”


      I think that’s strange for a royal family though...


      The queens all raised their children together, and each had their own work. Souma tried to look after the kids as much as he could too, and I’d already witnessed Liscia kicking him in the butt and saying, “That’s enough; go to work already,” several times.


      The king and queens each had valuable jobs, and because they were so busy, they divided the labor of raising their children. It didn’t result in a situation where, after getting married, all that was left to do was struggle for power within the family.


      It was unusual...yet comforting for me.


      It lets me do what I’ve always wanted to do, after all.


      I looked at Aisha as I thought that. Just as I had things I wanted to do, Aisha had her desire to protect Souma.


      “Souma is a lucky guy, having a woman like you to defend him.”


      “I wonder...”


      Aisha stopped swinging. Is something the matter?


      “Did I say something to offend you?” I asked.


      “No, not at all. It’s true that I defend His Majesty in situations where my martial abilities allow me to do so. If Fuuga Haan were to attack His Majesty, I could make the battle last several dozen strokes. And yet...in any other situation, more often than not, he’s the one protecting me. As the king, His Majesty has many people at his disposal, and he makes such tasty food too.”


      Yes...I suppose that is true. Sometimes you needed martial prowess to protect others, but the world wasn’t so simple that everything could be solved through strength of arms alone.


      Aisha let out a short sigh.


      “I feel so pitiful at times like that. I don’t know how I should react when the person I hope to protect ends up protecting me...”


      Aisha wore the expression of a young maiden in love. Despite her incredible strength, she had a delicate side too. That had to be part of her appeal.


      “I think it’s simple, really.”


      “Madam Maria?”


      I smiled as she tilted her head in confusion.


      “You should just say ‘thank you’ when he protects you. It makes you happy when Souma thanks you after you protect him, right?”


      “Thanks for always being there, Aisha.”


      “Sorry for the trouble. You really saved me there, Aisha.”


      Aisha nodded, as if remembering the times he’d thanked her.


      “You’re right. It makes it feel like it was all worth it.”


      “Yes. It’s the same for me. Jeanne was always helping, so when she thanked me for something, it made all the exhaustion from my work disappear. I’m sure Souma feels the same way.”


      “Thank you, Madam Maria,” Aisha said with a smile, then picked up a wooden sword lying on the floor. “It must be boring for you just watching. Come sweat with me.”


      “Uh... About That... Err...”


      I tried to object since I wasn’t very athletic, but if I was going to travel around the kingdom, it might be wise to learn to defend myself. This was as good a time as any.


      “Could you go easy on me, please?”


      Maria Visits the Senior Queens (Roroa Version)


      Hello, everyone. I’m Maria, the one who can only be described as “unemployed” right now. This afternoon, I was called on by Third Primary Queen Roroa, who had a request for me.


      When I arrived in a workroom for bureaucrats in the finance ministry, Roroa noticed me and began speaking in a coaxing voice. “Hey, hey, Big Sis Mari. I’ve gotta li’l favor to ask ya.”


      “Big Sis Mari?!” I’d never been called that before.


      Roroa put her hands together in a pleading gesture, resting them against her right cheek as she tilted her head to the side. It was a calculated cute pose. “Settin’ our positions aside, I like havin’ older people think of me as their honorary li’l sister. I’m already callin’ the others Big Sis Cia, Big Sis Ai, and Big Sis Juna, so that makes you Big Sis Mari.”


      “Oh, I see... Huh? What about Naden?”


      As a member of a long-lived race, Naden was likely older than her, and older than all the other queens too.


      “Nya ha ha...” Roroa let out a wry laugh. “Y’see, with the way she looks, it’d be strange for me to go callin’ her my big sis. Even Tomoe and Ichiha are lookin’ older than her at this point.”


      Sorry, Naden... I can’t refute what she’s saying.


      “Well, that aside, your cute little sis has got a favor to ask ya.”


      “The little sister thing’s already a done deal, I see.”


      “Our country’s gonna be comin’ together with your old country in some kinda two countries, one nation deal, right? So there’s been talk of unitin’ our broadcast programmin’ too while we’re at it.”


      “Ohh, that would be convenient, yes.”


      Each country had a limited number of broadcast jewels, which meant a limited amount of programming. With our two countries working together, we’d be able to afford larger budgets. There were only benefits to it, but...


      “There’s close to a half-day difference in time zones between our countries.”


      “Well, there’s nothin’ we can do about that. We could each make half the content and show the same things twice...in the morning and noon in each country. We’ll find work-arounds.”


      “So for music programs, it’d be like having multiple performances. That sounds reasonable.”


      Roroa was always quick with ideas like this. As a large nation, we could make most things work in the Empire, and there wasn’t much call for creativity. That led to a lot of the bureaucrats becoming inflexible. They couldn’t have come up with ideas like hers.


      “So now on to the main ask. You were a lorelei in the Empire, right, Big Sis Mari?”


      “Hmm? Yes. I tried it once, and a lot of people asked me to continue.”


      “Mm-hmm, I hear you were pretty popular. So, as our first program in the new unified lineup, I was hopin’ to do a Parnam Music Festival headed by a dream team of Big Sis Juna, our Prima Lorelei—the pride of the Kingdom of Friedonia—and you, the Empire’s Singin’ and Dancin’ Empress.”


      A music program? And one where I’d be collaborating with Juna? I thought. “I’m no longer the empress, you realize?”


      “Ya don’t have to be an empress anymore, but that’s no reason to give up bein’ a lorelei, is it? Big Sis Juna’s still out there workin’ hard despite bein’ married and havin’ two children. If the people hear that you and Big Sis Juna—who they all love—are puttin’ on a music show together, people’ll talk. I’m sure those with a nose for profit, like Lucy’s folks at the Evans Company, will be eager to put up the funds as a way of advertisin’ their businesses.”


      “We’d be doing this for the money, would we?”


      I knew Roroa had a strong sense for finance. But I had to question her fixation on making money—especially when she’d be using family members like me or Juna to do it.


      “You want to help the weak, don’t ya, Big Sis Mari?”


      Perhaps sensing my hesitation, Roroa dropped her goofy smile and put on a serious face. It was undoubtedly the face of a queen.


      “The important thing with money’s where ya make it and who ya use it for. If you’re just makin’ money for money’s sake, that’s exploitative. If ya give cash to people without them earnin’ it, you’ll make ’em decadent. Ya’ve gotta earn it, use it, spread it around, and keep that virtuous cycle goin’ as long as you can. Don’t ya think?”


      “You have a point...”


      My ears burned a little with embarrassment. Still, being the idealist that I was, I was grateful for someone who would shove reality in my face. That was true of both Souma and Roroa.


      “Okay...I’ll do it.”


      “Ya will? Whew, you’re a lifesaver.”


      The friendly smile returned to Roroa’s lips. She really made use of a lot of different expressions. But I wouldn’t lose to her on that front. I had the smile I’d cultivated in my time as empress.


      “But you’ll be diverting the profits to my charity work, won’t you?”


      “Huh? Uh, I was hopin’ to use some of ’em to fund the next event...”


      Roroa averted her eyes. I wasn’t going to let that slide.


      “You’ll be making money off me. You’ll let me decide how it’s used, won’t you?”


      I smiled at her. Roroa finally caved.
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      “Aw, fine! I get it! This time it’ll be a charity event!”


      “Hee hee, thank you.”


      I might have found myself a good backer.


      Maria Visits the Senior Queens (Juna Version)


      Good evening, everyone. I’m Maria, the one who used to live for the people, but who’s decided to live for herself and her beloved family from now on. Tonight, I was appearing as a guest on a music program with First Secondary Queen Juna.


      It was Roroa’s idea to hold a music festival where Juna Doma, the Prima Lorelei—pride of the Kingdom of Friedonia—and I, the former Empire’s Singing and Dancing Empress, would appear onstage together. Clever, isn’t she? I was wearing my lorelei dress—which Jeanne had kindly sent from Valois Castle—for the first time in a long while. The broadcast jewel always projected images from the present, so we only got one chance to get things right.


      “Maria?” Juna called out to me as I waited in the wings, feeling the pressure.


      The blue-haired beauty wore an outfit with a thin veil that somehow balanced elegance and sexiness. It was graceful, yet sensual at the same time. Even though we were both women, I found myself a little short of breath when I saw how beautiful she was.


      Juna smiled at me. “Are you feeling tense?”


      “Yes. It’s been a while since I’ve sung in front of people.”


      “I understand. I’ve heard your schedule was always incredibly packed.”


      Her eyes were sympathetic, her words compassionate. There was probably no one who rivaled her ability to read people’s hearts. Souma had told me that Juna had been there to comfort and support him more times than he could count when he was struggling.


      Juna gave me a soft smile. “Do you like singing, Maria?”


      “Huh? Uh...yes. I do like it. I used to sing for Father and Jeanne when I was little.”


      It was a distant memory, from before the weight of being an empress had been thrust on me. Back then, I’d just loved singing and wanted people to hear me.


      “I think...that’s why I had so much fun being a lorelei.”


      “Hee hee, then you’ll be fine.” Juna pressed both hands to her chest over her heart. “Songs are one with the heart. First they come from the heart of the singer, and then they come to rest in the hearts of the listeners. From there, they’re passed down and spread.”


      With her left hand still over her heart, Juna reached out and touched my chest with her right hand.


      “You just have to follow your heart and sing the way you enjoy. Maybe it won’t be a song that everyone loves...but a song you enjoy will move more hearts than one you don’t. That’s what I believe.”


      “You’re right,” I said hesitantly, placing my hand over Juna’s on my chest. “You’re the Prima Lorelei, after all. I’ll remember your advice and sing my hardest.”


      “Hee hee! It’s embarrassing when you make it sound like such a big deal.”


      What a mature smile. It’s hard to believe she’s a year younger than me. I was starting to feel a little competitive.


      “Sorry if I steal the spot of Prima Lorelei from you.”


      “I’ve already withdrawn from that battle. I’m not concerned with how people rank us.”


      “Oh? And what if I stole your popularity with Sir Souma?”


      “That, I’d get upset about.”


      Juna puffed up her cheeks angrily. I was satisfied to have drawn out an expression that suited her age a bit better. Soon enough though, her face shifted into an intense smile.


      “I understand. I’ll take you on with everything I have.”


      “Yes. Let’s fight fair and square. As loreleis, and as queens.”


      We exchanged harmonious smiles.


      “Um...I’m the one feeling the most worried here, you know?” said a timid voice from behind us.


      I turned to see a cute girl in a lorelei costume.


      “Juna? Who is this?”


      “This is Miss Komari Corda. She’s currently the top lorelei in both popularity and ability.”


      When Juna said that, Komari looked at her with tears in her eyes.


      “Ohh... When you say that, Juna, being number one among the active loreleis really weighs on me. You’re still incredibly popular with the people even after stepping back from the spotlight, and I’m about to stand next to a lady who used to be an empress too. Try to imagine what it’s like, standing next to you two and being introduced as the current number one lorelei.”


      Yeah. I could see where she was coming from.


      “Is that really true?” I asked.


      “Maria?”


      Sure, Komari felt less like a finished product than Juna. But I felt as though that incompleteness might draw people in.


