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      Chapter 1: Madam Bumpkin and the Manabeast Plague


      “Retreat, retreat! Everyone, get inside quickly! Dangerous manabeasts are coming! A whole swarm of them!” I shouted all around me. I—Agnes—made my wyvern Geni fly as fast as he could to the fortress in the central town of Sutrena.


      Geni cried out as he crossed the town. Because he was flying at a low altitude, he cast a large shadow over the cobblestone streets, making the people who noticed it look up at him. Behind us, my guard Torre was flying on his pegasus, following us while also shouting at the passersby.


      “Everyone, follow Lady Agnes’s instructions and evacuate!”


      My silver hair fluttered in the wind as I bent my body forward and made Geni fly even lower.


      We have to hurry! We need to inform everyone in town, but also the people of the fortress!


      If the swarm of manabeasts caught up with us, I couldn’t handle it alone. I had to get the people to safety before that happened.


      “Everyone, this is an emergency! Quickly hide in your homes and shut the doors! Please spread the news and tell other people to seek shelter indoors!”


      Geni was flying straight over the main street that led to the public square, when we heard a voice from the end of the road.


      “Lady Agnes, what’s going on?!” The owner of a food stall along the main street looked at us with pure confusion; his reaction was understandable. Something completely out of the ordinary was happening for both me and the townspeople.


      “A swarm of manabeasts will soon pass through this town. Look at the sky over there!”


      The stallman who was out on the street looked up toward the southern sky and gasped.


      “My goodness! So many manabeasts are coming this way? But I’ve come here for work from a distant village. You told us to hide in our homes, but mine is really far away...”


      If he was coming to town to set up his stall and earn a living, his home had to be far away. The other stallmen seemed to be in a similar predicament.


      “For now, talk to the other stallmen and get in that large store over there! That building is designated as a shelter in case of emergency, and it’s made out of stone so it should be sturdy enough.” I pointed at a nearby diner. “Everyone inside buildings, let passersby take shelter inside! Anyone who isn’t confident in the toughness of their home should take refuge in a sturdier place, just like during disasters! There’s no time left!” I raised my voice to make it audible all around me as I kept moving on Geni’s back.


      Torre was proving extremely useful by repeatedly shouting warnings in his loud voice.


      “I’ve left a few decoy tubers that way,” I explained, “so the swarm of manabeasts will slow down! Go, take the opportunity to evacuate!”


      “D-Decoy tubers?! They’re manabeasts that eat tubers?! In any case, you’re our savior!”


      Fortunately, the residents obediently went into their homes. And those who owned sturdy buildings took in people with nowhere to go. I felt relieved that I’d managed to build a relationship of mutual trust with the people of our territory.


      I continued warning people as I flew on Geni, when the wind stirred with noise far behind me, and the ominous sound of many flapping wings approached.


      They’re gradually drawing closer to the town. I couldn’t resist and turned to look behind me.


      “Oh no, I’m almost out of the improved pink taros I have in my pocket for self-defense...”


      Pink taros were a very hard variety of taro that Lord Nazel had selectively bred. I carried them on me to use as a thrown self-defense weapon in case anything happened. Lord Nazel had used his magic to further harden the pink taros I had originally been using, resulting in these improved pink taros. When the gigantified Torre threw them with all his might, they could open holes in walls. I only had a few taros left, so I decided to just throw them.


      The clear blue midday sky was gradually covered in small black dots.


      It’s only a matter of time until the manabeasts get here.


      Each of those black dots was an insectile manabeast that resembled a large grasshopper—they were polyphenic big hoppers. They looked like giant grasshoppers, but since they were animals with mana, they were classified as manabeasts. And these creatures reacted to every single kind of food. For example, they would happily jump even at pink taros, which were normally too hard to eat.


      The big hopper swarm twisted like a snake, forming a mass of black dots that slowly got closer to me.


      They’ve finally come to Sutrena too. I’d seen a massive outbreak of big hoppers in Polpystan’s Duchy of Masroono, but that swarm had come to Sutrena this year. For these past few years, I’ve been worried about the possibility of them one day appearing in Sutrena too. At the very least, they’d never shown up in Sutrena since Lord Nazel and I had moved here.


      Even before that, there’d never been any reports of damage involving big hoppers in this region, unlike with other kinds of manabeasts. It was relatively recently that swarms of them had started being spotted in other countries—around the time I’d gotten pregnant with Solis. Just where had the big hoppers come from? Why had they appeared in the Duchy of Masroono and Sutrena? The mystery only deepened.


      But for now, my first priority was to evacuate the townspeople before the danger escalated.


      Of course, I also need to confirm the situation outside the central town. Local messengers besides me may have reached the fortress as well.


      Big hoppers were typically known to be docile manabeasts and were few in number. They were timid and lived without forming groups, surviving on leaves and grass in forests, and occasionally crops from farmers’ fields. Their color was normally green. These harmless big hoppers were referred to as exhibiting the solitarious phase. In contrast, gluttonous big hoppers, which formed swarms, could fly long distances with their long wings, and consumed all plants in their path, were referred to as exhibiting the gregarious phase.


      The change from the solitarious to the gregarious phase was referred to as polyphenism in Polpystani research institutions. It seemed that these research institutions had taken technical terms used for ordinary grasshoppers and also applied them to the big hopper manabeasts.


      Big hoppers that had transitioned to the gregarious phase through polyphenism became aggressive and sometimes attacked people, so a quick evacuation was necessary. Gregarious big hoppers were naturally drawn to their own kind. Once they gathered and formed swarms, they all started moving in the same direction—that was apparently part of their behavior. The nymphs moved across the ground by hopping and walking, while the adults flew through the sky using their large wings, like the ones here today.


      But strangely enough, no big hopper nymphs have been spotted anywhere in Sutrena. They moved in swarms even as nymphs, so normally, someone should have spotted them. It’s ominous that we have no idea where they came from. In any case, since by chance I’d been flying above the central town, I’d noticed the manabeast invasion before anyone else. People were liable to panic because they’re unfamiliar with big hoppers, so I’m glad I was able to warn them in time.




      Today, I’d happened to visit the fortress to deliver refreshments to Lord Nazel. While on my way home aboard Geni, I’d glanced up at the sky and saw a large number of familiar manabeasts approaching from the south. Thanks to my good eyesight, I immediately recognized what they were.


      Those are big hoppers. A big hopper swarm was flying toward the central town of Sutrena at incredible speed. It was a terrifying scene, just like the one I’d seen in Polpystan.


      “Oh no, oh no! Begone, pests!” I threw improved pink taros at them with all my strength. Just like usual, the tubers flew in random directions, but the big hoppers at the front of the swarm didn’t seem to mind. They flew toward the taros, pouncing on them all at once and fighting over the tubers. The big hoppers behind them started getting confused about where they should go, probably because of all the chaos at the front.


      “Great, this is my chance...” I took advantage of this opportunity to go back to town for now. I called out to the nearby people, urging them to evacuate, before heading to the fortress with Geni to try and take shelter myself. If I landed on the rooftop like usual, Geni would end up surrounded by big hoppers, but I had no time to return to the estate now.


      Geni is big, but he should be able to fit through the gate and doors of the fortress. There was a spacious entrance hall inside, so I thought I could leave Geni there for the time being.


      While I was lost in thought, we approached the fortress gate.


      “Lady Agnes, Master Torre, this way!” After seeing I was in a hurry, one of the fortress staff noticed the manabeast swarm and opened the gate wide to let us all in.


      “Thank you!”


      Geni, flying quite safely by his standards, gradually slowed down the flapping of his wings and landed smoothly right past the fortress gate. Torre’s pegasus followed right after; it was an obedient animal to begin with, so there were no problems on its end. Dunk—Lord Nazel’s ride to work—and the other mountbeasts had already found shelter. They were all waiting quietly—what good kids.


      They also understand that this is an emergency. Mountbeasts really are smart.


      “Thank you for bringing me here, Geni,” I praised him, getting up from the saddle and jumping off his smooth pink back to the ground.


      Geni cried with joy, then turned back and looked toward the estate with worry. His mate Charite and their kid were there at the moment.


      “Don’t worry. The stable where you live is sturdy. The big hoppers can’t destroy it.”


      The stable had been built with tough materials to begin with, and I’d also reinforced it with several layers of my magic, since I really loved mountbeasts. Charite was smart, so she should quickly notice something was unusual and head into the stable with her kid. She could also close the door by herself.


      Everyone at the estate is also safe, right? I had many reliable companions there like Kelly, Liliane, Mrs. Holly, and Defi. They should be able to handle things properly.


      “Lady Agnes, my coworkers are already on their way to report the emergency to Lord Nazelbart. We shall deploy the manabeast exterminators and soldiers to guide the people who were unable to escape in time. They are used to handling manabeasts.”


      “Very well. Where is Lord Nazel at the moment?”


      “He’s probably in the plant storeroom,” the staff member replied, pointing in the direction his colleagues had likely gone to report to Lord Nazel.


      The fortress had a plant storeroom that everyone could use for research or during emergencies. Various kinds of seeds and seedlings improved by Lord Nazel were kept there. It was usually under the management of the fortress’s agricultural staff. I decided to quickly head there with Torre.


      “Geni, be a good boy and wait here.” I stroked his pink body as he replied with an adorable cry, then I ran deeper into the fortress. As a noblewoman, I should normally have walked with dignity and grace, but I couldn’t do that during an emergency. Of course, I wasn’t confident I could maintain an air of dignity at all times anyway.


      After passing through the wide entrance, I came across the two tall staircases leading to the upper floors. I headed straight down the long corridor between them and through a passage surrounded by stone walls. Up ahead was a row of warehouses containing important items, which were only accessible from inside the fortress. I flung the door at the far right end of the first floor wide open. The vast storeroom had rows upon rows of shelves with a wide variety of seeds and seedlings sitting on them. I spotted my dear husband at the end of the aisle between the shelves and called out to him.


      “Lord Nazel!”


      He’d just finished talking to some staff members with a serious expression on his face, then flinched when he heard my voice and turned to look at me.


      “Agnes?! I just heard the news! Thank goodness, you came back.” He then strode up to me and hugged me tightly, just like usual.


      Lord Nazel’s staff and Torre were also in the room with us, but they were used to this sight, so they just looked at us with neutral expressions, saying things like, “Oh, this again.” Perhaps I was the one who felt most awkward about Lord Nazel’s embraces.


      “I was worried about you since you’d left the fortress shortly before I received word of the manabeast attack. I’m glad you’re safe.”


      “I returned while telling the townsfolk to evacuate. Torre alerted them with his loud voice, so I believe we managed to inform quite a few people of the danger.”


      “Thank you, Agnes.” Lord Nazel shifted his attention to Torre, who was waiting behind him. “Thank you too, Torre. I’ve dispatched the manabeast exterminators and soldiers to town, so you stay at the fortress and protect Agnes.”


      “As you command!” Torre replied with a sharp salute.


      Since Lord Nazel was telling Torre and me to wait here, he was probably planning on heading out. I knew how strong he was, but I was filled with worry like usual.


      “Excuse me, Lord Nazel. You’ll be heading out to exterminate the big hoppers, right? From what I could tell when they were approaching, there might be even more of them than we saw back in Polpystan...”


      Lord Nazel nodded quietly.


      “I still have to go. I’m the ruler of this territory, after all. Don’t worry. I’m not leaving without a plan. I’ve prepared for a time like this.” Lord Nazel pointed with his gaze toward a large group of seedlings with small, gaudy flowers blooming.


      I examined the seedlings closely. I’d never seen this kind of plant before.


      “Are those perhaps flowers that the big hoppers can’t eat...or something?”