      “It’s not possible to empathize with someone you worship, because you’ve placed them somewhere above yourself. Juna and I can move people’s hearts, but the listeners can’t insert themselves emotionally into our performances. If anyone here can let them do that, it’s you...because you’re on the same level as them.”


      “Yes. I think that’s part of your charm, Komari,” Juna said with a nod, taking Komari’s hand. “Your incompleteness makes people excited to see what you’ll show them in the future. That’s something we can’t do anymore, having already reached a certain level of completion.”


      “Lady Juna, Lady Maria...”


      As Komari teared up again, Juna and I both reached out to her.


      “Come on, let’s go, Komari.”


      “Everyone’s waiting for us.”


      With a sniffle, she said, “Okay!”


      Now, let the music festival begin.

    

  

  
    
      Demon Lord’s Domain Arc


      The Secret Story of the Making of the Kamidana in the Governmental Affairs Office


      A little while after a solution had been found to the problem of the Demon Lord’s Domain, Nine-Headed Dragon Queen Shabon and her partner Kishun visited Parnam. We publicly announced it as a courtesy visit in recognition of the liberation of the Demon Lord’s Domain, a way of playing up the good relations between our countries. The main reasons were more practical though. We were going to discuss how to handle Fuuga and negotiate trade. That said, our countries actually were on good terms, and another goal of the trip was to introduce my son Cian to his fiancée, Shabon’s daughter, Princess Sharan.


      “Look, Sharie! Over here! Over here!”


      “Ahh! Wait for me, Big Sis Kazu.”


      The children were playing boisterously in my father-in-law Albert’s garden in the castle.


      “It’s dangerous to run like that, you two,” Cian called after his playmates.


      “Ahh, you too, Lord Cian! And Lady Kazuha, don’t pull her around like that!”


      It looked like my daughter Kazuha had taken a liking to Princess Sharan. Kazuha was pulling her around by the hand as Cian toddled after them, worried. Carla the maid watched over them, constantly on edge.


      “Hee hee, the children certainly are energetic,” Shabon said, stroking the head of her second child, Prince Sharon, who was sleeping on her lap.


      Liscia and I were with Shabon and Kishun in the gazebo, sipping tea as we took a break.


      “Too much energy can be a problem though. Especially with Kazuha,” Liscia said with a sigh.


      I could only smile wryly at that. “She sure does take after you, huh?”


      “Hold on, what’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Just what it sounds like, actually.”


      “The two of you get along as well as ever, I see,” Shabon said, chuckling at us. “I’m envious.”


      “You say that, but you and Kishun must be getting along pretty well yourselves,” I countered. “I mean, you’ve popped out two babies already.”


      “Yeah. And they weren’t twins like they were for me,” Liscia added.


      “Why yes,” Shabon replied with a smile. “I do believe we’re your equals when it comes to how well we can get along. Right, Kishun?”


      “It’s an honor to have you say that...” Kishun replied awkwardly.


      To Kishun, Shabon wasn’t just his wife but also his princess, so the combined feelings of love and loyalty made it hard for him to ever disagree with her. I could relate...


      Shabon set her teacup down with a slight clatter.


      “So, what is this favor you wanted to ask of me?” Her expression grew a little sterner as she spoke. “If it involves the Great Tiger Empire again, is it a favor you’d be asking of my country?”


      “Oh, no, no, this isn’t anything so heavy,” I said, hurriedly correcting the misconception. “There’s something I want to order from your craftsmen for my personal use.”


      “For...your personal use?”


      “Yeah, this is it here,” I said, producing a rough design I had drawn up.


      “Is this a house... No, a shrine, perhaps?”


      “Yeah, I knew you’d have designs like this in the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago.”


      “What’s this about, Souma?” Liscia asked.


      I pointed to the designs. “This is something from my old world, modeled after the shrines where people in my country prayed to the kami. The Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago’s culture is similar to my home country’s in many ways, so I figured they’d have buildings like this there.”


      “I see. And your request is to have them build this for you?” Shabon asked, tilting her head slightly.


      “No, no.” I shook my head. “I want a small one. A miniature. It should be about the right size to hold this magatama.”


      I set the comma-shaped jewel, which shone with a dull red light, on the table. Liscia looked closely at it.


      “This thing... You got it from the Demon Lord... I mean Madam Mao, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah. It’s like a mortuary tablet for all my ancestors. This design I have is for a kind of house shrine called a ‘kamidana,’ where you can pray to the kami at home. I was hoping to put the magatama in one so I could pay my respects there.”


      “Oh! We do have a similar tradition in the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago,” Shabon said.


      “There are these little stone shrines by the side of the road, and we pray to the local gods of each island at them,” Kishun added.


      They both nodded, seeming to have figured it out. If they were wayside shrines, maybe they were for gods that watch over travelers. Yeah, the tradition really did seem similar.


      I offered the designs to Shabon.


      “I’d like it made without nails, if possible. Do you think they can do that?”


      “Well, I should think so... Our country’s craftsmen are excellent, after all.” Shabon took the plans and rolled them up. “But this certainly is unexpected. I never took you for the religious type, Sir Souma.”


      “Yeah, I mean, you rejected becoming the Holy King, so I assumed you weren’t interested in divine authority,” Liscia said, agreeing with Shabon.


      “Well, I’m not deeply religious, no, but I’m not an atheist either. In my old country, faith was something a little personal, integrated into our daily lives.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “We didn’t go to church and pray to God, but we’d think things like, ‘The sun god is watching me, so I can’t do anything evil,’ or ‘This is an affront to my ancestors.’ Oh, and also, ‘You have to take care of your things, because everything has a soul inside it.’ Those thoughts could be seen as sun worship, ancestor worship, and animism, right?”


      “Ami... Ani... Uh, I think I kind of get it, aside from that last one that started with A.”


      I smiled wryly at the look on Liscia’s face as she struggled to understand.


      I picked up the red magatama and held it up to the light. “It’s nothing complicated. It’s just that imagining Grandma and Grandpa are watching over me through this magatama makes me feel a little better.”


      “Hee hee, I think that’s a wonderful thought,” Shabon said with a smile, rolling up the plans. “We’ll set about construction with all the respect such a project deserves. This is a house for the ancestors of Sharan’s future partner, so it’ll need to be a splendid one.”


      “Thank you, Shabon.”


      I had a feeling this request was going to help strengthen the bond between our countries.


      Hal and Velza’s Date


      “Hey, Velza, are you sure this is where you wanted to go?”


      This was the fruit parlor managed by Lucy’s family, the Evans Company. Velza sat across from Halbert in a seat on the second-floor terrace.


      “Given we’re celebrating your first day of work and all, I’d have gladly taken you somewhere more expensive, you know?”


      “No. This place is where I wanted to come, Lord Hal,” Velza answered promptly.


      Today Velza had reached the age of majority and formally entered service with the House of Magna, so they were here to celebrate the occasion. With permission from Halbert’s wives Kaede and Ruby, of course.


      “This is actually where Ichiha proposed to Tomoe. They’ve been coming since their engagement was announced to flirt with each other too. That’s why I wanted to come here with you, Lord Hal,” she said with a smile.


      “O-Oh, yeah?” Halbert’s heart skipped a beat when he saw her beaming face. When she looked at him this way, it forced him to see her as a girl, like it or not.


      They were both in civilian clothes today. Velza looked quite handsome in her uniform, and the women in the military fangirled over her all the time. But with the short pants she was wearing now to show off her healthy legs and just a little makeup, she came off as a pretty, if somewhat boyish, girl.


      “Thank you for waiting.”


      The waitress came over carrying their food. Velza had ordered a parfait, while Halbert had ordered coffee. The coffee was a recent import from the Spirit Kingdom of Garlan, and Halbert had taken a liking to its aroma.


      “Now, please, take your time and enjoy yourselves,” the waitress said before leaving.


      Velza immediately took a spoonful of parfait, her cheeks melting into a grin.


      “Mmm!”


      Despite her usual cool demeanor, when she was eating sweets or in front of Halbert, her expression turned far more girlish. Halbert smiled wryly as he watched her.


      “Ah ha ha... You’re making that look pretty delicious.”


      “Sweet things have all the happiness of this world packed into them.”


      With that said, Velza scooped up some cream and pudding from her parfait and offered it to Halbert like she was about to go, “Say ahh.”


      Halbert froze when he saw that. “Um...Velza?”


      “Lady Tomoe was doing this with Ichiha, so I thought I’d try it myself.”


      “Uh, you’re supposed to do that kind of thing with the guy you like...”


      “Yes, which is why I’m doing it,” Velza replied, leaving no room for doubt as she pushed the spoon closer. Her eyes were fixed on Halbert.


      Relenting under her gaze, Halbert accepted the offered spoonful and chewed it with a wry smile.


      “To think you liked me so much...”


      “Had you not noticed? I thought I’d made it pretty clear.”


      “Well, yeah, I’d noticed. I mean, you’ve been working to box me in and cut off all avenues of escape.”


      Halbert leaned back in his seat with a sigh.


      “Kaede and Ruby are always telling me I need to treat you like a girl, not a little sister or something like that, and my folks are already treating you like a member of the family. Then there’s your father, Sur, constantly calling me your groom-to-be. At this point, I’ve already accepted that you fully intend to marry me.”


      “It took a lot of work, if I dare say so myself,” Velza said, puffing out her chest with pride. Halbert found that a little cute.


      “I was kind of expecting you to cool off on the idea eventually...”


      “We dark elf women are a passionate bunch. My love for you will never cool.”


      “I get that from watching Madam Aisha, but...I’m human, you know? We live on different time scales.”


      “You say that, yet you’ve already married Ruby, Lord Hal?”


      “Well...you’ve got a point there.”


      “It’s okay. We long-lived races know what we’re getting ourselves into,” Velza said with a chuckle. “In fact, if we leave you short-lived people alone, you vanish in no time. That’s why I want to treasure the precious moments we do have together.”


      “Oh, yeah? Guess that’s one way of looking at it.” Halbert scratched his head shyly. “I’m blessed to have someone who cares so much about me.”


      “Well, you have Kaede and Ruby too, so consider yourself thrice-blessed.”


      “Ha ha ha. It seems almost excessive.”


      “Yes. So...” Velza placed her hands over Halbert’s, which had been resting on the table. “Live as long as you can, and let’s make lots of happy memories together. You saved a girl from the sand and dirt and made her go weak in the knees for you, so please take responsibility for your actions, okay?”


      The coffee tasted sweet as Velza smiled at him.


      The C Clan


      One day I was in the governmental affairs office planning an event to promote the economy with Roroa.


      “Souma, Roroa, do you have a moment?” came a voice.


      “Julius?”


      “Bro?”


      Julius, Roroa’s elder brother who had become my White General, dropped in on us.


      “What’s up? Got a problem with the military or somethin’?” Roroa asked.


      “No, it’s nothing that important.”


      “Ya get in a fight with Big Sis Tia, then? Did she run out on you?”


      “How rude. We get along swimmingly as a couple.”


      “Yeah, I can’t see your little missus doin’ that anyway.”


      “I’m more worried about you,” Julius said. “I pray your tendency to come out and say things like that doesn’t make your husband come to hate you.”