      “Correct. To be more precise, it’s a plant that doesn’t naturally exist in this world that I created by mixing and improving—or rather, corrupting—multiple plants that are poisonous to big hoppers. As you know, those manabeasts eat the plants I create with my magic. So I thought I could simply feed them plants to exterminate them.”


      “I see. That’s a good idea.”


      It seemed that Lord Nazel had been diligently working on poisonous plants at the fortress. That was Lord Nazel for you—he’d been performing this kind of research in addition to his regular duties.


      “I’ve made so many modifications that there are no traces of the original plants left. It’s effective against big hoppers, but it turned into a completely new species of plant.” His voice sounded somewhat regretful.


      “Is making a new species wrong?”


      “No, it’s not, but I only want to improve existing plants. I don’t really want to create strange things. I just don’t like it.” It seemed that Lord Nazel was reluctant to create new species because of this personal policy.


      If he ever did create an uncontrollable plant, dealing with it would certainly be difficult. This was just a special case. Lord Nazel wouldn’t normally combine and tamper with so many different plants at once. I also agreed with his approach.


      While we were talking, more of the fortress staff arrived and carried the plants out the door.


      “I also have to go soon.” Lord Nazel gently patted my head to reassure me and gave me a kiss on the brow. “Don’t make that kind of face. I’ll be all right.”


      I stood on my tiptoes and tried to also kiss Lord Nazel’s forehead, but I couldn’t reach... He noticed and quickly leaned over.


      “Please be careful.” This time I managed to actually kiss him on the brow.
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      “See you later.” Lord Nazel looked very satisfied as he straightened himself, then followed after the staff and left.


      Lord Nazel... I was worried because I’d witnessed the terror of the big hoppers with my own eyes back in Polpystan. Not to mention that the swarm was massive this time. Nevertheless, I couldn’t stop Lord Nazel, the margrave. I knew I should go do what I could.


      “Torre, let’s go somewhere with a view of the outside. A place upstairs with a window would be great.”


      “Understood.”


      Torre and I left the storeroom, went back to the staircase, and headed up to the third floor, the top one. We didn’t go out to the rooftop because it would be dangerous and instead just looked out into the town from the third floor window.


      “Wha—” I was left at a loss for words when I looked outside.


      I can’t believe they’ve already come this far. There was a storm of big hoppers wherever I looked. There were so many of them, in fact, that I couldn’t even see the townscape. I’d been worried over whether I should go and help those who hadn’t escaped in time, but if I went out there with things like this, I’d probably end up trapped and get in everyone’s way. I could constantly hear a loud, wavelike buzzing coming from the other side of the window.


      “My goodness. Things are completely out of hand. If you hadn’t reinforced the fortress, Lady Agnes, those manabeasts might have destroyed it. Big hoppers are truly big, and strong to boot,” Torre muttered as he also looked outside.


      I nodded in agreement.


      “That’s true. Even now, it seems that there are many of them ramming into the walls.” I could hear many loud crashes from big hoppers charging into the stone walls. I was glad that I’d reinforced everything in case of a manabeast outbreak or storm.


      I kept staring out the window, obscured by flying manabeasts as it was.


      “I hope the strategy of Lord Nazel and his men works. There are other territories in the direction the big hoppers are headed. I doubt they’re as prepared as Sutrena, so we can’t let the manabeasts get there.”


      Other territories in Desnim didn’t suffer from manabeasts as much as Sutrena, so their lords, soldiers, and residents weren’t as accustomed to manabeast attacks. We weren’t only facing the risk of simple destruction inflicted by the manabeasts, but also of the land becoming barren from the mana leaking out of the big hoppers, just like what had happened in Polpystan. Unlike Sutrena, which was already almost barren, other territories would face an immeasurable crisis.


      I wish there was something else I could help with.


      As I was thinking things over, a staff member came from downstairs to talk to Torre.


      “Excuse me, but could you help us with getting medical kits and stretchers out of the basement storeroom? We’d like to get them out now so that we can use them immediately as soon as things calm down. There’s quite a number of them...” It looked like they were in need of people for manual labor. All of the strong people had left to exterminate the big hoppers, so they must be shorthanded now.


      “Torre, I’ll stay here, so please go help out. And it’s only a few of them, but here are some improved pink taros for you to use as weapons.”


      “Understood!”


      The staff member led the way with Torre striding after him, and they went down the stairs together, leaving me all alone.


      I looked all around me again, then back at the big hopper swarm. At this rate, serious damage to the town was inevitable. We’d taken precautions, but this manabeast outbreak was on a massive scale. Although we had countermeasures in place for storms and for the manabeast rampages that took place on the new moon, this was our first time dealing with a big hopper invasion here in Sutrena. It was unclear how useful all our preparations would be, and there were also problems to deal with after the manabeasts had passed through here. I was frustrated at my own powerlessness. Even now, I really wanted to go help Lord Nazel...


      “Ah!” I suddenly remembered something useful while looking through the window. “There is something I can do here and now. I might be able to help that way.”


      I held out my hands toward the window and solidified a mental image of the magic I was about to use. I felt the flow of mana from the center of my body, carefully moved it to my palms, and visualized matter being hardened and reinforced. Finally, I chanted aloud.


      “Air, get stronger!” This was a new form of absolute reinforcement that I’d used during that one storm. A membrane of mana-infused air spread out in a sphere, with the sky above the fortress as the center.


      Get much, much bigger! Eventually, the transparent membrane spread widely, enveloping the town and trapping all the invading big hoppers inside. I’m sorry that everyone in town will be unable to leave for now, but I believe everyone is taking shelter indoors at the moment, and we can’t let the damage from the big hoppers spread more. Please bear with it for a little while. We couldn’t allow the big hoppers’ mana to turn any more land barren.


      “I wonder if this will be enough.”


      Some time ago, I’d used the same kind of magic to reinforce the air and protect the estate from a storm. However, I’d needed to cover a much larger area with my magic this time, so even I—someone Father Emilio had described as having “a mana capacity incomparably higher than average”—was utterly exhausted. I didn’t feel like my mana had run out, but since I wasn’t accustomed to using my magic on such a large scale, erecting this barrier seemed to have put a bigger strain on my body than I’d expected.


      Maybe I should try practicing using a lot of large-scale magic. If I practiced, I might be able to reinforce the air in a bigger area; I certainly hoped so. I was frustrated with myself for only being able to help this much, but I’d done all I could. I could only pray that Lord Nazel would notice the membrane of reinforced air.


      A short time later, the big hoppers that had been covering the entire scenery outside the window started crashing to the ground, their numbers decreasing. Someone must have been exterminating the big hoppers flying outside the fortress. Recently, I’d kept the fortress soldiers’ bodies and equipment reinforced with my magic.


      So I don’t think anyone has been injured, but... I thought I should go help out at the first aid station, just in case. I can help in various ways, like reinforcing their immunity and vitality, removing toxins, or accelerating their recovery.


      Torre had just come back, so I asked him to assist in the big hopper extermination, while I headed to the first aid station. In his giant form, Torre could crush big hoppers with his bare hands, either by striking or grabbing them. He would also be able to launch powerful, long-range attacks with the improved pink taros. He was very reliable.


      ***


      While I was helping the fortress doctors at the first aid station, Paul came in, looking exhausted. It seemed that he’d also been participating in the manabeast extermination. I didn’t see any serious injuries from a quick glance, but I was still worried.


      “Good work out there, Paul. Are you okay? Does it hurt anywhere?”


      Paul was taken aback once he noticed me, then pushed up his glasses with one hand and looked my way. He didn’t need to be so concerned about keeping up appearances, but it seemed that he didn’t want to show weakness in front of me.


      “Elder sister, so you’re here at the fortress?”


      “Yes, I originally came here to deliver refreshments. I noticed the big hopper swarm on my way back home...”


      “So you came back here. That was a wise decision. I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” Paul replied calmly as he wiped his dirty glasses with a handkerchief. In terms of age, he was still a boy on the verge of becoming a young man, but he exuded the air of a seasoned warrior, perhaps because of his hard training back at school in Polpystan and now with Torre.


      “What about you, Paul? Are you injured anywhere?” I asked again.


      Paul nonchalantly shook his head.


      “No, I’m unhurt thanks to the matter reinforcement magic you cast on me before. The fortress soldiers and manabeast exterminators weren’t injured either. There are a few injuries among the townspeople, but at least so far it looks like none of them are life-threatening.” Paul spoke like he was giving a report for work. It was heartwarming to see that he’d grown accustomed to his life as an employee here.


      “From the looks of it, are they almost done with the extermination?”


      “Yes, it should be close to over. Only the area around the fortress is left.”


      I was surprised at how easily he replied. I’d expected that exterminating such a large number of big hoppers would have taken much longer.


      “That was fast...” I muttered. This speed was unbelievable. Even though I’d sent the unrivaled Torre to join them, it seemed impossible for them to have defeated the entire swarm in only a few hours, and with no injuries no less.


      Paul started explaining further.


      “I believe there were two main reasons for our victory: The big hopper swarm didn’t leave the town for some reason, and my brother-in-law’s plants defeated the majority of them. We took them down all at once.” It sounded like I’d helped them out by reinforcing the air with my magic.


      Thank goodness. When it came to fighting, I had practically no role to play, so I was happy that I’d been able to help them even a little.


      “I think my brother-in-law will soon come back here for the time being. He needs to issue updated instructions, but above all else, he was incredibly worried about you.”


      “Oh my. I was in the safety of the fortress, though. Lord Nazel is always such a worrier.”


      “He becomes surprisingly overprotective when it comes to you. He’s like a completely different person.”


      “That’s...exactly as you say, Paul.” Lord Nazel’s love for his wife was famous throughout Sutrena—no, perhaps throughout the entirety of Desnim.


      “Therefore, please do your best and calm him down, elder sister.”


      “I will.” I looked Paul in the eyes and nodded.


      “Well then, I’m going back to work.” Paul’s eyes shone behind his glasses and he waved his hand as he left the first aid station.


      “All right. Do your best at work too.” I was overcome with emotion as I observed how reliable my brother had become. Paul was now a fine part of the fortress’s workforce.


      As if to take Paul’s place, just after he’d left Torre and Lord Nazel entered the room. They both looked unhurt and lively.


      “Agnes!”


      “I’m relieved to see you safe and sound, Lord Nazel. And thank you for lending your support, Torre,” I replied with a smile.


      Lord Nazel rushed over to me and embraced me.


      “I’m going to help with the big hopper cleanup, so I’m leaving Lord Nazelbart in your hands,” Torre told me before leaving. Torre seemed to view Lord Nazel in the same way that Paul did.


      “Aaah, Agnes. I was so worried. There was always the possibility that the big hoppers would break into the fortress.”


      “I’m all right, so please calm down.”


      “But it seems that you reinforced the air around town again.”


      “So you noticed.”


      Lord Nazel became relieved after he confirmed my safety. I also checked to make sure that he was doing fine.


      “I found it strange that the polyphenic big hoppers kept staying in the same area. Everyone else only thought that the big hoppers were moving strangely, so your magic hasn’t been exposed.” Lord Nazel’s words made me feel relieved.


      “I put up the barrier as a desperate measure to prevent the damage from spreading, but I’m glad no one noticed it was my magic in the end.”


      “Your magic was a major help. Constantly chasing after a traveling big hopper swarm takes monumental effort. Incidentally...” Lord Nazel narrowed his eyes. “It seems that you used your magic to reinforce the air around the entire town this time. Are you not out of mana? Are you feeling unwell? Are you hurt?”


      “There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m a bit tired, but it’s because I’m not accustomed to using such large-scale magic. Oh, I’ll undo my magic barrier.”


      Perhaps Lord Nazel didn’t trust me, because he checked my complexion and took my pulse to see how I was doing. He wasn’t a doctor, but since he’d been dispatched to the battlefield as part of his prince consort education, he had some basic medical knowledge. I usually left things to the professionals, but Lord Nazel was skilled and knowledgeable about medicine, so I believed that he could become a doctor if he wanted to.


      “Mm-hmm, you’d better return to the estate at once. You should rest well for the entire day, no, for the next few days.”


      “Huh?” Lord Nazel had given me a serious diagnosis, though I could tell it was clearly because of his overprotectiveness. “U-Um, I don’t really need to rest. In fact, it seems that you took care of the big hopper swarm faster than expected, so I thought I’d go check on everyone in town now.”


      “Absolutely not! You should return to the estate right this instant.” Lord Nazel vehemently shot down my suggestion. “And then go right to sleep. Unlike usual, you used your magic on a massive area. It’s wrong to underestimate the strain magic can have on you.”


      Lord Nazel was the only “wrong” one here. His overprotectiveness was out of control.


      “Talking has helped me rest a bit, and I’m still full of energy, so...”


      “Very well. I’ll take you back by force.”


      “What?! Come on!” Wasn’t this the part where he was supposed to say, “Very well. You may go check on the town,” or something along those lines? “Lord Nazel, I’m telling you I really feel fine. I could even run ten laps around the fortress right now.”


      “That’s true. You’re always incredible, Agnes. Let’s go home.”


      “Ugh...”


      Lord Nazel completely ignored my protests as he gently soothed me, picked me up, and gracefully walked down the hallway to the fortress entrance. We got to where Geni was waiting, both got on him, then started heading back to the estate, along with the carefree Dunk who’d been by Geni’s side.


      “Bring the damage report to the estate,” Lord Nazel told one of the staff at the entrance, who nodded and opened the door and gate wide to let our mountbeasts fly through.


      Unlike when we’d come here, Geni didn’t show any restraint and flew into the sky with vigor. Dunk flew with keen interest, looking around the completely transformed town. Countless dead big hoppers were lying in the public square in front of the fortress.


      “Dunk, you can’t eat those big hoppers. Some of them died from eating poisonous plants, so it will be bad for you,” Lord Nazel cautioned her.


      Dunk snorted as if to say, I would never eat something like that to begin with! She was a glutton, but also a gourmet and a herbivore.


      I also looked down at the town from Geni’s back. The threat had passed, so the townspeople were shuffling out of their houses. There were big hopper corpses lying on their backs everywhere in the streets. We’d have to clean those up soon.


      “The big hoppers are perfectly flipped over... They must have eaten the plants you prepared, Lord Nazel.”


      “Yes. We exterminated many of them the normal way too, but I’m glad that my plants worked as expected.” Contrary to what he was saying, Lord Nazel sounded dejected. Now that I thought about it, he’d been acting kind of strange even before setting out to exterminate the big hoppers. It was like he was saying that he didn’t want to use the new plants he’d created.


      “How about you rest a little at the manor, Lord Nazel? I feel like you’re less energetic than usual. The big hopper swarm came when you were already busy, so aren’t you tired both physically and mentally?” I secretly turned around to quietly examine Lord Nazel. He had an awkward smile on his face. It was a clear sign that there was something troubling him...


      “You really see through everything.”


      “No, not quite. I just observe you closely, Lord Nazel.” I loved him, so my eyes were naturally drawn to him... I’m starting to feel embarrassed after telling him directly. I faced forward, feeling flustered.


      Lord Nazel rested his chin against my face and skillfully handled Geni’s reins with one hand while hugging me with the other.


      “Agnes, you really are...my salvation. I love you...” he said before going silent.


      “Lord Nazel?” I found it strange and was about to turn around again, but Geni reached the sky above the estate right at that moment. “We’re home.” I’d been worried how things would turn out when such a massive swarm of big hoppers appeared, but the garden was unexpectedly unspoiled.


      Huh? The vegetable field is also fine... How? There’s too little damage. There were no signs of the big hoppers devouring the crops.


      Lord Nazel gripped the reins with both hands and Geni started slowly descending. Dunk reached the garden one step ahead of him. Dozens of big hoppers lay pitifully on their backs.


      So big hoppers came to the estate. Were they defeated really quickly?


      A short distance away stood Charite the wyvern and her and Geni’s son Ray. Liliane, who was taking command of the garden cleanup, was also nearby, along with the maids who were hard at work tidying everything up.


      Oh, Liliane took the initiative to start cleaning up the manabeast remains. Somehow, I more strongly associated Liliane with handling various small tasks inside the manor, rather than coming outside and doing physical labor. I never expected her to be out here cleaning up the big hoppers...


      Liliane had also safely given birth fairly recently and had a baby of her own. Torre and Liliane’s child had been born around the same time as my second one.


      Right after I became pregnant with my second child, we found out that Liliane was pregnant too... The two of them had gotten married because of an “order” I’d given as the margravine, and things seemed to be progressing smoothly between them.


      When Liliane noticed that Lord Nazel and I had landed, she walked up to us and bowed elegantly. As a first-class lady, she’d been subjected to an awfully strict education by her parents. Her etiquette was so perfect it left zero room for complaints. While we were on that topic, she was also impeccable in singing, dancing, poetry, and sewing.


      “Lord Nazelbart, Lady Agnes, welcome back.”


      “We’re home, Liliane.”


      We quickly got down from Geni. Now that he was free, he immediately walked over to Charite and Ray. The once young Geni had grown into a fine adult, found a mate in Charite, and even had a kid. Watching them become such a close family was truly moving.


      “Liliane, a large swarm of big hoppers attacked. Was the estate all right?” Lord Nazel asked.


      Liliane nodded.


      “There is some damage here and there. We managed to protect most of the field, but the flowers in the flower beds were eaten.”


      To be honest, just the fact that they’d protected the field was incredible. How in the world had they accomplished it?


      “By the way, who defeated the big hoppers in the garden? Was it the estate’s soldiers?”


      “Oh, yes, of course they did, but...” Liliane seemed a little uneasy and hesitated, but finally resigned herself to telling us the unexpected truth. “I defeated almost all of the manabeasts around here.” She blushed as she also muttered, “How embarrassing.”


      “Huuuh? You defeated the big hoppers, Liliane?!” I was utterly astonished.


      The maids who were cleaning up the manabeast remains walked up to us and started telling us what had happened.


      “It’s true. Miss Liliane used her magic to rout the manabeasts with tremendous force!”


      “I was unaware that Miss Liliane was this strong!”


      “Is that so?” I blinked as I looked at them. If memory serves, Liliane’s magic makes her hair as hard and sharp as thorns, right? But was that enough to let her take down so many big hoppers? I was curious, so I decided to ask her directly.


      “How did you defeat the big hoppers, Liliane?”


      “You see, I chopped up my hair into fine pieces, like so,” she explained, making a motion like she was cutting her hair into pieces the length of a pinky.


      “You chopped it?!”


      Liliane nodded with a really serious expression.


      “When I last had my hair cut, I kept the trimmings in my room in case I ever needed to use them. Since I work and live here, when the manabeasts appeared in the garden, I went and retrieved my hair from my room, controlled it with my magic, then dropped it from a window...” And apparently all of it had hit big hoppers. Moreover, her hair had become incredibly strong and pierced through every big hopper. It had been a terrifying rain of hair.


      “I-I guess you can use your hair like that too. That’s incredible. Thank you, Liliane!” I said, still feeling surprised.


      “I’m delighted that I could be of assistance to everyone.” Liliane nodded at me with an elegant smile. “I wanted to drive away even a few manabeasts from the estate grounds, but to be honest, I didn’t think I could eliminate so many of them... I was surprised at my own magic’s strength.”


      “Yes, I can imagine.”


      If Liliane had been aware that her magic was so powerful from early on, Master Robin might have ended up a pincushion—or rather a haircushion—after treating her so despicably. In any case, it seemed we had unintentionally discovered Sutrena’s strongest fighter.


      “Once again, thank you for protecting the estate, Liliane.” Lord Nazel and I both thanked Liliane for her contributions today.


      “Please, that was only par for the course. I still have more of my hair stored, so if any manabeasts invade the estate grounds, please call on me.” Liliane looked full of motivation, her eyes sparkling.


      “H-How reliable. We’ll leave it to you when the time comes.”


      “Of course!”


      Lord Nazel and I left the garden cleanup to Liliane and the maids, then headed into the manor.


      Still, I never expected a sheltered young lady like Liliane to become a powerful fighter against manabeasts. This world was full of unexpected events.


      As I walked, I looked up at Lord Nazel.


      “Lord Nazel, I’m glad we have Liliane in our estate.”


      “Me too. I’m grateful that she protected our home. Thanks to her, it seems that everyone is safe.”


      Once we were inside, we saw that everyone was as calm as usual. That was probably because the nearby big hoppers had been eliminated very quickly.


      Kelly was in a hallway on the first floor, receiving reports from the other servants about the damage that had occurred to various parts of the estate. She was highly dependable in her own right.


      “We’re home, Kelly.”


      Kelly promptly told us about all the damage the estate had suffered. The people working here were all exceptional. According to her, the manor had come out fine since I regularly reinforced it with magic, so most of the damage was outside. No one had been injured, with the exception of some maids who had been startled by the big hoppers and fallen down, suffering some bruises. We felt relieved after listening to this report.


      “Lord Solis and Lady Luna are also spending time peacefully in their room.”


      “I’m glad to hear it. Thank you, Kelly. We’ll drop by the nursery.” We started heading toward the nursery together.


      Solis and Luna were my children with Lord Nazel. Solis, our son and eldest, was three years old and could hold conversations now. I’d found out I was pregnant with our daughter, Luna, after the conflict between Polpystan and Myzahn. She’d been born without any complications and was now one year old—she couldn’t speak yet.


      We used one of the rooms of our spacious manor as a playroom for the children, and Solis and Luna typically spent their time there. Liliane’s son Quatro and Mrs. Holly’s third son Pilia were also with them, along with the children of the maids who were at work. Our wet nurse Mrs. Holly prioritized looking after Solis and Pilia, while Liliane looked after Luna and Quatro, who were around the same age. Since we’d added the new butler Defi to our staff, the estate ran smoothly even with Liliane focusing primarily on childcare. Once the kids grew up, Liliane would be in charge of their education as their private tutor. She seemed like she’d be a great teacher, so the future was promising.


      I wonder if she’ll someday become a teacher at our school here in Sutrena. The choice was up to Liliane, but I thought I’d try asking her.


      The rest of the children were mainly taken care of by maids assigned to the task, all of whom had plenty of experience with raising children. Maids with little children could leave them in the nursery while working. Kelly seemed to be concerned about Solis and Luna, so she often dropped by to see them during her shifts.


      Lord Nazel and I reached the nursery and knocked on the door; one of the maids inside quickly opened it. The room was spacious enough to run around, toys were scattered everywhere, and it was filled with the adorable sounds of children’s footsteps as they jumped around, full of energy. The nursery had continued operating normally despite the big hopper attack. I felt truly relieved watching the children peacefully playing. The situation outside was truly chaotic because of the big hoppers, but everyone here was completely unaffected; that was perfect. I wanted the children to spend their time feeling at ease.


      As Lord Nazel and I watched the children, we heard a familiar high-pitched voice.


      “Father, mother!”


      Next, there was the sound of approaching footsteps of someone running their hardest. I turned to see that Solis had noticed us and was running over at his full speed. He had fluffy silver hair and clear amber eyes. Our adorable son resembled Lord Nazel and me a lot.