      “Oh, yeah? If it’s a fight you’re here lookin’ for, I’ll give ya one at a discount.”


      Watching the two siblings banter, I thought about how much better they were getting along now. They had been political opponents at one point, but now looked like any other brother and sister pair you might meet.


      Feeling a little left out, I smiled wryly as I asked Julius, “So, Julius, what did you come here for?”


      “Oh, right.” Julius came back to his senses and looked at me. “I wanted to talk to you about my good friend Colbert.”


      “Hmm? What’s this about Mr. Colbert?” Roroa asked, tilting her head.


      “You know Colbert will be marrying Madam Mio of the House of Carmine on the same day as Souma, Madam Maria, and Madam Yuriga’s wedding, right?”


      “Yeah. They’re participatin’ in the mass wedding event. And?”


      “That means he’ll be a member of the House of Carmine from here on. His first name is Gatsby, so that would make him Gatsby Carmine.”


      “I see... We won’t be able to call him Colbert anymore, huh?” I mused.


      Colbert’s full name was Gatsby Colbert, and Roroa and I both called him Colbert because we found it easier to pronounce. But he’d soon be marrying into the House of Carmine, which meant he wouldn’t be a Colbert anymore.


      “That’s...kinda sad, huh?” Roroa murmured.


      Colbert had been like a second brother to Roroa. Even when she was on poor terms with her real brother, Colbert had been with her as part of the Ministry of Finance.


      “He’s always been Mr. Colbert to me, so not bein’ able to call him that is gonna make it feel like he’s become a whole different person.”


      Roroa scratched her cheek with a troubled smile.


      Was it like having a sibling’s last name suddenly change after they got married? I was an only child, so it was hard to put myself in her shoes, but...I could sympathize a little, at least.


      “So, I had an idea,” Julius said, broaching the subject. “Could you let Colbert keep his family name as a middle name? I’m aware that the Carmine name has historical and political significance to this country, but for my part...I’d like to be able to keep calling him Colbert.”


      “Darlin’, I’d like you to let him too,” Roroa agreed, turning an expectant look towards me.


      “I see. Gatsby C. Carmine, huh?” I crossed my arms and thought for a moment, then quickly nodded. “Sounds good to me. It’d feel weird for me to start calling him Gatsby or Carmine at this point too.”


      “But won’t there be people concerned about what to call him?” Julius asked.


      I just shrugged. “That’s nothing new. I went from Souma Kazuya to Souma A. Elfrieden, and soon I’ll be Souma E. Friedonia. Where did my first name, Kazuya, go?”


      “That’s your fault for messin’ up at the start, Darlin’,” Roroa said with mild exasperation.


      “It is?” asked Julius.


      “Sure is.”


      I loudly cleared my throat. “You’ve got the same sort of problem, don’t you? Julius Lastania.”


      “Yes, I suppose I do...” Julius said with a shrug. “I can’t very well change my name to Julius A. Lastania now. I wouldn’t want to make Tia and my son Tius bear the burdens of the Amidonia name.”


      “Hold up, Bro? I’m the one havin’ to bear those burdens, y’know?”


      “You snatched them away from me, so you’ll have to take responsibility for that.”


      “Ugh... I wanna give ’em all back to you, with interest.”


      The two of them started going at it again. They really did get along better now...


      “Anyway, Colbert doesn’t want to give up his name, and Mio isn’t demanding he let go of it, right? In that case, I’ve decided to let him keep it.”


      “Yeah!”


      “I’ll inform Colbert and Madam Mio.”


      And so, the name Gatsby C. Colbert was born.


      Watching Smart People Talk Is Nerve-Racking


      In the gardens of Castle Valois, in the city of Valois—which had only recently changed from an imperial capital to a royal capital—Queen Jeanne and her royal consort Hakuya were having tea with Excel Walter, who’d been sent from the Kingdom of Friedonia to help instruct their fleet. This break was something Hakuya had suggested to give Jeanne some relief from her heavy workload.


      “Oh? Were you ever this considerate to His Majesty?” Excel asked, chuckling behind her fan.


      Hakuya shrugged. “His Majesty had people like the indulgent Lady Juna and the adoring Lady Aisha around him to help him recover. Lady Liscia was always there monitoring his mental well-being too, so I never felt the need to say anything.”


      “Heh heh, I suppose so. And that’s why you act so sweet to Madam Jeanne?”


      “I believe it’s only natural that a husband should indulge his wife.”


      “You sure know how to make an argument...” Excel said, letting out a sigh that was half exasperated, half impressed.


      Then, looking from Jeanne’s face to Hakuya’s, she snapped her fan shut.


      “I see. Madam Jeanne has worked outside the home as a military officer, while Sir Hakuya defended it inside as a civil official. That’s a reversal of traditional gender roles. His Majesty’s household and the Vargas household have stayed peaceful because the wives keep the husbands under their thumbs, but you two have the opposite sort of arrangement.”


      “What? Sir Hakuya has me under his thumb?” Jeanne blinked, earning a chuckle from Excel.


      “It’s about distribution of roles. Things tend to work out much better if the reliable partner keeps hold of the more active partner’s reins. It’s the same with Madam Mio and Sir Colbert of the House of Carmine, who’ll be marrying soon. Sir Colbert does a good job of supporting her. If the reliable partner doesn’t keep hold of the reins though, you end up with Madam Genia and poor Sir Ludwin, who’s going to develop an ulcer from all the stress she causes him.”


      Alas, that’s just life for them at this point, Excel thought, a cool look on her face as she sipped her black tea. Then she smiled at Jeanne.


      “It’s nothing for you to worry about. Be yourself and do all you can. It’s the duty of the Black-Robed Royal Consort to manage things appropriately for you.”


      “I sense the many long years of wisdom behind those words,” Hakuya said with a smile that seemed plastered onto his face.


      Excel returned an identical grin. “Oh my, I suppose it was much too soon to talk about this with a little boy who’s only an adult in terms of his height.”


      “Ha ha ha.”


      “Hee hee hee.”


      Sparks flew between them. They were both sharp, just bantering in a way they expected they could get away with, but Jeanne was beside herself with worry watching them.


      “S-So, how is our fleet, Duchess Walter?” she asked, trying to change the subject.


      Setting her teacup down, Excel replied, “Well...I can tell you, without any undue flattery, that this country’s fleet is first-rate. Even if you don’t have wonder weapons like the island carriers, you have more than enough of each type of ship, and they’re well serviced and maintained. With such a large fleet, it’s a mystery to me why the Empire never expanded out to sea.”


      “It seems past emperors were focused on expanding our terrestrial holdings. Dominating the seas remained a secondary priority,” Hakuya explained with a serious look. “The fleet was apparently built with the then Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Union in mind, but only to clamp down on their piracy.”


      “And Sister had her hands full with the monsters on land too...” Jeanne added.


      “Yes, I suppose she did,” Excel replied with a nod. “However, it’s your time now, and your fleet will be one of the driving forces in this new era.”


      “Duchess Walter... Yes! I think you’re right!” Jeanne responded, full of energy.


      Nodding with satisfaction, Excel clapped her hands together. “Oh, I know. Now that I think of it, I brought some tea with me from the Kingdom. Since we’re already indulging, perhaps you’d like to...”


      “Hold on,” Hakuya interrupted, stopping Excel before she could have the servants prepare it.


      With a smile plastered on his face, he turned to her. “This tea wouldn’t happen to have something in it, would it? I know you’ve gotten all sorts of information out of King Souma with his wives’ permission.”


      “My, you’re so perceptive. And here I was hoping to prepare some educational materials for Madam Jeanne.”


      “Huh? Me?! What are you talking about?!” Jeanne blinked in confusion.


      Smiling, Hakuya said, “Save that for His Majesty.”


      “A fine piece of work you are, offering up His Majesty like that.”


      “I’m honored to receive such a compliment from the venerable Duchess Walter.”


      “Hee hee hee.”


      “Ha ha ha.”


      They faced off again with smiles. At the end of the day, Jeanne spent the whole time on edge.


      Poncho Comes Home


      In the noble quarter of Parnam, many properties had once belonged to the corrupt nobles Souma punished. These properties had since been given to Souma’s newly hired military or civil officials (since the old guard didn’t want them because of how they’d come to be uninhabited) or were used to house foreign guests. Poncho’s mansion was one such case.


      “Whew, I’m finally home, yes.”


      Having returned from a trip to the Spirit Kingdom and made his report to Souma, Poncho was finally able to make it home that evening.


      “I wonder how everyone’s been getting on without me, yes.”


      He was greeted by the mansion’s servants, who were largely managed by Serina, as he passed through the gate and opened the front door. Two small figures leapt at him the moment he did.


      ““Father! Welcome home!””


      His usual, more rotund build would’ve absorbed the impact, but he was currently slimmed down thanks to both Serina and Komain demanding another child from him, so he felt the blow hit his internal organs directly.


      “Gwugh...! I-I’m home, Marin, Maron,” Poncho gagged a little before recovering enough to pat his two five-year-old girls on the head.


      Marin was the daughter he’d had with his first wife Serina, and Maron was with his second wife Komain. They looked like twins, both having inherited their father’s round face, but Maron’s skin had a slight reddish tinge, which made it easy to tell them apart.


      “Hey, hey, you went to that place called Abroad, right?”


      “Did you bring back gifts? Are there any sweets?”


      The girls were begging for food the moment he returned. Poncho had absolutely no doubt these were his children with Serina and Komain.


      As he returned their embrace, he said, “I did bring back something for you, but I’d like to see your mothers first, yes.”


      The twins looked at one another.


      “Father kissed our mommies goodbye!”


      “Now he’s going to kiss our mommies hello!”


      “D-Don’t say that so loudly, yes.”


      Poncho was intimidated by how direct his daughters were. The servants watching from a distance all chuckled.


      Then two women came down the stairs.


      “Welcome home.”


      “Welcome home, Poncho.”


      It was Poncho’s wives, Serina and Komain.


      They were dressed as they usually were at home, one in a maid outfit and the other in a traditional ethnic costume. Marin and Maron, who had been clinging to Poncho, each cried “Mommy!” before jumping off him and rushing to their respective mothers, who lovingly patted them on the head.


      “Marin, did you greet your father properly?”


      “I did! I said, ‘Father! Welcome home!’”


      “And you, Maron? Did you greet him too?”


      “I did! He said he brought gifts too!”


      The mothers smiled wryly at their daughters’ enthusiasm.


      Poncho walked over at a relaxed pace. “I’m home, yes. Serina, Komain, did I miss anything while I was away?”


      “Nothing all that important... If I had to mention something, it would be that we were perhaps a little lonely? Both at the absence of our husband and the resulting decline in the number of dishes on the table,” Serina said without a hint of guilt, bringing a wry smile to Komain’s face.


      “We don’t get to try your experimental dishes when you’re not around, after all. It’s so like Serina, mixing love with hunger... I can never tell which is greater, her love for you or her appetite for the food you cook.”


      “Are you not the same, Komain? Marin and Maron would never have been born if we weren’t like this.”


      “Ah ha ha... I suppose not.”