      “Solis!” Lord Nazel bent down to Solis’s eye level and embraced him as he came running over. He was a good, doting father.


      Behind Solis, a small baby with red hair was crawling toward us with all her strength.


      “Luna! You also came to see us.”


      She was our daughter who’d just turned one. Judging from her serious expression as she crawled toward us, she could apparently recognize her parents even though she was still a baby.


      I walked up to Luna and picked her up. She was chubby and cute.


      “Goo!” Luna cried out in satisfaction as she accomplished her objective of reaching her parents.


      “Good girl, you’re as adorable as always.” Just seeing my two children soothed my heart.


      “I played building blocks with Pilia! We built a fort! But Luna broke it with her butt!” Solis proudly informed Lord Nazel of what he’d done today.


      “Goo goo, gah!” Whether she understood or not, Luna laughed proudly.


      As we were all relaxing, Lord Nazel spoke to Solis.


      “That reminds me. Solis, could you use your magic to help with your father’s work?”


      “Wuh-erk? Ma-jeek?”


      “Yes. The soil in the garden has gotten dirty, so I’d like you to turn it back to normal.”


      Even though Liliane had exterminated the big hoppers, some places in the garden had still gotten contaminated with their mana. Those manabeasts unconsciously discharged mana simply by being alive, which transformed the surrounding area into a barren wasteland where not even a single blade of grass could grow. Before, when I’d still been pregnant with Solis, he’d restored contaminated soil. Lord Nazel had probably remembered that time.


      “Sure!” Solis replied cheerfully. He was just happy for any chance to spend time with Lord Nazel.


      “All right, since you’ve agreed, let’s go out.”


      “Yes! You come too, mother!”


      I nodded and held Luna in my arms as I followed after Lord Nazel, who was carrying Solis. If Solis successfully restored the garden to normal, perhaps he could similarly restore the damaged town and its environs. It all depended on his mood, though... Solis had gradually grown to understand more and more things around him, and the tuber field suffered at his hands less often than before. He was skilled at using his magic for a three-year-old.


      In any case, we took the kids with us and went outside again. The maids were still cleaning up the big hoppers. Since there were so many remains, they were gathering them all in one place and burning them. From Lord Nazel’s arms, Solis curiously observed the big hopper corpses lined up on the ground. He didn’t know what had taken place in the garden, so he didn’t seem afraid.


      “Are they bugs? They’re big and don’t move.”


      “That’s right.”


      We walked up to a ruined flower bed. The flowers, stems, and leaves had all been devoured, leaving behind only the bare soil and some dug up roots. But even if the roots remained, nothing would grow because the soil had been contaminated by the big hoppers’ mana.


      “Solis, can you return this soil to normal?” I asked.


      Lord Nazel put Solis on the ground, but our son just looked confused.


      “Back to normal? What was it like?”


      “Uh, maybe similar to the soil in the field?”


      “Got it. This dirt is hard and stinky! I’ll make it back to normal!” Solis replied cheerfully then bent down and touched the soil. The big hoppers’ mana was purple, but it was difficult to judge the conditions of the contaminated soil based on appearance alone. And yet, Solis was clearly able to tell that the soil was different than usual.


      But it doesn’t actually smell or anything. How curious. Perhaps it was a sensation only Solis could understand thanks to his magic.


      After a moment, the soil started rising, and its color changed from a grayish brown to a dark brown, like the soil in the nearby forest.


      “Um, it looks like this dirt used to be a bit hard. I made it like the field, so it’s all okay.” Just like Solis said, the flower bed’s soil was now in better condition than before.


      Lord Nazel and I exchanged glances.


      “You’re amazing, Solis. So you can even tell what condition the soil used to be in!”


      “It’s easy!” Solis was in a good mood as he started turning all the nearby soil into the same soft and fluffy kind we had in the field.


      I can’t believe he can even improve the soil. Perhaps we’ll be able to grow ordinary crops here in Sutrena, like they can in other territories.


      After altering the soil around the garden entrance, Solis lost his focus and stopped restoring the soil to normal. He was now playing around with a big hopper corpse by poking it with a branch he’d picked up. But I was still grateful that he’d restored the flower beds and the surrounding area to this extent.


      “Lord Nazel, with Solis’s help, we might be able to fix the fields that were damaged in this attack.”


      “That’s true. Though it’s tricky since it depends on his mood.” After all, Solis was still only three years old. He wouldn’t always do as we adults expected him to.


      “Mother, I wanna go back home.” It looked like Solis had already lost interest in the big hoppers.


      “All right, let’s go back.”


      The soil, or at least part of it, had been returned to normal, so we headed back to the nursery. We’d have Solis work on the rest when he was in a good mood.


      ***


      After taking Solis and Luna back to the nursery, we headed straight for Lord Nazel’s laboratory on the manor’s first floor. He kept various plants he’d improved with his magic in this neatly organized room. Whenever he had the time, he’d use his magic to modify seeds and seedlings to research crops that could grow even in barren soil. The laboratory also included a greenhouse and a terrace, where planters with experimental crops were lined up.


      Atop a desk were seedlings of the poisonous plants I’d seen at the fortress earlier today—the ones Lord Nazel had made to exterminate the big hoppers. He once again looked at these plants with a somewhat depressed expression.


      He really seems to be feeling down. Lord Nazel had also looked gloomy on the way back from the fortress. I’d been unable to discuss his mood back then since we’d quickly arrived at the estate, but I was becoming more and more worried.


      “Um, Lord Nazel? Is something the matter? You seem to be suffering—you looked the same when we were riding Geni too...” I asked, unable to hold back the question any longer. If there was something troubling him, I wanted us to search for a solution together.


      I waited for Lord Nazel to answer, but he only smiled and said that it wasn’t that big of a deal.


      Even if it’s something minor, Lord Nazel is clearly in low spirits for some reason. I only felt more frustrated.


      “Lord Nazel. If you don’t mind, would you share your worries with me? There’s a limit to what I can do, but I think that simply putting your problem into words could make you feel better.” I decided to persist because in the past, I’d felt reassured after Lord Nazel had lent an ear to me. He’d given me advice time and again.


      “I didn’t want to show you my weak side,” he started hesitantly, a troubled smile on his face. “I honestly didn’t want to develop any poisonous plants, so I hadn’t created any until now. But this time, they were necessary to exterminate the big hoppers, so I had no choice but to make them.”


      Come to think of it, that was true. I felt like Lord Nazel had never used these kinds of poisonous plants that took away lives—not even during battle.


      “There’s a reason behind it, isn’t there?”


      Lord Nazel nodded quietly.


      “When my magic was identified, my parents and older brother were delighted.”


      I waited for him to continue his story, thinking that their joy must have been because someone with extraordinary magic had been born in their family. However, I never would have expected what he’d say next.


      “They expected me to create poisonous plants.”


      “That’s awful...” How could they ask that of a little boy who’d just learned about his magic?


      “The former queen was in complete control back then, so my family’s behavior was commonplace. Our house was in the queen’s faction, so my family must have wanted me to discreetly eliminate her political opponents.”


      Setting aside the House of Evantail, which had been isolated from society—no, perhaps rejected by it—the struggle for power among nobles at the time had apparently been terribly fierce.


      “My parents brought me a seedling, telling me, ‘This plant is necessary for making medicine, so we want you to improve it as we tell you.’ That plant really could be used for medicine, and so I ‘improved’ it as instructed, creating a new plant.”


      Despite being just a kid, he’d actually managed to identify the plant just by looking at its seedling. It seemed that Lord Nazel had been considerably talented even at such a young age.


      “I simply felt happy to be useful to people. However...my creation was circulated widely as a new type of poison with increased toxicity. Adults indiscriminately used it on their political opponents or people they disliked.”


      How shocked must Lord Nazel have been when he discovered that? It was easy to imagine how terribly he must have suffered as a kid. It hadn’t been his fault, but people had ultimately been poisoned because of the plant he’d made. My heart hurt just listening to his story.


      “After that, I stopped carelessly modifying plants at others’ request. I decided to research all the effects myself, create only what I approved of, and never make poisons that kill people.”


      It must have been difficult for him to ignore the adults around him and carry out his own intentions. However, Lord Nazel had apparently accomplished that as a little boy—he was incredible beyond words.


      “At first, I tried to deal with all of the big hoppers just using carnivorous plants. Even though they’re manabeasts and not people, killing them by feeding them poison was only going to bring back painful memories. But my experiments at the fortress didn’t go well... The plants and manabeasts started preying on each other.”


      That scene sounded a bit grotesque. For me, that sight alone would probably be traumatic enough.


      I’d been busy with managing the estate and school, as well as giving birth to Luna, so I hadn’t witnessed those experiments, nor had I even been aware they were being conducted. I assumed that he’d been planning on letting me know after they’d been successful. Lord Nazel had supplied the plants for the experiments, while the big hoppers must have been captured by Polpystan for research, then either sold or handed over to Sutrena and transported here. This had probably taken place thanks to the aid of Ryuk, who had deep ties with Polpystani research institutions.


      “My research on carnivorous plants was unsuccessful, so I ended up prioritizing the use of poisonous plants as a countermeasure. I’m still looking for a way to deal with big hoppers besides poison, but a swarm of them appeared before I could find a solution.”


      That must have been why he’d had no choice but to use the poisonous plants today. But thanks to those plants, damage had been kept to a minimum. Lord Nazel was far from satisfied with this result—he likely even found it disgraceful—but it was certainly an achievement nonetheless.


      “Please don’t make that kind of face, Lord Nazel. I’m sorry I made you bring up such depressing memories.”


      Lord Nazel probably looked like that unintentionally—it was a rare occurrence for him to be showing his true emotions. He hurriedly put on his usual expression so that I wouldn’t get worried. He often changed his expression deliberately, either to appear calm or convey his dissatisfaction. It was a skill he’d learned during his time as a prince consort candidate—he was so good at it that it was sad.


      “What was my face like?”


      “You looked like you were in pain, unable to bear it...”


      “I can’t believe that was showing on my face this whole time.”


      “No, you looked like usual back at the fortress. I simply noticed that something was wrong with you because I was next to you. It was only just now that your emotions were showing on your face. It might be because you thought back to your childhood memories.”


      “So I exposed my immature side to you...” Lord Nazel smiled bashfully.


      “I don’t think you were immature. And we’re married, so you can show me any side of you. Please be your natural self in front of me.” I didn’t want him acting like a stranger with me.


      “But I want to show my best side in front of the woman I love.” Lord Nazel gently approached me and naturally gave me a kiss. Even after we’d gotten married and had two kids together, he still loved me the same as ever. No, perhaps his feelings for me kept growing stronger by the day. “Thank you for worrying about me, Agnes. Just like you said, I feel a little better after talking about it. It seems that I have a habit of bottling up things from the past. I’m glad I realize it now.”


      “I was truly happy that you talked to me...”


      We simultaneously locked eyes with each other. There was a sweet glimmer in Lord Nazel’s eyes.


      “Agnes, will you stay in the manor with me today? I’ll be getting ready and waiting in my study until the full report comes in.”


      I nodded without hesitation.


      “Of course. I’ll help out with all I’ve got! I’d also like to help everyone working out there, but I need to wait at the manor for a report from our school.”


      When I rolled up my sleeves and showed my motivation, Lord Nazel smiled gently at me.
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      “I’m fine just having you by my side; it makes my efficiency shoot up. I’m also worried about you overusing your magic, so I want to have you within my sight. I’ll have a maid bring us some tea and snacks...”


      “You’re really spoiling me, Lord Nazel.” My body might have been affected a little right after I’d cast powerful magic I wasn’t used to, but I was already feeling fine again. My fatigue was a thing of the past.