      Poncho felt a warm, fuzzy feeling in his heart as he watched them. Back when he first entered Souma’s service, he could never have imagined one day his wives and daughters would welcome him home like this. He savored the happiness as he set down his bag.


      “Now then, I’ve brought back bean tea and spices from the Spirit Kingdom, and I’m going to use them to fix up a delicious meal for all of us, yes.”


      ““Yay!””


      Marin and Maron raised their arms and jumped when they heard there’d be good food. Unable to wait, they picked up his bag and rushed off to the kitchen with it. Once they were gone, Serina and Komain subtly approached Poncho, each planting a kiss on one of his cheeks before whispering in his ears.


      “Darling, we’ve had a break because of your trip, but let’s get back to work tonight.”


      “Marin and Maron have been pestering us for a little brother or sister, and we need to do our best for them.”


      Hearing this, Poncho knew he wouldn’t be able to regain his weight for the foreseeable future.
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      World War Arc


      Their Bygone Days (Flashback)


      In the Gran Chaos Empire, before Souma had been summoned to this world...


      As Lumiere ate by herself in the cafeteria of the Officers’ Academy, where the Empire’s future military commanders were trained, Jeanne—the younger sister of Empress Maria—approached carrying a tray of food.


      “Hey, Lumi. Mind if I sit with you?”


      “You don’t need to ask. If there’s an open seat, you can just take it, you know?”


      Lumiere’s words were blunt, but not out of malice; she was simply that way by nature. Jeanne knew this, so she smiled and took a seat.


      Jeanne and Lumiere. The royal and the future retainer. They came from different backgrounds, but both were serious and hardworking, and they got along well, becoming close friends.


      “Come to think of it, Lumi, I hear you turned down a senior who asked you out again,” Jeanne said between bites.


      Lumiere’s brow furrowed. “Don’t say ‘again.’ You make me sound bad.”


      “How many is that this month?”


      “He’d be the third...I think?”


      “If he was the third in just two weeks, then you’ve been getting asked out more than once a week.”


      “It’s a real headache.”


      “There must be no shortage of guys interested in a beautiful and talented woman like you.”


      “Do I detect a hint of spite?” Lumiere gave Jeanne a slight glare as she skewered some fried fish with her fork. “Because when a talented beauty like you says it, it sure sounds like it’s out of spite.”


      “Hmm? But no one’s ever asked me out.”


      “Of course not! No matter how pretty you are, nobody’s going to try putting the moves on the empress’s little sister. Everyone would assume his parents had ambitions, and the guy would be disowned to distance themselves from it. No idiot would choose you with that kind of risk involved.”


      “W-Well...I’m sure you’re probably right.”


      “They go after me because, next to you, I seem more attainable. Not that I have any interest in a proposition like that, which lacks even a shred of ambition.”


      Lumiere tore into the piece of fried fish on her fork with a vengeance. Jeanne smiled wryly, noticing her friend must be in quite a foul mood.


      “Besides, I can just tell they’re only settling for me because they can’t seduce you,” Lumiere angrily grumbled. “No, wait, it’s worse than that. They want to get close to me as a way of getting closer to you. What does that make me? A stalking horse?! Or maybe a breakwater for you?”


      “S-Sorry about that. But...no, I understand how you feel.”


      “Huh? Why would you understand?”


      “Because I’m often treated as ‘Lady Maria’s little sister’ or ‘the Euphoria sister who isn’t Maria,’” Jeanne answered with a sigh.


      Lumiere stopped eating when she heard that. As Jeanne was the younger sister of the charismatic Maria, it wasn’t hard to see why Jeanne would be treated as the lesser of the two. Only Jeanne would know how Jeanne felt about that.


      “Wait, but you have another sister, don’t you?”


      Jeanne gave Lumiere a blank look. “Huh? You mean Trill? She’s a problem child in her own right. Sure, she’s talented at making things, but she’s also at the center of all sorts of trouble. Sometimes I even get called ‘the younger Euphoria sister who isn’t a problem child.’”


      “It’s tough being the middle child, huh?”


      Lumiere sympathized with Jeanne, and her anger faded. A wave of exhaustion washed over her, and she sighed.


      “Honestly...I can’t stand the affection of older men. They’re so transparent in their desire to use me for their family’s benefit or their own future.”


      “Hmm. You’re into younger men, Lumi?”


      “Uh, I’m not sure I’d put it that way... How about you, Jeanne? I know you’re not allowed to have a love life, but do any of our classmates interest you?”


      “Hrmm... When it comes to boys my age or younger, they all tend to look at my sister, not me.”


      “Well...you can’t really compete with that motherly aura.”


      Maria’s goddess-like smile could purify any sex-obsessed man’s heart and turn him back into a little boy...or so they said. There was something positively inviolable and sacred about her.


      “Their reverence may be a burden on Sister though.” Jeanne gave a small smile. “That’s why I think someone mature, who’ll only look at me, might be ideal.”


      “Hmm... So you’re into older guys, Jeanne.”


      “H-Hey! Was that payback for earlier?”


      “Well, it’d be nice if our ideal partners could meet.”


      It was ironic that these two, having such an uneventful conversation, would one day end up as enemies in opposing camps. Whether they had men they could consider their ideal partners nearby...well, that could be a bit of a funny story.


      The Nine-Headed Dragon Queen Is Very Busy


      As total war between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire drew near, people across the world grew tense and fearful of the coming conflict. But amid this turmoil, the people of the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Kingdom were comparatively relaxed.


      Their country was separated from the continent by the sea, so the Great Tiger Empire was unlikely to invade them anytime soon. Even if they were attacked, the Empire’s unfamiliarity with naval warfare would hinder any attempt at landing. That was the general assumption. However, while the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Kingdom excelled at sea battles, they had virtually no experience fighting inland, nor did they have commanders capable of leading such campaigns. For that reason, Fuuga didn’t view them as a threat and was content to ignore them until the war with the Kingdom of Friedonia was over.


      Though distant from the decisive battle forming on the continent, Queen Shabon was still incredibly busy. Even now, she was fighting a mountain of paperwork...


      This country’s culture was a mix of Tang China and Edo Japan, so documents were spread across thick tatami mats in a circle around a low writing desk. She wrote with a brush, so at a glance, one might have thought her a calligraphy artist.


      “I have a report,” Kishun announced from beside her.


      Though he was her husband, he generally acted as her subordinate during work.


      “Sir Kuu, head of the Republic, has ordered additional lion-dog guns...”


      “He cannot have them,” Shabon said firmly without raising her head. “Our production is already near its limit, correct?”


      “It is as you say.” Kishun nodded. “It would be impossible to increase output further.”


      Currently, the Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago was inundated with firearm orders from other Maritime Alliance countries.


      One such weapon was the lion-dog gun cannon—a portable, miniature cannon similar to a hand cannon or crouching tiger cannon. It had once been a minor naval weapon where magic use was limited, but the Kingdom of Friedonia’s development of the magic canceler had changed everything. Because it created zones where magic couldn’t be used, gunpowder weapons suddenly took center stage. With war looming, allied nations had placed even more orders to bolster their military strength.


      “We’re turning a profit, but it’s hard to feel satisfied with the situation...” Shabon sighed, setting down her brush and resting her cheek in her palm. “While it’s helpful that the Kingdom of Friedonia and the Republic of Turgis supply us with iron, which we often lack, we can’t increase the number of craftsmen easily. Training takes time, and we can’t sacrifice quality for output.”


      Kishun nodded. “Yes, you’re right. Especially when lives and the outcome of the war may depend on it.”


      “Very well. We’ve already sent the amounts ordered in advance, so we must ask the alliance members to compromise among themselves.”


      “Understood.” Kishun bowed, then continued. “Next, we have a letter from Queen Yuriga of the Kingdom of Friedonia. There’s something she wishes to borrow from our country.”


      “Yuriga? What does she want?”


      “Well...” Kishun named the item: the skull of that great kaiju.


      Shabon stared blankly. “She wants that? At a time like this? Why?”


      “She only says it’s for a strategy of hers. However, the letter also bears King Souma’s signature, so in all likelihood...”


      “The Kingdom of Friedonia has something in mind for it, then.”


      “Indeed.”


      Shabon considered it briefly, then nodded. “Very well. Kishun, where is it being kept?”


      “We’ve been touring the islands with it as an emblem of your rule and a symbol of stability.”


      “Have it recalled and sent to the Kingdom of Friedonia.”


      “Understood.”


      “Now then...” Having finished the reports and paperwork for the moment, Shabon prepared to move on.


      “M-Mother...” came a hesitant voice from the doorway.


      Shabon and Kishun turned to see their daughter, Princess Sharan, peeking in from behind the sliding door.


      “Sharan? What is it?”


      Sharan was as introverted as Shabon had once been. It was unusual for her to visit during work hours, so they were surprised.


      “Um, I wanted to ask you something, Mother.”


      Her eyes wandered as she spoke. Shabon turned fully towards her.


      “What is it?” she asked gently.


      Gathering her resolve, Sharan said, “Um...I heard Fweedonia is in danger.”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “Will Lord Cian and Big Sister Kazuha be okay...?”


      Sharan was too young to fully understand war, but she sensed the danger it posed to Cian and Kazuha, and that they might not meet again.


      “You love them both, don’t you, Sharan?”


      “Yes.”


      Remaining kneeling, Shabon approached her and pulled her into a hug.


      “It’ll be okay,” she said softly. “You’ll see them again soon. I’ll make sure of it.”


      “Really...?”


      “Yes. Just leave it to your mother.”


      Shabon lifted Sharan into her arms, then turned to Kishun.


      “Move the plan into its next phase. For Sharan’s sake...and for her husband-to-be.”


      It was widely believed Queen Shabon would have little influence on the war’s outcome, but before long, she would send something that would corner Fuuga.


      A Dangerous Combination


      As total war between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire drew near...


      “Achoo! Urgh... It’s so cold.”


      “Ookyakya! Glad you could make it, Miss Trill! Welcome!”


      Near the northern edge of the Republic of Turgis, in a city now called Tarus—acquired in the last war—Kuu, Taru, Leporina, and Nike met with Princess Trill of the Euphoria Kingdom.


      Trill rubbed her arms for warmth as she looked around. “The Republic is every bit as frigid as I’ve heard...”


      “Oh yeah? Feels pretty warm around here to me,” Kuu replied cheerfully.


      Sighing, Nike said, “I keep telling you, it feels completely different to us humans. Even in summer, in a place like Sapeur, I still feel like I need two more layers over my shirt.”


      Nike and Trill were the only humans present. Since Nike wasn’t part of the Five Races of the Snowy Plains, who’d adapted to cold climates, the chill seeped into his bones.


      Kuu carried on regardless. “Sorry to spring this on you right after you got here, Miss Trill, but I’d like your help building defenses for Tarus and the neighboring city of Leporus. They’ll be the first battlefields when we face the Great Tiger Empire, so we need to make sure they’re not easily breached.”


      This was Kuu’s plan, for which he’d summoned Trill even though she was a foreign princess. During the earlier summit between the four Maritime Alliance nations, Kuu had heard Jeanne didn’t know what to do with the eccentric Drill Princess, so he’d invited her personally. Trill had readily accepted.


      “Big Sister Jeanne already told me about it. But are you sure?” Trill tilted her head. “I’m an amateur when it comes to war, so wouldn’t it be better to ask someone else?”


      “Oh, I don’t mind.” Kuu grinned. “I’ll come up with ideas for defensive equipment, and you just tell me if they’re possible. If they are, Taru and her engineers will build them with you. All expenses covered by the Republic, of course.”


      “In that case...I suppose it’s fine.”


      “Great. I heard about Bro having Mechadra remodeled by Genia’s team, and that pile driver was your idea, right? That’s when I knew I had to bring you here to redesign the fortress walls.”


      “Oh, that was a really hard job...” Taru sighed, recalling it.


      She’d worked on Mechadra’s remodel as a craftsperson, while the ideas had come mostly from Genia and Trill. She and Merula, the other voice of reason, had struggled to turn those absurd ideas into reality.


      “Now, now,” Leporina said, trying to calm Taru, who had a distant look in her eyes.


      Kuu clapped his hands. “Anyway, let’s not stand around. Let’s move somewhere we can talk properly.”


      They relocated to the mansion Nike had been given as Tarus’s temporary magistrate. His desk was covered in scattered documents.


      “What is this...?!” Trill exclaimed, eyes widening as she picked one up.


      Each page depicted a contraption Kuu wanted built, along with a rough sketch. What surprised her wasn’t the content, but the sheer volume.


      “You have this many ideas?”


      “Sure. I just wrote down things I wanted to try, and it ended up like this.”


      Kuu didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. Trill read one, “Dragon statue on wall suddenly breathes fire at enemies.” The rest were similarly eccentric.


      “These are all very...offbeat, let’s say.” Trill looked slightly unsettled. “You seem eager for this war, Kuu. Yet Big Sister Jeanne and Big Brother Hakuya looked so somber about it.”


      “Huh? Nah. War’s a pain. I just had kids, and I don’t want to waste time on this stuff...y’know?”


      “Really? You have quite a lot of ideas for someone who feels that way,” Taru said, perplexed.


      “Ookyakya! That’s because I don’t want to fight a boring war. This is going to be a localized conflict anyway. The real outcome will be decided by Bro and Fuuga. I just want to stir things up, minimize our losses, and drive the enemy back. That’s all.”


      The look on Kuu’s face made it clear he was every bit a ruler.


      “Lord Kuu always surprises us in moments like this,” Leporina said. Taru and Nike nodded in agreement.


      Trill was momentarily taken aback, but soon broke into a bold smile. “Then I won’t hold back either. I’ll give this everything I’ve got.”


      And so, the dangerous combination of Kuu and Trill joined forces, preparing to face the Great Tiger Empire.


      Learning the Castor Turn


      As total war between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire drew near, a wyvern flew above Parnam Castle.


      On its back, tracing complicated arcs through the sky, was not a soldier but a maid—Carla, daughter of the former General of the Air Force. Her frilly maid dress flapped wildly in the wind.


      “Okay... Here we go!” Carla shouted, gripping the reins tightly.


      The wyvern tilted, its head pointing skyward and its tail towards the ground...then suddenly twisted its neck and tail while flapping its wings, decelerating midair. Losing lift, it began to drop.


      Urgh... Is it no good?


      Carla pulled back on the reins again. The wyvern adjusted, spread its wings wide, and gently descended to the ground.


      “Hrmm... It’s just not working...” Carla murmured as it landed.


      Footsteps came running towards her.


      “That looked like hard work, Carla,” called a familiar voice.


      “Why, it’s Lady Tomoe!”


      “Ah! You don’t need to dismount. You’re busy training, right?”


      It was Liscia’s adopted sister, Tomoe. After stopping Carla from getting off, she looked up at the wyvern with curious eyes.


      “This is unusual. I don’t see you flying a wyvern often.”


      “Well, I’ve been busy with my duties as a maid lately, so I haven’t had the chance...”


      “Then why today?”


      “Oh, well... In the war against the Great Tiger Empire, my father—Castor—and I will most likely be needed on the battlefield, and he told me there was a technique he wanted me to practice.”


      “A technique...?”


      “Yes, but more importantly, what brings you here, Lady Tomoe?”


      Tomoe grinned as she petted the wyvern. “I’m doing wyvern health checkups. I can ask them questions, after all.”


      “That makes sense.”


      Tomoe’s ability allowed her to understand animals (and Seadians), so wyverns could explain their symptoms directly. With the decisive battle against the Great Tiger Empire approaching, they wanted them in peak condition.


      “So, Carla, what’s this technique you mentioned?” Tomoe asked, tilting her head.


      “Oh, no, I really shouldn’t say...”


      “Ah! If it’s a military secret, you don’t have to.”


      “No, it should be fine to tell you, Lady Tomoe. The truth is...” Carla explained the technique Castor wanted her to learn, breaking it down as simply as she could.


      Tomoe nodded as she listened.


      When Carla finished, she sighed. “It’s something I’ve never done before, so I don’t know how I’m supposed to move or how to convey that to the wyvern. It’s incredibly frustrating.”


      “I see... Let me talk to them for a moment.”


      Tomoe began speaking with the wyvern.


      “...and that’s what she wants. Can you do it?”


      The wyvern gave a low growl.


      “Oh, I see. Then try to remember what happened that time.”


      It roared again.


      To Carla, it sounded like Tomoe was talking while the wyvern simply roared, yet somehow they understood each other.


      After a while, Tomoe turned back. “I explained it, and it says it ‘should be able to do it.’”


      “O-Oh, really? Then I’ll give it another try.”


      Carla took to the skies once more. After building momentum, she pulled back on the reins.


      “Huh?!”


      It worked this time! Lady Tomoe is amazing!


      She executed the maneuver flawlessly, then descended and landed beside Tomoe, brimming with excitement.


      Dismounting smoothly, Carla said, “We did it, Lady Tomoe!”


      “Eek?!”


      Carla was wearing a short maid dress designed by Serina. When she jumped down...she fully exposed her undergarments.


      Tomoe covered her face, and Carla turned bright red as she realized what had happened. Fortunately, Tomoe was the only witness.


      “Um... If you’re going to keep training, maybe you should wear pants underneath?”


      “Uh, yeah. I’ll go borrow some from Liscia.”


      Even though she’d mastered the technique, Carla couldn’t help but feel a little foolish.


      Souma: Rely on the God of War When Times Are Tough


      The decisive battle with the Great Tiger Empire, led by Fuuga Haan, was fast approaching, and we’d been steadily preparing. It wasn’t just about planning and troop deployment—we also had to evacuate residents along the predicted invasion routes. To convince them to leave calmly, we had to ensure their destinations were fully stocked with supplies. In short, there was no end to the work.


      I’d left military strategy to Hakuya, Julius, Excel, and Kaede so I could focus entirely on paperwork. Even so, I couldn’t escape the gnawing uncertainty of war. Our opponent was the favorite child of this era, Fuuga himself. No amount of preparation could give me complete confidence.


      I don’t have anywhere near the guts Fuuga does...


      I couldn’t face things with his reckless disregard for his own life. I didn’t want to die, and I didn’t want to lose any of my family. I liked to think everyone in this country felt the same. And yet, with a single order from me, countless lives could be lost. If I ever stopped feeling the weight of that, I wouldn’t be human anymore.


      Being human means wanting something to cling to... I thought with a sigh.


      “What are you sighing about, Souma?” Julius asked as he waited for the paperwork I was handling. “The whole castle is on edge right now. If you act like that, you’ll unsettle those beneath you.”


      “Sorry... I just can’t help worrying. Here’s the paperwork.”


      “Duly received... Well, it’s not like I don’t understand,” Julius said, a slight furrow in his brow. “One of the Great Tiger Empire’s strengths is their lack of fear of loss. They started with nothing, so it makes sense. Meanwhile, we have loved ones to protect, which brings the fear of losing them.”


      “Yeah... And that’s exactly why we fight so hard to defend them. But that doesn’t get rid of the doubt. Although, maybe that’s a luxury the Empire would welcome.”


      I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling.


      “When I’ve got my back to the wall like this, I feel like clinging to just about anything. I’m almost tempted to start praying to a god of war.”


      People said to turn to the gods when times were tough, and I wasn’t exactly an atheist. Back in Japan, even without strict adherence to Shinto, Buddhism, or Christianity, we still had a deep-rooted reverence for ancestors and nature. We’d think things like, “How will I face my ancestors?” or pray to a rock that never fell and ask it for success. That same instinct stirred in me now...the kind of mindset cults took advantage of.


      As I reflected on that, I noticed Julius deep in thought as well.


      “Hmm...”


      “Something wrong?”


      “Hmm? Oh, no. I was thinking...if you’re uneasy, you might try asking the gods a favor for real.”


      Me? In this world? I thought, then said, “But I’m not a Mother Dragon or Lunaria worshipper.”


      “No, not like that. You could pray to a war god who’s close to you.”


      “A war god...close to me?”


      Julius smiled. “Yes. A god who’s deeply connected to us.”




      Near Van, the former capital of the Principality of Amidonia, a mausoleum stood atop a hill overlooking the river where we’d held the Memorial Festival.


      “Is this Grandpa’s house?”


      “Sure is. This is where your grandfather’s sleepin’,” Roroa told our son Leon as she held his hand.


      “Are Leon’s grandpa and my grandpa the same?”


      “Hee hee! Yes, that’s right. He’s your grandfather too,” Tia said, holding her son Tius.


      This was the mausoleum of Gaius VIII, father of Roroa and Julius.


      We’d built it to console the people of Amidonia, who admired his feats as a warrior. But somewhere along the way, Gaius had come to be worshipped as a war god. I’d only intended it as a memorial, but since it had become a place of worship, people assumed it was for a deity—and so warriors began venerating him.


      I stood there with Roroa and Leon, along with Julius, Tia, and Tius.


      “Never thought I’d be praying to my father-in-law for help,” I muttered.


      Julius chuckled. “Well, he’s still a father to Roroa and me.”


      “Now that you mention it...this really does feel like visiting a family grave.”


      Like standing before a household altar during Obon, except the ancestor in question had become a war god.


      “He might help you, Julius, but would he really help me?” I asked.


      “Even if fathers-in-law are harsh, grandfathers are soft on their grandchildren,” Julius said, gesturing towards the others.


      “Go on, put your hands together ’n’ pray to Grandpa,” Roroa said.


      “You too, Tius,” Tia added. “Let him know we’re all doing well.”


      ““Okaaay.””


      Leon and Tius obediently pressed their hands together. It was more of a pose than proper prayer, but it was adorable.


      Even Gaius’s stern face would’ve softened at the sight.


      “Yeah... I’ll pray too.”


      I bowed twice and clapped twice, even if that wasn’t the custom here.


      I promise to protect your children, grandchildren, and the land you loved. Even if you can’t stand me, please stand with me now. Give me the courage...so I can face Fuuga without fear.


      With that silent prayer, I bowed deeply before the mausoleum.

    

  

  
    
      World War Arc II


      Cosplay? (Flashback)


      This story takes place not long after the continent was split between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire.