      Lord Nazel kept sticking to me as he gently whispered.


      “I enjoy spoiling my beloved wife. Don’t take this comfort from me.”


      When he put it like that, it was hard for me to object. Next, he embraced me tight.


      “Gosh...” Although my cheeks were puffed out, I was also happy to be by his side.


      “Since the damage to the estate was so minor, we can focus on dealing with other matters.”


      “Yes, and it’s all thanks to Liliane. Torre will likely be shocked when he returns.”


      “I’d love to see his reaction.”


      We happily joined hands and left Lord Nazel’s laboratory to head to his study.


      When I looked outside through the window, I noticed that there were fewer big hopper remains in the garden, so it was clear that they were being steadily disposed of. Liliane’s leadership was excellent. However, the real problem came after this. The biggest consequences of the big hopper attack were the damage to the crops and the soil contamination caused by their mana.


      I hope the damage is small, but I can’t be too optimistic.


      After we kept walking down our vast manor’s long hallways and went up the stairs, we arrived at Lord Nazel’s study. He primarily used this room to handle paperwork. The bookshelves along the walls were packed tight with thick books. Any books that didn’t fit here had been stored in our large, newly renovated library.


      The library was near the study and had several shelves for my personal use, stocked with all kinds of books like ones about my favorite animals, study books about plants, and romance novels recommended by the maids. A booklover maid was in charge of the room, and anyone was free to borrow and read my books.


      “Have a seat, Agnes.” After we entered the study, Lord Nazel led me to the sofa with smooth movements; his conduct was always elegant. “Until the report from the school arrives, you are to rest well here, understand?”


      “Urk, okay. I’ll stay put until the report is here...” I was a pushover against Lord Nazel, so I simply nodded back at his smile. This was most certainly what they called being a slave to love.


      “I’d honestly prefer for you to rest in our room, but if I left you there, you’d just go outside on your own.”


      “You know me very well,” I replied after a moment of hesitation, then obediently leaned back on the sofa.


      Lord Nazel gently stroked my hair and gave me a kiss on the cheek before moving to his desk and quietly starting work. He was always lovely when he seriously concentrated on his work.


      I love you... Even after we’d gotten married and had two kids together, my feelings for him hadn’t changed. For me, Lord Nazel was the perfect husband.


      After a while, people from each department at the fortress and soldiers from our estate who’d been dispatched outside started coming with reports. Lord Nazel handled them one by one with brilliance and decisiveness.


      As for me, I received a damage report regarding Sutrena’s school. Fortunately, there had been no damage to the school building and other facilities, nor had any of the staff been injured. However, it seemed that the trees, plants used in classes, and cloth products made of plant fiber that had been left outside to dry had all been eaten... Still, it sounded like the situation was manageable, so I felt relieved.


      As the chairwoman, I need to get the school back in working order as soon as possible.


      As I was burning with determination and discussing the school with the messenger, I noticed that the people who’d come to see Lord Nazel had already left. I finished giving out instructions and took a moment to catch my breath.


      But as if to take the messengers’ place, Ryuk promptly arrived carrying a tall stack of documents. He was a Polpystani and close friends with Paul, as well as Lord Nazel’s excellent subordinate. Ryuk worked at the fortress, but he was well-versed in history since his time in Polpystan, and lately he’d been mainly working on research regarding the big hoppers and the saints. He also stopped by our school often, so whenever I spotted him, I invited him to come teach for a day. Since he’d frequently visited Polpystani laboratories, I felt like he’d have some interesting stories to share.


      Whenever Ryuk discovered something about the big hoppers, he’d come report to us, just like now. I had a feeling this conversation was going to be a long one, so I led Ryuk to the sofa and sat across from him together with Lord Nazel.


      “Lord Nazelbart, Lady Agnes, I’m glad to see you both safe. Everything outside was in terrible condition because of the big hoppers.”


      “I’m also relieved to see you unhurt, Ryuk.”


      “I was outside at the time of the attack, and I was surprised by the big hopper swarm, so I used my magic as I rushed to take shelter in a nearby building. It was terrifying. I’m truly thankful for my great shield magic. Oh, but let me get to the main topic...” Ryuk spread out his documents on the table in front of the sofa. One of them contained a detailed drawing of a big hopper. “Watching this big hopper outbreak made me feel like something was out of place. I kept wondering what was wrong on my way back to the fortress, until I finally realized it: The pattern on their bodies is different from the ones that appeared in Polpystan.”


      Lord Nazel quietly listened to Ryuk’s explanation.


      “Um,” Ryuk continued, “the black and orange pattern is the same, but look here. The ones that appeared in Sutrena have a single yellow stripe on the center of their abdomens. These might be a new subspecies of big hopper.”


      I cocked my head in confusion.


      “Are there that many kinds of big hoppers?”


      “This is also my first time discovering a difference. From here on, I intend to more closely observe the big hoppers in Polpystan and the ones that have now appeared in Sutrena. In any case, I’m glad we could defeat them with ordinary countermeasures this time. Though there wasn’t much damage outside the town proper...which is unusual.”


      Lord Nazel cleared his throat to head off this line of thought regarding my barrier.


      “Please inform us again if you find out anything else. I wonder if there was any damage to Polpystan this time...”


      “No, from what I heard at the fortress earlier, it sounds like Polpystan didn’t suffer any damage. I believe a formal report will arrive before long. I haven’t heard all the specifics myself, but if Polpystan wasn’t the source of this outbreak, just where did these big hoppers come from?”


      It was certainly strange. As far as we knew, according to the documents Ryuk had researched, big hoppers had appeared in Sutrena long before their confirmed sighting in Polpystan a hundred years ago—even before the founding of Desnim—but hadn’t been seen here after that. Their sudden appearance today was clearly unnatural.


      “Big hoppers are resilient manabeasts that can be active in any habitat that isn’t too cold. By skillfully riding the wind, they can even cross the ocean, but they can’t fly at all in cold climates. In Desnim they can survive in the north except during winter. It will take time before we can pinpoint the source of their outbreak.”


      Big hoppers could naturally cross the river that bordered Polpystan to the south, but they could also freely cross the mountain range which led to a different country to the east. Moreover...it was currently summer, which meant that the temperatures from Sutrena to Desnim’s capital were adequate for big hoppers to live in.


      I’m glad that we managed to stop the big hoppers at just Sutrena this time. They really were annoying manabeasts.


      After finishing his report, Ryuk left the stack of documents with us and returned to the fortress.


      “For now, let’s report this incident to King Bertrand.”


      I nodded at Lord Nazel’s suggestion. We should share information on the big hoppers in case something happened; they were a threat to the country.


      I truly hope the damage stops here, both for the sake of everyone in Sutrena and for Lord Nazel’s peace of mind. With thoughts similar to a prayer in my mind, I gently leaned against Lord Nazel.


      ***


      A short time after that, we began receiving one report after another regarding the big hoppers. As expected, some of our people’s fields had been devastated, so Lord Nazel decided to distribute the reserve food and seedlings stored in the fortress to them. As the margrave, he would purchase any excess food within the territory and provide food assistance to people in need. For now, no one would go hungry because of this incident.


      At the beginning of the outbreak in the central town, there were reports of damage to plants and of carts that had been left outside being destroyed, but the situation still felt within our power to handle. Incidentally, the plant residences Lord Nazel had placed in the public square had apparently all been completely devoured. It was a true shame—I had some good memories of them. Sutrena had come out of this attack with so little damage only because we’d learned from Polpystan’s example and prepared for anything unexpected. It was terrifying to think of the devastation if this had happened to a different territory.


      After sending a report to King Bertrand, Lord Nazel received a reply, but the king seemed to be acting like this wasn’t his problem, and was rather carefree.


      It’s true that unlike Sutrena, the capital is unlikely to suffer any damage outside of summer. All other territories also seemed to be reacting casually, I suppose. None of them have suffered a big hopper attack so far, after all. Manabeast countermeasures were left up to the discretion of each territory, so Sutrena couldn’t force them to take specific measures.


      This is all so complicated... We’d learned a lot about big hoppers’ ecology, but there were still no signs of how they’d appeared in Sutrena, and we couldn’t pinpoint their origin. Even when we’d investigated possible locations, none of their eggs had been discovered, nor had any of their nymphs been spotted. This meant that they’d very likely flown in from the outside. In order to discover the source of the adult big hopper swarm that had suddenly appeared here, Lord Nazel investigated beyond the ocean and the mountains. However, he didn’t come across any stories involving the manabeasts.


      Speaking of Lord Nazel, he was putting all his effort into researching new plants to use against the big hoppers. It seemed that the fortress warehouse was getting more and more new species of carnivorous plants under experimentation... The staff were terrified.


      They apparently don’t attack people, but they look ominous. To begin with, they were large enough to be able to fight against big hoppers—that was a bit scary in itself. Because so many people were afraid, just the large carnivorous plants were later moved to a different warehouse in a location without much traffic.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Madam Bumpkin Heads to the Capital


      Children from Peppel Island would be coming to Sutrena. They’d been born on the island, so they weren’t exiled criminals. But since they’d been living their lives in isolation, none of them had any knowledge of the outside world. Lord Davier had felt sorry for the children, so he’d negotiated with King Bertrand to allow only them to leave the island, and it had been decided that they would be given special permission to study abroad in Sutrena. However, since the children of Peppel Island were descendants of exiles, this had been a complicated matter and had taken time to implement.


      And so, it had been decided that certain parts of Sutrena would accept children from the island for a trial period of six months. I’d seen them before and got the impression that many of them were bright and honest. To begin with, they would be taught basic things about the world outside the island at school. Lack of knowledge of society’s rules could often lead to problems, so they would be given special introductory classes before elementary school. Peppel Island and Sutrena differed in climate, culture, and lifestyle, so I expected that it would be difficult for them to acclimate to life here unless they learned those things first.


      Eventually, we wished to offer jobs to any children who wanted to live and work in Sutrena, while those who wanted to return to the island could be sent back. It would also be great if they took everything they learned here and spread it around the island.


      Lord Davier is on Peppel Island, so everything should work fine on their end. It was truly helpful having him as a point of contact.


      Lord Davier had been exiled to Peppel Island, but he’d won the hearts of the islanders thanks to his inherent intelligence and polite demeanor, and now everyone depended on and admired him. He was pretty much treated as the island’s representative. He’d had many followers even during his time as a duke, so this was understandable. Since he couldn’t leave the island himself, only the crew of the ship that periodically visited Peppel Island and the children aboard it would be coming to Sutrena.


      School staff had gone to the harbor in horse-drawn carriages to pick up the children. Traveling by mountbeast would have been faster, but if the children got too used to them, some might learn how to ride them and freely come and go between the island and the mainland, so they weren’t yet being taught how.


      Our first group of students consisted of five children. Though I referred to them simply as “children,” I only meant that they were the children of exiles; some of them were around the same age as me. In fact, their average age was actually higher, and the youngest among them was about as old as Paul. According to what the school staff had heard from the ship’s crew, the five most polite and reliable children had been selected. It was clear that the islanders were worried about sending children who were too young away from the island. Having this older group instead of kids around Solis’s age was also more reassuring for us.


      I was a bit panicked because of the damage caused by the big hoppers, but I’m glad it was tidied up in time. It had been a lot of hard work for the people of Sutrena, such as repairing buildings and disposing of the big hopper corpses. But since all of them were used to manabeast rampages and heavy storms, they treated this event like business as usual. Those with magic specialized for reconstruction had taken the initiative and quickly finished the work. The people of Sutrena were tough and did everything they could on their own.


      Therefore, the central town had been perfectly cleaned up for the arrival of the five children via carriage. They would be staying at the student dormitory on school grounds. There were still few residents in the dorm, with most of them being students who came to study from afar.


      I’d been waiting at the school since morning in order to welcome the children of Peppel Island. Next to me was Father Emilio, who’d been summoned to conduct appraisals. None of the children who’d been born on Peppel Island had ever been appraised, so it had been decided that they would get a proper appraisal when they came to stay here.


      “Hello, everyone. Welcome to Sutrena.” I greeted the children when they arrived at the school, eliciting a reaction from all of them.


      “Ah! It’s milady! She came to Peppel Island before!”


      “So this here’s a school, huh? I don’t quite get what a school is, but...it’s all city-like!”


      They each voiced their impressions. They were lively and brimming with curiosity.


      As long as they’re viewing it optimistically, it’s great!


      I fired myself up and started my explanation to the children.


      “Um, we will first have your magic appraised. This is Father Emilio, the person who will be conducting the appraisals. It won’t take long.”


      Emilio would appraise them in order of age, starting from the oldest girl.


      “What’s your name?”


      “I’m Largo! I wanna learn about the city’s toolmaking!”


      “Well then, I will begin my appraisal.” Emilio took Largo’s hand and placed it on his forehead. “Hmm, it’s common matter reinforcement. Your mana capacity is average... This magic could be ideal if you are aiming to become a toolmaker.”


      My goodness! One of the children got the same appraisal I’d received for my magic as a little girl! If she became a toolmaker, she would surely be able to craft better, sturdier tools.


      “Incidentally, do you know how to use magic, Largo?”


      “’Course not. I just got appraised today.”


      “Hmm... In areas with little knowledge of magic, there are sometimes people unaware of their magic. I’ve met some of them in Sutrena. Lady Agnes, please teach Largo how to use magic. You have the same magic, so it should be a simple task.”


      My magic was technically different from Largo’s, but I’d used my magic as matter reinforcement for many years, so I believed I could show her the ropes.


      “Very well.” I started showing Largo how to use her magic, while the rest of the children continued getting appraised.


      It was commonly said that the properties of one’s magic were hereditary. Even if the type of magic wasn’t identical, people often inherited some elements of their parents’ magic. People born of royalty and nobility tended to have more powerful or rare magic. Since such people continued getting married among themselves, it was even easier for children with more powerful magic to be born. There were rare cases of family members with completely unrelated kinds of magic (like the House of Evantail) or of commoners like Emilio and Defi possessing powerful magic.


      In any case, the other children’s magic didn’t pose any threat at the moment either. Emilio’s tone was calm and unhurried, as he wasn’t excited over the appraisal results.


      It was eventually time for the final child’s appraisal. She was a girl around Paul’s age with rosy cheeks and braided hair.


      “What’s your name?”


      “Dorothy.”


      “Please give me your hand.” Emilio started appraising the girl just like he’d done with the rest. “Hmm? What do we have here?” Something seemed to be on Emilio’s mind—I noticed a change in his behavior.


      Wait, doesn’t he look kind of happy? I felt like this was the same reaction he had whenever he discovered a rare magic.


      I was about to tell Emilio to remain calm, but he started talking before I got the chance to.


      “Wh-What a wonderful miscalculation! I’ve discovered an incredibly rare magic!”


      “Emilio, wait—”


      “This is my first time seeing this kind of magic, yes. It’s called insectogenesis and can create insects and control them in simple ways. Perhaps it would be easier to understand if I said Dorothy’s magic works like Lord Nazelbart’s, but for insects. But it seems that she can’t control insects as freely as he can control plants. Since she’s dealing with insects, the most she can do is guide them somewhere or make them scatter. If anything, her magic emphasizes the creation aspect. To begin with, it’s abnormal that Lord Nazelbart can control plants to the extent that he does. It’s a result of his talent and hard work, but he’s a bit above the level of an ordinary person. Dorothy’s mana capacity is a little above average. As for what she can use insects for...that’s a different matter altogether. In Sutrena, she should be able to use them for things like pollinating plants, preying upon pests, or apiculture. A harmful application would be to turn poisonous insects into manabeasts...”


      “Huh?” Although I was surprised, I remembered that Ryuk had mentioned something similar before. He’d said that it was unnatural how big hoppers suddenly appeared in places with no previous traces of them. Polpystani scholars were discussing whether they were some kind of mutant species. Ryuk had suggested the possibility of a magic that manipulated or modified insects. Since Emilio, an expert in magic, had just discovered that very kind of magic, Ryuk’s theory sounded more credible.


      “Emilio, do you really believe it’s possible to turn insects into manabeasts?” I asked.


      “Huh? Yes, I do. Lord Nazelbart has been mass-producing terrifying carnivorous plants lately, hasn’t he? Those plants can release mana to fight against big hoppers... You could even call them plant-type manabeasts at this point. Dorothy should be able to do something similar if she used her magic on insects. Probably.”


      “So you’re saying that it’s possible to turn insects into manabeasts with magic like hers. In other words...” Various events that had taken place until now all came together in my head.


      I see, so that’s how it is. Ryuk had also talked about how if there was someone whose magic could modify insects, just like Lord Nazel could selectively breed plants, then that person might have altered ordinary grasshoppers to create big hoppers. And could their magic be the same insectogenesis as Dorothy’s? I felt like it was possible with her magic.


      “Excuse me, Dorothy. May I ask you a question?”


      “Hmm? What’s up, milady?” Dorothy looked me straight in the eyes.


      “Have you ever used your magic before?”


      “Yeah. Not too often lately, but when I was little, I played around with it. Like I made a butterfly’s wings change color or made it bigger.”


      “You made a butterfly grow bigger... For example, could you also make a grasshopper bigger and then make it like a manabeast on top of that?”


      “I dunno about the manabeast part, but making them bigger’s no sweat.”


      “I see. Do you think you could change the grasshopper’s nature to give it a voracious appetite and make it secrete poison?”


      “I can’t make such fine adjustments. My magic needs me to focus intensely and use my mana to transform an insect. I need to think of the changes I want precisely. So if I wanna do anything complex, I’d need to keep using my magic while thinking of everything all at once with lotsa detail. That’s, like, superhuman.”


      “I understand...”


      With Lord Nazel’s vegetation magic, he could stack small improvements to create various plants with major alterations and multiple traits at once. I only just realized that it was an incredibly complicated task even with his magic.


      Lord Nazel really is exceptional. He’s been performing superhuman feats all this time. Not just anyone could do the same. He was actually capable of visualizing the exact changes he wanted to make to a plant and using his magic to create the plant as he saw fit. There might be only a few people as skilled at using their magic as he was.


      Dorothy possessed insectogenesis magic, but I highly doubted that she had created the big hoppers. Not only had she been unaware of her own magic’s exact nature, she couldn’t use it in complex ways either. The more someone used their magic, the better they became at it. Since she’d only used her magic to play as a little girl, she was essentially an amateur. It didn’t look like she was lying, and I hadn’t heard anything about the plants on Peppel Island being devoured.


      It seems that it’s very difficult to intentionally change an insect’s insides.


      As I kept thinking, I asked Dorothy another question.


      “Dorothy, could you perhaps create giant insects that would intentionally eat only giant grasshoppers?”


      “Hmm? Sounds easier to imagine than what ya said earlier. I’d just need to make giant praying mantises. But it’d be hard to make them only eat grasshoppers.” Apparently, although it was easy to imagine an insect’s size or color changing, it was difficult to do the same for internal or behavioral attributes.


      “So would it be impossible for you to use your magic to change the nature of giant praying mantises and make them only eat grasshoppers?”


      “I don’t think it’s impossible, but it would be hard for me... I don’t have the skill to do something like that right now. And worst case, they might even attack people when I made them bigger.” If Dorothy could create insects that only attacked big hoppers, they might be useful in exterminating the pests, but that seemed difficult.


      But it might be worth getting her help. She couldn’t do it right now, but she might be able to with enough practice. I decided to inform Lord Nazel of this new possibility.


      After we’d finished the greetings and appraisals of the children from Peppel Island, a teacher led them to their first class. I saw them off as they vanished into the school building. They would be staying in Sutrena for a trial period of six months, after which they would each decide their future path.


      I hope that wonderful possibilities will open up for the children born on Peppel Island.


      Although we’d suffered from the big hopper invasion, we were able to accept the children of Peppel Island, and Sutrena was making progress. Moreover, it was likely that some of the students already attending our school would successfully graduate next year and start working at the fortress. We were making steady progress in developing human resources to resolve our labor shortage.


      It’s all right. I’m sure we will find a solution to the big hopper problem, I told myself as I looked up at the still-beautiful school building, which had only been built a few years ago.


      ***


      “Lord Nazel, Lord Nazel!”


      After greeting the children from Peppel Island at our school, I headed to the fortress and went to see Lord Nazel, who was in a warehouse making the final adjustments on his carnivorous plants. He hadn’t finished these plants in time for the big hopper attack, but now they were almost ready for use thanks to the improvements he’d kept making.


      Out of consideration for the staff who were terrified of the giant carnivorous plants, Lord Nazel was working in a warehouse behind the fortress. It looked like he’d just brought the plants outside to let them photosynthesize. Unlike the indoor warehouses, which had windows where the sunlight could come through, the outdoor warehouses apparently had no windows.


      As I was about to run up to Lord Nazel, who was looking my way, a giant plant’s flower with its mouth wide open suddenly sprang up before me.


      “Eek!”


      It was so large that it might be able to swallow my head whole. Even though the fortress staff knew that these plants didn’t eat people, they were still afraid of them, and I understood why.


      “Hey, Agnes. Is your work at the school over?”


      “Yes, I’ve finished greeting the children from Peppel Island. And I have something I want to tell you.” I continued talking to Lord Nazel while passing through the carnivorous plants. “Emilio appraised the children at the school, and one of them had magic similar to yours, and can create all kinds of insects. She can apparently do things like make them bigger, change their color, or create earthworms out of nothing...”


      Lord Nazel blinked at me with keen interest as I continued.


      “It seems that she can’t produce many different things as skillfully as you, but she might be able to do something like selectively breed insects. Together with your carnivorous plants, we might be able to use them to deal with another massive big hopper outbreak.”


      Lord Nazel smiled as he came up to me after I’d successfully made my way through the carnivorous plants.


      “Good work, Agnes. Can you tell me in more detail? Ah, but how about we head inside for a cup of tea first? I plan to leave the plants out here for a while to let them get some sunlight.” Lord Nazel took my hand a bit forcefully and smiled as he led me to his office in the fortress. “Henry bought me a dessert that was on sale in town for a limited time. They’re apparently called tapioca rice cakes and are made from tapioca starch.”


      “That does sound dessert-like.” I was puzzled by the unfamiliar name. Rice cakes—also called mochi—were a confection found in certain countries to the east. I’d once read that they were made from hardened steamed rice and were very elastic, but...


      Just what exactly are tapioca rice cakes? They had piqued my curiosity.


      “May I see what they’re like?” I asked.


      “Of course.” Lord Nazel seemed to be in a good mood as he moved to the back of the room and brought over the dessert in a deep, transparent dish. One of the staff apparently had magic that could chill things to an appropriate temperature, so there was cool air drifting from the dish.


      I leaned forward and peered into the dish. It contained transparent, jellylike objects which were covered in coconut milk from Sutrena.


      “So these are tapioca rice cakes,” I said.


      “They’re apparently made by mixing tapioca starch and water in a pan. The coconut milk seems to be sweetened.”


      I quickly went to try this curious dessert, but when I tried to pick up one of the forks Lord Nazel had brought along with the cakes, he swiftly snatched it away.


      “Here, Agnes. Open wide,” he said with a wide smile.