      “Whew... I’m tired.” After another day lost in administrative work, I sighed as I walked the castle corridors. The day’s tasks had dragged on well past dinner. I’d bathed, and now all that remained was to relax in one of the queens’ rooms and flirt until bedtime. Because our chamberlain Tomoe arranged whose room I stayed in each night, as a man with many wives I rarely slept in my own bed. On those rare evenings with no one scheduled, I usually ended up on the office cot.


      Let’s see... Today should be...


      I paused before a door where a night-shift guard stood. Clearing my throat, I knocked. “Uh, it’s me.”


      “Oh, yeah. Come on in.”


      I entered to find a beautiful woman in an unexpected outfit. The top looked like a German dirndl cut to show off cleavage, while the skirt draped like an Indian sari and left her legs visible. She spun once in place and smiled.


      Did you think it was Juna? Too bad, that’s the wrong answer.


      “Welcome, Darling. I see you’ve been working hard again today.”


      Maria was wearing Juna’s usual outfit. In other words, the former empress was cosplaying as Juna.


      “What are you doing dressed like that, Maria?” I asked.


      “I’ve wanted to try this for a while,” she said, beaming as she twirled. “It’s a lovely outfit. Not too revealing, but still sexy. It lets you move freely and makes the most of your appearance. Innocent, yet weaponized charm. Very ‘Juna.’”


      “So that’s why you asked to borrow it?”


      “She was happy to lend it,” Maria replied.


      I shrugged off my coat, set it on a chair, and sat on the bed. Maria flopped down beside me.


      “The fashions in this country are so interesting. They’re full of character and don’t fit into neat boxes,” she said.


      “Well, we’re a multiracial country, and many peoples have distinct styles,” I answered, thinking of the faces and clothes around me. Excel’s attire echoed Otohime from “Urashima Tarou,” but in a Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago style. It did resemble Queen Shabon’s, though Shabon never wore hers so casually. Kaede’s dress, a northern style, was Japanese-influenced like Tomoe’s or Ichiha’s, and Aisha, a dark elf from the God-Protected Forest, favored the kind of fey garments you’d expect. There was a lot of variety.


      “Before I unified this country, it was split among the Three Dukes and the God-Protected Forest, and each people lived their own way,” I went on. “Even now, those differences are part of someone’s identity. The more freedom people have, the more they express themselves through clothing— Whuh?”


      Maria tugged my cheek mid-sentence. “Really now... You always analyze everything. You’re still in work mode.”


      “Ngh... S-Sorry.”


      She gave me a mischievous look. “Aren’t you going to tell me what you think?”


      Her face begged for praise, but I shrugged. “‘You’d look cute in anything’ is a bit lazy, isn’t it?”


      “Mmm... I want more than that. Show me why you think so.”


      The way she chides me for staying in work mode, then immediately demands a clearer answer... She’s been like that since her days as empress, I thought. Still, this was just my cute wife asking me to indulge her, so I decided to put some proper thought into it.


      “Because the regal Maria I first saw on the broadcast, wearing her empress gown, and the Maria I know now—the one who comes home with her clothes dirty from who-knows-what—are both unbearably adorable.”


      “Hee hee. You pass.”


      Maria stood from the bed and began slipping the straps of her dirndl-style dress off her shoulders.


      “Huh? You’re undressing already?”


      “Well, I am just borrowing these clothes. We wouldn’t want to get stains on them, right?”


      My heart skipped when I realized what she was implying. My wives were all far too tempting for their own good.


      Maria neatly folded the borrowed outfit and sat back down beside me in nothing but her undergarments.


      “I’d love to try on Liscia’s officer uniform too. It’s such a shame,” she said, clinging to my arm.


      “Hmm? If you tell the servants, they’ll bring you one in no time.”


      “But hers is a special color, you know? She looks so gallant in it.”


      “Yeah... I see what you mean.”


      “I asked her if I could borrow it, and she agreed, but...”


      “You couldn’t wear it?”


      “It didn’t fit. It was too tight around the chest.”


      “Well...”


      “And when I pointed that out, she threw a feather-stuffed pillow at me.”


      I could picture it perfectly. Juna’s dancer outfit fit Maria like a dream, but Liscia’s uniform had been too snug across the bust. My eyes flicked towards her chest before I could stop myself.


      Of course, Maria noticed. Smiling, she leaned in until her lips brushed my ear.


      “That’s why I ordered one in my own size. I’ll show you sometime, so look forward to it, okay?”


      “S-Sure...” It was the only answer I could manage with her whispering like that.


      Later, that custom-made officer’s uniform would prove useful in a surprising way in the decisive battle against the Great Tiger Empire... But that’s a story for another time.


      The Little Tanuki Never Lets Things Get Her Down


      Before the war between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire began, Souma evacuated noncombatant bureaucrats and vassals from Parnam to safer cities in the west and south. Among them were his third primary queen, Roroa; his honorary little sister, Tomoe; and the acting prime minister, Ichiha. The three had just said their goodbyes to Souma and Yuriga and were now riding a wyvern gondola towards the port city of Venetinova.


      Roroa had been staring out the window for the entire trip, her face turned away from Tomoe and Ichiha. The silence in the gondola felt heavy. Finally, Ichiha broke it.


      “Um...do you think Yuriga will be all right?” he asked.


      “Yeah. I hope she won’t worry too much,” Tomoe replied, concern in her voice.


      They both glanced at Roroa, who still said nothing. Her sudden quiet made them uneasy; Roroa was usually the most talkative of the three, more chatterbox than strategist. Then a sharp, dry sound cut through the air.


      Slap!


      “Huh?!” Tomoe and Ichiha jumped. They watched as Roroa pressed her palms to her cheeks and then turned back to the window, her expression shifting to the bold, mischievous grin they knew so well. It seemed she’d slapped herself.


      “’Kay, I’m done,” she murmured.


      “Done?” Tomoe repeated.


      Roroa winked and tossed her hair. “I’m done actin’ all pathetic. I could put on the whole tragic, noble show for Darlin’ if I wanted to, ’cause he thinks it’s gallant and fusses over me for it.”


      “Huh?! It was all an act?!” exclaimed Ichiha.


      “I’ve been sad and angry for real, don’t get me wrong,” Roroa said, waggling a finger at him. “I’m lonely because we can’t go back together, and I’m frustrated I can’t fight. Still, stayin’ upset don’t suit me. If I’m gonna mope, I’d rather spend that time thinkin’ up ways to pull one over on Fuuga.”


      Tomoe and Ichiha were stunned. Roroa felt the pain and anger, but she refused to let them pin her down. She’d already switched gears and was planning her next move.


      Roroa’s...really amazing, Tomoe thought.


      This is the resolve of the former sovereign princess of Amidonia who once outmaneuvered Souma and Mr. Hakuya. Ichiha felt the same dawning realization. Ah!


      Of all the princesses in the castle, Roroa, like Liscia and Maria, had been born to rule. Growing up with a nation on her shoulders had taught her to master her emotions. Wallowing in despair wasn’t an option; she had to set her feelings aside and move forward. That was simply who she was.


      And that strength was the very thing Tomoe and Ichiha feared Yuriga might lack. Seeing Roroa pull herself together changed that.


      “Yuriga’ll be fine too. I’m sure of it,” Ichiha said.


      “Yep!” Tomoe agreed.


      Roroa, meanwhile, was fired up. Inside, she vowed, Just you watch, Fuuga. Those of us who can’t fight aren’t just runnin’ scared. We’ve got our pride, and I’ve got things to protect. In the end, we’ll corner you with the strength we have and feelings you couldn’t understand.


      Her resolve would prove to be right on the mark.


      The Euphoria Kingdom’s Deception Operation


      This occurred during the all-out war between the Maritime Alliance and the Great Tiger Empire, on the border between the Empire and the Euphoria Kingdom...


      “Ohh... What should we do, Sir Hakuya?”


      “Is something the matter, Your Majesty?”


      “I’m so nervous I think I might throw up.”


      “Well, people are watching, so if you must, please do it behind the curtain.”


      “Ah, I’m not actually going to throw up. But...my stomach really does hurt.”


      Jeanne, the anxious young queen of the Euphoria Kingdom, fretted beside her prime minister and royal consort, Hakuya, who watched over her with mild exasperation. They stood in the Euphoria Kingdom’s camp, preparing to meet a detachment of the Empire’s forces led by Shuukin and Lumiere.


      Before them lay the camp of the Great Tiger Empire, packed with tens of thousands of soldiers. The Euphoria Kingdom appeared to have deployed an equal number...but that was only an illusion. In truth, they had barely half the enemy’s strength.


      “Will it really be okay? What if they realize we only have half the troops it looks like?” Jeanne murmured, pale with worry.


      They had disguised their forces because Souma had secretly dispatched a detached army to strike at Fuuga’s home base, Haan Great Tiger Castle, and many Euphorian soldiers had been sent with it. That force was a mix of units from various Maritime Alliance nations, but with Jeanne’s elder sister, the charismatic Maria, in command, there was no concern there. The bigger problem was this front.


      “If their army decides to attack...we’ll be in danger, won’t we?” Jeanne asked.


      “I suppose we will,” Hakuya replied calmly. “With such a difference in troop numbers, they could rout us.”


      Jeanne’s eyes flew wide. “That’s terrible! We must stop them!”


      “Yes, which is why we must not let them realize how few we truly have.”


      “Their side has Lumi and Shuukin, Fuuga’s right-hand man, right? How are we supposed to fool commanders like that?”


      “It will likely depend on your acting ability.”


      “Urgh...”


      Jeanne slumped, and Hakuya let out a small chuckle.


      “It will be fine. Victory or defeat here means little. Everything will ultimately be decided by the clash between Fuuga Haan and His Majesty on the Kingdom of Friedonia front. I’m sure Madam Lumiere and Sir Shuukin understand that. Both are commanders who value minimizing losses over earning personal glory, so they shouldn’t be eager to force a battle.”


      “Just like us, then?”


      Both sides of this front had seasoned commanders with sound judgment. No one wanted to waste lives on a meaningless fight. The hope was to negotiate a standstill until the conflict in Friedonia reached its conclusion. Of course, the Euphoria Kingdom was counting on that restraint while quietly sending half its soldiers away.


      “If Sir Shuukin senses that we are understrength, he’ll likely try to break through at once,” Hakuya warned. “If that happens, we must retreat quickly and delay them as best we can, but...our losses would be heavy.”


      “We absolutely cannot let him realize it... Ahh, my stomach,” Jeanne groaned, lowering her head.


      “No matter how exhausted my sister got, she always hid it behind a smile. The only time she relaxed was when we were alone. And here I am losing my composure...even though I’m the queen now.”


      “You don’t need to compare yourself to Madam Maria,” Hakuya said evenly. “She was revered as the Saint of the Empire. There’s simply no comparison. If you need a model, use His Majesty Souma. He complained far more than you ever have, and the moment anything ended, he’d fall into a depression.”


      “Really? Then...how did Sir Souma overcome it?”


      “His wives roused him and consoled him. By relying on those closest to him, he stayed steady. Even Madam Maria, when she finally reached her limit, clung to His Majesty Souma at the very end.”


      “Even my sister, who always acted fine...was really looking for someone to cling to?”