      Fortunately, there was no one else around, so I obediently opened my mouth. The cake felt slightly more elastic than jelly as it slid into my mouth. It was somewhat chewy but had a pleasant texture.


      “Mmm, it’s delicious. It’s so chewy, and the coconut milk goes great with it.” This time, I pierced a rice cake with my fork and brought it before Lord Nazel’s mouth. “Please open wide, Lord Nazel.”


      Although Lord Nazel opened his mouth just like I had, he elegantly ate the dessert off the fork I was holding out to him. As expected, Lord Nazel was flawless no matter the circumstance.


      I’ve thought he’s a wonderful person ever since we first met, but the more time I spend with Lord Nazel, the more I realize how incredible he is. I was truly the luckiest woman in the world to have him as my husband.


      After Lord Nazel finished gracefully eating the tapioca rice cake, he finally got down to business.


      “Back to what you mentioned earlier, there’s someone with magic that can manipulate insects?”


      “Yes! According to Emilio, her magic is called insectogenesis. Simply put, it’s like your magic, but for insects instead of plants. However, it apparently can’t make detailed adjustments, and she also told me that while outward physical changes are easy enough, it’s particularly difficult to change an insect’s inner qualities. It seems that she isn’t well-informed about insect ecology.”


      “Well, I can see why. I like improving such inner properties, but I imagine it would be a tedious job for people who don’t.”


      “So that’s how it works...” It seemed that the crop improvements Lord Nazel could perform like second nature required a high level of skill.


      “But I’m interested in this person with insectogenesis magic. If she isn’t opposed to it, I’d like to request her cooperation in dealing with the big hoppers,” Lord Nazel said.


      I nodded. I had also been thinking that it would be great if we could get her help.


      “Then I’ll try asking her. Her name’s Dorothy, and she’s a lively girl around Paul’s age.”


      Lord Nazel might be able to come up with better ideas than me, which could be a new step in our big hopper countermeasures. This was a welcome development.


      I then left to go and request Dorothy’s cooperation, accompanied by Torre who’d just returned from helping out in town. Although Dorothy was still unsure about her skill in magic, she seemed to view the proposal positively and was delighted that she’d be able to earn some pocket money.


      Peppel Island didn’t have the concept of currency, so even though Sutrena would be covering the children’s living expenses, they would only be provided with enough for an average standard of living. If any of them wanted a little luxury or anything different than what was provided to them, they’d need another source of income.


      Once their introductory classes are over, we could consider offering the other children some simple work too. The goal of their stay here is to study at school, so we should make sure the work doesn’t hinder their education.


      Peppel Island had numerous wild fruits, rare trees, and medicinal herbs you couldn’t find in Sutrena. We might be able to open trade with them before long.


      After going from the fortress to the school, I headed straight back to the estate. The garden, once full of big hopper remains, was completely clean now. Our mountbeasts were relaxing around the field, each in their own way. Torre’s pegasus was obediently resting in the stable, while Geni and his family were napping side by side in a sunny spot. Dunk had taken Lord Nazel to work, so she was probably walking around town, cunningly getting food from the townsfolk.


      What a soothing sight...


      I entered the manor through the rear entrance and passed through the kitchen. I had no further plans to go outside today, so Torre left to be with Liliane and their son Quatro. In the kitchen, Mather was baking something in the oven. The delicious aroma of baking grains—similar to bread but not quite—wafted through the air.


      “What are you making, Mather?”


      Mather showed me a bag filled with cassava flour.


      “I tried using this flour to bake cheese balls, a Polpystani snack.”


      “Oh, it’s a pastry similar to bread they have there. It also uses milk, butter, eggs, and of course cheese.”


      Mather was always researching cooking and snacks from around the world, and I sometimes got to see her at work.


      “That’s right. They’ll be ready soon.”


      In Polpystan, cassava flour was sometimes used as a substitute for wheat. Using cassava flour—also known as tapioca flour—resulted in food with a chewy texture, unlike what you’d get from using wheat.


      Cassava flour is the topic of the day, like with those tapioca rice cakes I had earlier.


      The development of new products using cassava flour had been put on hold because Lord Nazel’s efforts had given birth to various kinds of crops. Both Mather and we had prioritized snacks made from other crops. One reason was that tapioca had been a huge success, so there had been no reason to rush and create a new product.


      So once she finished the initial products, she finally returned to developing cassava flour dishes.


      “Looks good.” Mather nodded as she checked inside the oven. “Would you like to try it, Lady Agnes?”


      “Of course!” I’d passed through the kitchen at the perfect time—what a stroke of luck!


      Mather let the piping hot cheese balls cool a little before placing them on a plate.


      “Here you go. Please let me know your impressions.”


      “Thank you. They smell incredible.” They had a rich aroma of cheese.


      I split the crispy surface with my fingers, revealing the elastic interior. I tore off a small piece and tossed it into my mouth. It felt crispy on the outside and chewy on the inside.


      “Phew. The flavor of the cheese is spreading across my mouth—it’s delicious. They’re especially good freshly baked.”


      As I was enjoying my cheese ball, our butler Defi came over, perhaps after smelling the aroma. He was currently wearing the butler uniform of the House of Florescruz and giving off a refined impression.


      “Welcome home, Lady Agnes. That food smells nice.”


      “Mather baked these cheese balls.”


      While I was talking to Defi, Mather also prepared a cheese ball for him.


      “Thanks, Mather. I haven’t had lunch yet, so this is great,” he said before biting into the cheese ball. “Wow, this really takes me back. I had these in a restaurant while I was infiltrating Polpystan.” Defi had once been a Myzahni spy and seemed to enjoy cuisine from all kinds of places. “That reminds me, Miss Kelly has a letter from the royal palace. It was sent by King Bertrand and addressed to Lord Nazelbart.”


      “I wonder what that letter is for. Lord Nazel should be coming home after doing some more research on carnivorous plants. It looks like he also has some of his ordinary work left over, so he might be a little late.”


      When I mentioned the carnivorous plants, Defi jumped right into the topic.


      “Oh, the ones from the rumors... I’ve never seen them directly, but I’ve heard that the carnivorous plants he’s researching are enormous and look terrifying. Some of the fortress staff who came by here told me.” It seemed that talk of Lord Nazel’s carnivorous plants had even reached the estate.


      “Yes...their size is a bit surprising.” I couldn’t deny it. But they had to be at least that big in order to stand a chance against the big hoppers. “Defi, you’re really a proper butler now.”


      “Is that so? Well, I’ve had the position for a year.”


      Defi always worked hard, just like he had in Myzahn. Since he was so great at his job, we were considering giving him a higher position, just like we’d done with Kelly. This was all provided he agreed to the promotion himself, but there were already people within the estate calling for him to become the head butler.


      He might not like it, though... It all depended on what Defi wanted.


      Apart from that, Lord Nazel had been increasing the number of male servants in the estate, and kept assigning more subordinates to work under Defi.


      That’s probably intentional, isn’t it? While we’d been waiting to see what Defi would decide, Lord Nazel had been gradually blocking his escape routes.


      Defi’s position in Myzahn had always been low, so having his own subordinates was a new experience for him. But there was a limit to what someone could accomplish alone when trying to achieve their goals, so it was good for him to learn to work with others more.


      It seems that he was doing almost everything alone when he was in Myzahn. That’s too heavy a burden.


      Although Defi complained, he’d come to know the value of having subordinates to assist him, so he’d accepted them for now.


      “Oh, one more thing, Lady Agnes.” Defi turned to me like he’d just remembered something, still eating his cheese ball. “It seems that big hoppers also appeared in the capital of Desnim.”


      “What?! Tell me the specifics!” I replied, leaning toward him.


      “I only just heard the news myself, but they appeared from the mountains to the east yesterday, crossed the capital, and left heading west toward the sea. I assume that all territories along their path have suffered.” Since Defi was a former spy, he was adept at acquiring information even as a butler. He apparently had his subordinates gather information while running errands.


      “What’s the current damage?”


      “The wheat fields around the capital have been completely destroyed. It seems that most vegetable fields have been damaged too. The letter the king sent to Lord Nazelbart is probably talking about that.”


      “This is worrying. Just in case, I’d like to check how many surplus crops we have at the fortress. If we have any left over, we might be able to send them to the affected territories.”


      “Then I’ll quickly fly to the fortress. It will be simpler than you going there, Lady Agnes.”


      “But what about your work?”


      “It’s all right. I’m not that busy compared to back when I was in Myzahn. I’ll borrow a mountbeast.” Right after finishing his sentence, Defi ate another cheese ball and left through the rear entrance.


      How reliable.


      I looked outside through the window and saw Defi getting on Geni and taking flight. Defi had permission to ride the estate’s mountbeasts. He claimed that he was a poor rider, but I believed he was only saying that because of his low self-esteem. From my point of view, he was doing a good job.


      He can even ride wyverns, after all. By Sutrena’s standards, he was pretty good. But I hope Geni doesn’t get all excited and start turning around in midair... Geni loved aerobatics and showed no mercy to skilled riders, including Lord Nazel.


      ***


      Sure enough, King Bertrand’s letter was about the massive big hopper outbreak; Lord Nazel told me what was written in it.


      When we’d first reported the damage in Sutrena and issued a warning, every other territory had reacted as if it weren’t their problem. They’d looked at the situation overly optimistically, thinking that this incident didn’t concern them because it had taken place in Sutrena, at the far south of Desnim, and because no damage from big hoppers had been recorded in history books. But it seemed that now that the area around the capital had been attacked, every territory had changed its tune.


      It’s a bit late now. But I suppose it’s difficult for them to take major measures unless they’re personally in danger, isn’t it?


      Lord Nazel sat across from me at the dining table, talking about the letter with a troubled expression on his face.


      “His Majesty wants to hear the details, so he’d like me to visit the capital. The National Foundation Festival is approaching, so he can’t afford to ignore the damage.”


      “I see, so he’s summoned you. And the National Foundation Festival is already this close?”


      Just as the name implied, the National Foundation Festival was a celebration held to commemorate the founding of Desnim. However, only the capital held a proper festival with royalty making an appearance; the provinces were free to celebrate however they pleased. Some places had many food stalls, others held livestock races, yet others held cooking competitions, and so on. In each territory, the festivities took on a rich local flavor.


      “You are also invited, Agnes. Queen Latriche has asked you to bring our children. It seems that they have plenty of food stockpiled in their warehouses, so the food situation isn’t that severe.”


      In that case, it would be fine for me to take Solis along.


      “He’s three now, so he should be old enough to start going on trips. The last time we were in the capital, Queen Latriche and I discussed how we’d like her twins and Solis to meet,” I said.


      “I’d like to bring Luna too, but...it will be difficult when she’s only one year old. It might be all right to just take Solis along. The trip shouldn’t take that long if we travel on mountbeasts.”


      “All right. I’ll discuss this with Kelly and Mrs. Holly too.”


      “Also...” Lord Nazel began, “it seems that Prince Leonardo received a marriage proposal.”


      “Oh!” Would he finally find an official fiancée?


      Before Lord Nazel and I got married, when I’d still been known as Lady Bumpkin, I’d attended a party where Prince Leonardo had been searching for a fiancée. It went without saying, but since I’d been unable to move properly because of my heavy dress, and I’d been pushed around by the other young ladies’ momentum, I hadn’t even managed to speak with him.


      To this day, Prince Leonardo didn’t have a fiancée. In order to appear as harmless as possible to the former queen’s faction, he’d once intentionally gotten close to the daughter of a low-ranking noble with no influence, but he’d apparently only kept her around as an ally. That lady had now gotten married to a noble of equal rank and was living a happy life.


      “Who is Prince Leonardo’s potential fiancée?”