      “Yes. Which is why you’ll be fine too.”


      Hakuya lowered himself to one knee before Jeanne and held out his hand. “I’m here to take your hand. No matter what unforeseen situation arises, I’ll be at your side to find a solution. So, my queen, I ask that you continue to stand tall and beautiful.”


      “Hee hee...” Jeanne blinked in surprise, then giggled and placed her hand in his. “If the one I love says that, I feel like I can do my best.”


      The fear left Jeanne’s expression. From that moment, she met Lumiere and Shuukin with confidence, and until the decisive outcome on the Kingdom of Friedonia front, she successfully concealed the fact that half her army had been sent elsewhere.


      A Treasure Greater than Julius Deserved


      “It has been decided. We will reestablish the Kingdom of Lastania.”


      After defeating Krahe and returning to his home in the royal capital, Parnam, Julius gathered his wife Tia, their son Tius, and Tia’s parents—the former king and queen of Lastania—in the living room to deliver the news.


      “It’s my reward for taking the enemy commander’s head...or at least that is the official pretext. In truth, it’s largely a political decision. They need to divide the Great Tiger Empire, and granting me a kingdom is one way to do it. Most likely, I’ll receive the lands of the former Union of Eastern Nations.”


      “So we can return to Lasta?” the former king asked.


      “Yes, Father,” Julius replied with a nod. “To coordinate with our old allies in the Dragon Knight Kingdom, I expect Lasta, which bordered their territory, will be included within the New Kingdom of Lastania. But until we know the exact extent of our lands, I can’t say whether it will serve as the capital.”


      “Y-Yes, I see. Even so, it brings me joy simply to know we may return to the land where our ancestors lie.”


      “You can be assured of that much,” Julius said.


      The former king’s face softened with relief. “Even after being uprooted by the storm that took our country, we’ve been able to remain together as a family. And now, we may return home together as well. It feels like a miracle...a miracle you brought to us, Sir Julius.”


      “Father...”


      “When you drifted to us from the south and became Tia’s husband, that was the beginning of it. A blessing far beyond what a mediocre man such as myself could have hoped for...”


      Julius bowed his head. “Thank you for your kind words.”


      The former queen clapped him warmly on the shoulder. Tia’s eyes brimmed with tears as she watched, and little Tius, sitting in her lap, reached up to touch her cheek.


      “Mother, awe you cwying?”


      “Mmm, I’m fine, Tius. I’m not crying because I’m sad.”


      “You’we not?”


      “Nope. I’m very happy. The war is over...Lord Julius returned to us safely...and we can all be together as a family again.”


      “I’m happy Father is home too!” Tius declared, throwing his hands up as the rest of the family looked on, smiling.




      That night, after putting Tius to bed, Julius and Tia stood together on the balcony of their room. A soft night breeze brushed Tia’s hair, and she let out a small chuckle.


      “Father seemed quite moved today, didn’t he?”


      “He must be happy to return home. I understand how he feels.”


      “Lord Julius...” Tia asked, a hint of concern in her voice. “Are you truly all right with this? Your homeland is in the Amidonia Region, isn’t it?”


      “Heh! I’m over it now,” Julius said, slipping his arms around her shoulders. “My home is wherever you are, Tia.”


      “Lord Julius?”


      “During the war with Fuuga and the battle with Krahe, all I could think about was ending the senseless fighting and coming back to you.”


      “Hee hee! Is it really okay for the White Strategist to think that way?”


      “No one will blame me. I’m sure Souma felt the same about his wives.” Julius let out a quiet laugh, then looked up at the night sky. “When I was fighting Hashim...I kept thinking he was what I might have become if I had never met you.”


      “Mr. Hashim Chima...was it?”


      “Yes. Fuuga’s strategist. Brilliant, but with a cold, shadowed look in his eyes.”


      “Uh-huh... Then he may have been a strategist, but he was nothing like you, Lord Julius.”


      “Ha ha ha, I suppose so.”


      Tia is the only one who would say that... If Souma or Roroa heard her, they’d collapse laughing.


      Even so, Julius smiled.


      “While fighting him, I realized something. Ideals and beliefs are important, but if you cling to them alone, you lose your way. If they never change, you end up forcing yourself to fit them, becoming a puppet to ideas that no longer serve you.”


      “Um... I’m sorry. That’s a bit too complicated for me,” Tia admitted, embarrassed. Julius’s smile softened.


      “When I’m with you, Tia, I can’t control my feelings at all. Even if I have ideals and beliefs, none of them matter if they’d make you cry. I’d cast every one of them aside if it meant seeing you smile. You make me flexible.”


      With those words, Julius lifted Tia into his arms.


      “Father said I was more than he could have hoped for, but truly, Tia...you are far more than I ever deserved.”


      Hearing his gentle voice, Tia wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close.


      The Opposite of That Day, Yet Unchanged


      It was a few days after the summit that had reshaped the entire continent...


      “Urgh... I-It’s over...”


      In the governmental affairs office of Parnam Castle, I signed off on the final document in my in tray, tossed my quill aside, and collapsed face-first onto the desk. Outside the window, the night sky had faded to a deep predawn blue. I’d been up all night working again.


      As I was the one who’d proposed the summit, it had fallen on me to juggle a schedule that allowed the leaders of every nation to gather in the Nothung Dragon Knight Kingdom at the same time. Preparing for such an event had been a logistical nightmare, and while we handled the arrangements, my regular work piled up. The moment I returned from the summit, that neglected mountain of paperwork was waiting for me like a vengeful spirit.


      Fortunately, Liscia, Roroa, and Maria, who were all experienced in administrative work, pitched in to help. Juna and Yuriga joined the effort as well, while Aisha and Naden took charge of watching the kids. The whole family came together to fight this terrible foe called bureaucracy...


      And at last, we’d won.


      “Ha ha ha... This is the ultimate high,” I muttered. The exhaustion left me feeling strangely giddy. I’d probably sleep like the dead once I lay down, but for now, adrenaline kept me wired.


      I rose from my chair and looked towards the sofa. Liscia, who had stayed up beside me until she ran out of energy, was asleep there. I’d told everyone to turn in once the end had been in sight, but Liscia stubbornly refused to leave until the very last document had been signed. She must’ve pushed herself to her limit before finally dozing off.


      I leaned closer and gazed at her peaceful face. My hand drifted towards her hair...then stopped.


      Y’know, I think I tried to touch Liscia and then hesitated back then too.


      My mind wandered back to the day we first met. She had stormed into this same office, helped me with paperwork, and eventually fallen asleep at the desk. I’d reached out, thinking how cute she looked...but before I could touch her, she’d woken up, and I’d snatched my hand back.


      This time, I didn’t hesitate because I was shy, but because I didn’t want to wake her.


      “You don’t want to touch me?” came her quiet voice.


      “Huh?!”


      I nearly jumped back. Liscia’s eyes were open, watching me with faint amusement.


      “Y-You were awake?”


      “You woke me. I’m sensitive to movement,” she said with a small smirk.


      “Ahh, that’s a warrior for you.”


      “Well, yeah. But... I fell asleep, huh? Is the work done?”


      “Yeah, just now.”


      “Then we can finally rest easy. Do you want me to sleep next to you?”


      “That’d be nice, but I don’t think I can sleep right away... Oh, I know.”


      An idea came to me, and I smiled. Liscia tilted her head. “Something up?”


      “Come with me for a bit,” I said, grinning wider.


      A few minutes later, we left the office and made our way to the castle stables.


      “Going for a horse ride before bed? It really is just like that time,” Liscia said with a giggle, catching on immediately.


      Back then, I’d suggested a stroll through the castle town before sleeping. Now, it was peacetime, and security in Parnam was good, so Liscia alone was more than enough protection. We made sure to notify the guards, of course.


      “Well, I’ll go fetch a horse, then,” Liscia said, stepping towards the stable.


      “Ah, wait,” I stopped her.


      “Hmm? What is it?”


      “Let me handle it this time.”


      With that, I went into the stable myself and returned leading my own horse. It was a sturdy warhorse, solidly built and dependable, though far less striking than Liscia’s graceful white mount.


      I slipped my feet into the stirrups and swung myself up into the saddle, then extended a hand towards Liscia.


      “Here, take my hand, young lady,” I said jokingly.


      She chuckled. “Oh, that’s right... Now that I think about it, you do know how to ride a horse, huh?”


      “Will you sit in front or in back?” I asked.


      “I’d prefer the front. Otherwise I won’t be able to see past your back.”


      “Got it.”


      Liscia took my hand, and I hoisted her up, though she jumped at just the right moment to make it easier. I settled her in front of me, her back pressing lightly against my chest. The warmth of her body tickled, and the faint scent of her hair drifted up from beneath my chin.


      I gave the reins a gentle flick, and the horse started forward at an easy trot.


      “Hey, you’re not half bad at this,” Liscia said, sounding impressed.


      “Old Man Owen taught me a few things,” I replied, a little embarrassed.


      We rode through the quiet streets of Parnam, the cool morning air brushing against our faces. After a while, Liscia began to laugh softly.


      “This is the opposite of last time, but it’s nice in its own way,” she said.


      “You told me not to touch you anywhere weird, if I remember right.”


      “Oh, did I?” she asked with feigned innocence.


      I could tell she was playing dumb, but she was so endearing that I didn’t call her out on it.


      “So, where to?” I asked. “There’s no point visiting the cotton flowers again.”


      “Hee hee... Anywhere’s fine with me.”


      “That leaves me not knowing what to do.”


      “I’ll be fine wherever we go,” Liscia said, turning her head just enough for our eyes to meet. “No matter where we end up, no matter what future awaits, I’ll be with you, Souma, walking by your side, just like I decided that day.”
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      Her words struck me right in the heart. Overwhelmed, I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.


      The horse continued to clop gently along, carrying the two of us together, moving forward at the same pace. Now, and surely forever.

    

  

  
    
      Final Side Story: And the Days Go On


      “Augh, I can’t deal with this! We’re getting out of here, Misha!”


      Munch, munch.


      Luka tucked Misha, who was still in face-stuffing mode, under his arm and started running. The hammer she carried was awfully heavy, but he didn’t have time to let that bother him as he booked it out of there as fast as he could.


      “Ah, hey! Wait!” Shanti gave chase.


      As the noise faded into the distance, the uminturers of the guild didn’t react much beyond an indifferent “Oh, look at ’em go.” That left only the three men who’d picked a fight with Luka at the scene.


      The big one was still out cold after taking a blast of electricity, but the two who’d been sent flying into a pile of rubbish by Shanti slowly pulled themselves free and got up.


      “Ow, ow, ow... Now that little twerp’s gone and done it!”


      “Dammit! I’m not gonna stand for being made a fool of like this.”


      Despite having been the ones to start the fight, they held an unjustified grudge against Luka.


      “I’m not gonna be satisfied until we’ve gotten back at him. What do you say we follow him?”


      “Yeah. We could jump him in his sleep, or catch him by surprise while he’s fighting monsters. There’s plenty of ways to skin a— Huh?”


      A hand suddenly seized each of them by the shoulder. When they turned, a tall figure stood behind them, clad in full plate armor with a full-face helmet. Not an inch of bare skin showed. It was that suit of armor that now held them back.


      “What’s your proble— Ow, ow, ow, ow!!!”


      “You better let go of— Arrrrrrgh!!!”


      From the outside, it looked like nothing more than a hand resting on their shoulders, yet the two men flailed in agony. Was the grip really that strong?


      The armored figure didn’t seem to exert any effort, simply standing there in unsettling silence.


      Then, suddenly, the suit of armor began dragging the men away. They struggled to break free, but it was useless.


      “Gah! I-I’m sorry! I was wrong!”


      “Eeek?! S-Somebody help...”


      They finally broke down, bawling as they begged for mercy, but the nearby uminturers pretended not to notice. Worse yet, a few of them grabbed the big guy who’d been knocked flat and dragged him along behind the armored figure. The armor entered the adventurers guild, walked past Juno at the counter, and took all three men into the back room. And then...


      Wham, snap, thud...! Violent noises echoed from within for a while. Juno plugged her ears, choosing not to listen, while the uminturers quickly lost interest and went back to chatting over drinks.


      Some time later, the door opened, and only the suit of armor emerged.


      It approached Juno at the counter, who looked a little exasperated.


      “Being a little overprotective there, aren’t you, ‘Mom’?”


      “Oh, come on! You can see why I’d worry, can’t you?!”


      Contrary to appearances, a woman’s voice came from inside the armor.


      The visor slid open, revealing brown skin around the eyes—typical of a dark elf.


      “Those kids could’ve handled a bunch of thugs like those on their own. Misha’s inherited your monstrous strength, so there was no way they were ever going to lose. Right, Aisha?”


      “Urgh... But...”


      The armored woman—like Juno, one of Souma’s wives—was Misha’s mother, Aisha. The unsettling aura she’d had before was gone, replaced by tearful eyes as she looked at Juno.


      “Mii is still just eight years old, you realize?! And yet she’s already going off on adventures...”


      “Those are the rules of the God-Protected Forest though, right? ‘When a dark elf child turns eight, they must travel the outside world together with their guardian.’ Was that it?”


      “That custom is old! How could Father bring it back under the justification that ‘the God-Protected Forest has relations with the outside world now,’ and then choose Misha, of all people, to be the first to do it?!”


      It had once been a long-standing custom in the God-Protected Forest.


      A guardian referred to a parent or older sibling, and a child was only considered a full adult after traveling the outside world...at least, that had been the case when the custom was still practiced.


      But the forest had remained isolated for over a century before Souma came to power, and the tradition had faded away.


      When Aisha’s father, Wodan, restored relations with the outside world, he chose to reinstate it so they wouldn’t fall behind. To set an example, he selected his own granddaughter—Misha—to go first.


      That was why Misha now traveled with her half brother Luka, an active uminturer, along with a Little Musashibo controlled by Souma.


      “He chose a relative to go first to set an example, don’t you think?”


      “Still! Mii is the child I longed to have with His Majesty for so long! She’s my little treasure... I adore her more than anything.”


      “And that’s why you’re watching over her in that sketchy suit of armor?” Juno asked dryly.


      “Yes!” Aisha nodded enthusiastically. “So I can protect her if anything happens. But as her mother, I do it from the shadows...to show my trust in her.”


      “I see your overprotectiveness is tempered by your pride as a mother.”


      “That’s why, Madam Juno, I’d ask you to keep this a secret from little Mii and the others.”


      “Sure, sure...” Juno agreed, though she wondered how long Aisha could keep it hidden, given how clumsy she was being. That was assuming the children hadn’t already figured it out.




      “Oh, crud!” Luka muttered as he ran, still carrying Misha.


      “What is it?” Misha asked from under his arm.


      He glanced back. “I was so focused on Shanti, I left those three guys behind. It’ll probably come back to bite us if they get away...”


      “Ohh, I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” Misha said knowingly.


      “Huh? Why’s that?”


      “Because there was someone there who’s tougher than Momma Juno, and even scarier if you make her mad.”


      “Huh?”


      Luka had no idea what she meant, but she sounded so confident that he decided to trust her and kept running.


      They reached the dock used by uminturers and found the Musashimaru tied up. Luka hopped aboard with Misha in tow.


      The Little Musashibo in a captain’s hat popped up, holding a sign that read, “What’s wrong?”


      “We’ve got an emergency, Old Man! Hurry and take the ship out!”


      Little Musashibo flipped its sign to “Roger” and hurried to prepare for departure.


      As the ship began to move and pulled away from shore, Shanti finally caught up.


      They were still close enough that she could’ve flown over under normal conditions, but the lack of magic at sea meant celestials could only glide. She couldn’t make it aboard.


      “C’mon, Luka! Let me on too!”


      “Sorry, Shanti! I don’t want Master beating me half to death!”


      Luka waved as Shanti ground her teeth in frustration.


      Once the Musashimaru was safely out at sea, Misha tilted her head.


      “So, we left in a hurry, but do we have anywhere we’re going?”


      “Hmm... Not really. Oh, I know—how about the island Dad’s excavating? We did get a message through Little Musashibo saying Momma Liscia and the others have been worried about you.”


      “Yay! We get to see Mom and Dad!” Misha squealed, bouncing with glee.


      No matter how mature she could sound, she was still a child who wanted to be doted on. Smiling at her reaction, Luka called out to the Little Musashibo on the bridge.


      “All right, let’s be off! Set sail for the island where Dad is!”


      “Yeah!”


      And so, their lively days went on.

    

  

  
    [image: insert10]
  

  
    [image: Color1]
  

  
    [image: Color2]
  

  
    [image: Color3]
  

  
    [image: Characters1]
  

  
    [image: Characters2]
  

  
    [image: Characters3]
  

  
    [image: Characters4]
  

  
    [image: Bonus1]
  

  
    [image: Bonus2]
  

  
    [image: Bonus3]
  

  
    [image: Bonus4]
  

  
    Table of Contents


    
      	Cover


      	Side Story I: The Realist Hero’s Second Youngest


      	Chapter 1: 1546th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Enriching the Country Arc


        	Subjugation Arc


        	Postwar Cleanup Arc I


        	Postwar Cleanup Arc II

      



      	Side Story II: Luka the Mosiscon


      	Chapter 2: End of the 1546th Year, Continental Calendar — 1547th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Enlightenment Arc


        	Star Dragon Mountain Range Arc


        	Republic Arc


        	Demon Wave Arc

      



      	Chapter 3: End of the 1547th Year, Continental Calendar — Middle of 1548th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Demon Wave Arc II


        	Wedding Arc

      



      	Side Story III: The Blessing of the Merciful Mother and Its True Value


      	Chapter 4: 1548th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Royal Academy Arc


        	Mercenary State Zem Arc

      



      	Chapter 5: 1549th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Nine-Headed Dragon Archipelago Arc


        	Great Tiger Arc

      



      	Side Story IV: Intervention, A Mysterious Girl


      	Chapter 6: 1550th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Spirit Kingdom Arc

      



      	Chapter 7: 1552-1553th Year, Continental Calendar 

      
        	Maria Marriage Arc


        	Demon Lord’s Domain Arc

      



      	Chapter 8: 1554th Year, Continental Calendar Onward 

      
        	World War Arc


        	World War Arc II

      



      	Final Side Story: And the Days Go On


      	Color Illustrations


      	Character Profiles


      	Bonus Textless Images


      	About J-Novel Club


      	Copyright

    

  

  
    Landmarks


    
      	Color Images


      	Table of Contents

    

  

  


  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters of series like this by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership


  
    
      Copyright


      How a Realist Hero Rebuilt the Kingdom: Short Story Chronicles


      by Dojyomaru


      Translated by Sean McCann


      Edited by Meiru


      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


      Copyright © 2024 Dojyomaru


      Illustrations by Fuyuyuki


      All rights reserved.


      Original Japanese edition published in 2024 by OVERLAP, Inc.


      This English edition is published by arrangement with OVERLAP, Inc., Tokyo


      English translation © 2026 J-Novel Club LLC


      All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property.


      J-Novel Club LLC


      j-novel.club


      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


      Ebook edition 1.0.1: June 2026

    
  

OEBPS/Images/Insert8.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Characters2.jpg
Commander in chief of
the Kingdom of
Friedonia’s National
Defense Force.

A first-rate mage and a
powerful woman of the
sea serpent race.

Ichiha Chima

Youngest son of the
House of Chima, who
ruled the Duchy of
Chima. Has a gift for
researching monsters
and serves as acting
prime minister in

place of Hakuya. ‘t, /2

Julius Lastania

Former crown prince
of the Principality of
Amidonia.

Roroa’s older brother.
Once a political
enemy, he reconciles
with Souma and serves

as his “White
General.”

The Kingdom of
Friedonia’s
“Black-Robed Prime
Minister.”

He becomes royal
consort to Queen
Jeanne of the Euphoria

Kingdom. *

Calling herself an
overscientist, she is
Friedonia’s foremost
genius.

She marries her
childhood friend
Ludwin.

Thief adventurer.

Has been on a number
of quests with “Little
Musashibo,” who is
controlled by Souma.

Tomoe Inui

Poncho Ishizuka Panacotta

Jeanne Eupho‘r?af;

s,

Mystic wolf girl.

‘With the discovery of
her gift that allows her
to understand animals,
she was adopted as
Liscia’s little sister.

i

The Kingdom of D/

Friedonia’s Minister of
Agriculture and Forestry.
This “God of Food”
saved the people with
knowledge gained from
traveling the world in )

pursuit of cuisine. *

Younger sister of
Maria, the former (
empress of the Gran “ \
Chaos Empire.

Took the throne as
queen of the Euphoria
Kingdom after the
Empire’s fall.

Former head of the
Elfrieden Kingdom’s
Royal Guard.
A genius who is serving
as second-in-command
of the Kingdom of
Friedonia’s National
Defense Force.






OEBPS/Images/Insert6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Insert4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Bonus2.jpg
e
\‘ 1 .






OEBPS/Images/jnovelclubCMYK.png





OEBPS/Images/Characters4.jpg
CHARACTER INDEX

Sur Norn

Dark elf. Velza’s father. Feels indebted to Halbert for rescuing her.

Sebastian Silverdeer

Merchant in Van who operates The Silver Deer and serves as Roroa’s confidant.

Souji Lester

Bishop of Lunarian Orthodoxy. Accused of laziness, but in truth highly cunning.

Taru Ozumi

Blacksmith of the Republic of Turgis and childhood friend of Kuu and Leporina. Later becomes Kuu’s wife.
Tomoko Inui

Mystic wolf woman and Tomoe’s birth mother. Runs the day care in Parnam Castle.
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Accela Vargas

Castor’s ex-wife and Excel’s daughter. Mother of Carla.

Albert Elfrieden

Former king of Elfrieden. Liscia’s father, who abdicated in favor of Souma.

Inugami

Kagetora’s right-hand man and second-in-command of the “Black Cats,” Friedonia’s intelligence agency.
Velza Norn

Dark elf girl and Sur’s daughter. Admires Halbert, who saved her.
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Former refugee from a hunting tribe who becomes Poncho’s second wife.
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as Souma’s bodyguard
and later becomes his
second primary queen.
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