      “It’s apparently a princess of the neighboring country across the mountain range to the east.”


      “Are you referring to the Kingdom of Suntogg?”


      “Yes. The kingdom has apparently proposed a marriage with their Princess Bianca. The previous king’s mother was a Suntogger, so I didn’t think it would be surprising if marriage talks started soon.”


      Desnimer royalty regularly joined in marriage with other countries and maintained friendly relationships with them. King Bertrand’s marriage to the Polpystani Queen Latriche was one such case. There were also cases where our royalty got married to high-ranking Desnimer nobles, like the previous king had; it seemed that they were keeping a balance.


      These marriages were also intended to maintain a balance in Desnim’s religious structure, which was a delicate mix of two different ideologies. Originally, Desnim’s religion had been centered around churches, just like Polpystan’s. A religion centered around Convents had arrived from across the mountains, and syncretism had ensued.


      Blending together instead of opposing each other is the Desnim way.


      So while the church in the capital housed priests such as Emilio, the Convents, like the one Master Robin was confined in, were steeped in their own culture and housed monks. Before getting married to Lord Nazel, I’d thought about joining a Convent myself.


      The people of Desnim hadn’t taken the side of the churches or the Convents; to this day, they used whichever one was more convenient for each event. For example, churches tended to be in charge of children’s births and appraisals, whereas Convents were known for sheltering young noblewomen and also handled funeral services. Marriages could be held in either of the two institutions.


      Sutrena contained an almost comically absurd example of this syncretism, in that the building our priests lived in had actually been a Convent long ago. We’d simply had no church, so we’d repurposed the site of an empty Convent. Neither Emilio nor the other priests had complained, so they’d continued using that facility. Incidentally, there were ostensibly only a few clergymen in the country who could perform important ceremonies such as weddings and funerals, and they wouldn’t come to Sutrena. Therefore, we’d entrusted Emilio and the other priests with those services as well, and no problems had occurred so far.


      There’s another reason for that, though...


      Sutrena had a prominent indigenous culture, so the local style was often practiced. As it had no relation to either churches or Convents, there wasn’t much reliance on either of them. In the past, our people had held ceremonies like weddings independently of the major religious institutions. Even now many people continued to do so, and we encouraged such practices.


      In any case, the people of Desnim were keeping a proper balance while maintaining their various cultures. In that context, since King Bertrand had married a Polpystani princess, it made sense that his younger brother Prince Leonardo might marry a Suntogger princess to balance things out.


      “Prince Leonardo might finally be getting married too...” I said.


      “Yes, I’m also deeply moved. That prince is getting married, huh?” It seemed that Lord Nazel was thinking back to what his student had been like. No matter how much time had passed, he must have still worried about Prince Leonardo.


      The prince isn’t the same apathetic person he once was, and he negotiated with Myzahn properly, so he should be all right. As long as the Suntogger princess wasn’t a terrible person, I wanted to support Prince Leonardo’s marriage.


      “Then shall we head for the royal capital together, Lord Nazel?”


      “All right. The big hopper problem in particular is something we can’t afford to ignore.”


      I nodded.


      “By the way, Agnes, do you know anything about this chewy snack? I’ve never seen it before.” Lord Nazel was talking about the cheese balls that had been served at the end of our meal.


      I smiled as I told him about the exchange I’d had with Mather and Defi.


      ***


      It was the day we were going to leave for the capital. Lord Nazel, Solis, and I would be accompanied by Kelly, Torre, and some other guards, as well as Mrs. Holly and several maids to look after Solis. Defi and Liliane would be left in charge of the estate. It was great to have people who could fill Kelly’s shoes at times like this.


      Following the signal to depart, our large group took flight thanks to Geni’s family, Dunk, and the pegasi. Lord Nazel and Solis were on Geni, I was on Dunk, Mrs. Holly rode with Torre on his pegasus, and the maids each rode together with a guard on their pegasi. Charite had no one on her back and instead flew freely through the sky with her son Ray; he was undertaking his first long-distance journey. Ray was still around the size of a large dog, and looked happy to be on his first trip, vigorously flapping his wings.


      “Cute!” Solis shouted as he looked at Ray.


      “Yes, he really is cute.” I brought Dunk closer to Geni and nodded at Solis.


      “Ray looks happy! I wanna fly with Ray too!”


      “When you two are a little bigger, okay?” Solis and Ray were still children without a good grasp of their environment, so they were in no position to be rider and mount. But I hoped that in the near future, they would become friends and fly together.


      Since we had our young son with us, we took the trip a little slower and stopped for two nights along the way before safely arriving at the capital. The city proper was as bustling as ever, but as for the situation outside of it... There was damage from the big hoppers visible throughout the suburban towns and villages (such as where Kelly’s family lived), as well as in more outlying territories.


      The wheat in that area was devoured down to the last grain. All foliage and weeds have disappeared too. This was a terrible situation not just for the farmers themselves, but also for the townspeople who relied on agriculture for their food supply.


      As we approached the sky above the capital, we could see the stone streets stretching out from our landing spot, a mountbeast station located in a big plaza. We headed for the stop and slowly landed at the side of the road. Ray also landed at the stop, imitating his parents, and curiously looked all around him. Everything was a brand new sight for him.


      In the past few years, the mountbeast stations near the capital had grown more numerous, and you could spot mountbeasts here and there across the city. Considerable progress had been made. Wyverns were still rare, but pegasi commonly walked through the streets, just like horses. They looked like horses with wings, after all, so it seemed that the people had accepted them relatively easily.


      Carriages sent by King Bertrand had arrived outside the mountbeast station, so we each got in the carriages prepared for us.


      “Horsies!” Solis shouted in high spirits. Even after boarding the carriage, he was very curious about the sights outside the window. “Mother, what’s that? And that?”


      “Let me see... Oh, that’s a mountbeast postal service office. Their staff ride pegasi to deliver letters and small packages. I think the other one is a patisserie... Fancy, isn’t it?” It was a very refined building, the likes of which you wouldn’t see in Sutrena.


      “Mother, what’s that big one there?”


      “Umm, a dress store, perhaps?” I wasn’t very familiar with the capital, so I wished he would only ask questions I could answer.


      I’d grown up in the House of Evantail’s rural territory and had rarely been to the capital. Moreover, since I was timid, I’d been worried about my “good” old-fashioned appearance, so I’d barely gone out even on those few occasions when I had been in the capital. Compared to me, Lord Nazel was a city boy who’d lived at his family’s estate in the capital instead of their territory. He should surely know the city much better than I did.


      “Lord Nazel...” I turned to him for help.


      Lord Nazel smiled sweetly and took over the explanations.


      “Yes, that’s the largest dress atelier in the capital. Since we’ve come all the way here, let’s get a new dress for your mother before going home.”


      “I wanna see mother’s dress!”


      “Mm-hmm. Then let’s also discuss it with Kelly and contact the store when we have time. I believe they will come to the palace.”


      Choosing my dresses was Kelly’s area of expertise. If we were going to order a new one, it was best to ask for her opinion.


      “I’d like to check out clothes for Solis too,” I said.


      “Sure. Let’s bring Luna some kind of souvenir too.”


      Our carriage went up a hill and soon arrived before the palace gates. Lord Nazel got down from the carriage first and I handed Solis over to him. After placing Solis on the ground, Lord Nazel then took my hand and helped me get down from the carriage too.


      The cheerful Solis was already captivated by the water fountain nearby. He looked ready to start running off at any moment, when Lord Nazel called to him.


      “Solis, do you remember what I told you to do when we came here?”


      Solis was taken aback for a moment, then looked at Lord Nazel and replied.


      “Yes! Show good man-ners!”


      “That’s right. Let’s do the greeting like we practiced too.”


      “Yeees!”


      After Solis gave a positive response, we all stepped inside the palace. We left our luggage to the palace maids, and Lord Nazel, Solis, and I first went to greet King Bertrand and his family.


      I hope Solis continues to be in a good mood just like now. Kids his age were difficult.


      King Bertrand, Queen Latriche, and the twin princes were in the audience chamber. The elder was Prince Mark, while the younger was Prince Herme; they were both only six months older than Solis. They were both standing obediently next to the throne, looking serious.


      Their faces are exactly the same since they’re twins. Just like when they’d been infants, they had blond hair similar to King Bertrand’s.


      Solis seemed to be interested in the boys his age, and the twins were also looking at him.


      Lord Nazel and I bowed our heads as was customary, and Solis did his best to imitate us.


      “Thank you for coming, you three. I apologize for summoning you all this way.” King Bertrand looked at Solis with a smile. The mood in the audience chamber was a bit calm with three children here. “Just like I wrote in my letter, I would like to hear about the measures you’ve taken for dealing with big hoppers.”


      Lord Nazel nodded at King Bertrand and told him about the damage Sutrena had suffered and the countermeasures we’d taken. After that, he explained the historical events around big hoppers that Ryuk had told us about, the various opinions on the big hoppers’ origin, and the girl from Peppel Island whose magic could manipulate insects. Furthermore, he also mentioned that the soil in our estate’s garden had recovered considerably thanks to Solis’s magic.


      “I see. Solis’s magic is incredible. However, we can’t make a three-year-old boy go around fixing all the farmland. We haven’t made his magic public either...” King Bertrand said with a troubled expression.


      Just like the king said, only the people present here and a part of our estate’s staff knew about Solis’s rare magic. And it would be difficult to have such a little kid visit all of the areas with damaged soil.


      We saw from the sky what a large area has been devastated. Considering Solis’s stamina, at best we could have him fix them little by little. In that case, it would probably take years until all the affected areas were back to normal. Things would be easier if we had someone who could duplicate other people’s magic, like Myzahn’s Prince Rivage, but people with such rare magic rarely appeared.


      “If only a swarm of beneficial insects had appeared instead of a swarm of manabeast pests,” Queen Latriche grumbled from next to King Bertrand, looking with worry at the two princes who already seemed tired of the conversation between adults.


      Solis also looked fidgety as he stood next to me; Lord Nazel noticed it too.


      “Your Majesty, I can handle the rest of our conversation. The children look like they’ve reached their limit.”


      King Bertrand also looked at the twins and nodded.


      “Nazelbart and I will continue the discussion. Latriche and Lady Agnes can take the children and have tea in the garden.”


      “Thank you. Let’s go, Lady Agnes,” Queen Latriche said.


      Solis and I followed the queen to the palace’s garden.


      “You were a good boy for being so well-behaved, Solis.”


      “Eh heh heh, I’m already three, mother!” Even though he was only three years old, Solis had a triumphant expression and acted like a grown boy—it was adorable.


      The palace garden looked like it had also suffered from the big hopper outbreak—the number of plants had decreased significantly. The maids seemed to have prepared seats for us in a spot under the shade. Naturally, tea and sweets had already been served. Solis’s eyes sparkled at the sight.


      “Snacks!”


      “Lucky you, Solis. Now be on your best behavior.”


      “Yes, I’m already three! I can be good!” Solis proudly emphasized his age again.


      After Queen Latriche and her sons, we also took our seats.


      “You don’t need to be so formal, Lady Agnes. This is a private tea party. No one will take offense no matter what the children do.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      The maids poured us aromatic tea, and the kids started eating the sweets. Solis seemed to enjoy the snacks served here. A bit later, the children left their seats and started playing.


      “Let’s play over here, Solis.” Prince Mark, the older twin, smiled cheerfully at Solis.


      Prince Herme had already gone ahead and was waving at Solis, who happily followed the twins.


      “Those two have grown so much,” I said, looking at the royal kids with a bright smile.


      “They really have,” Queen Latriche replied with a nod. “But we’ve decided to keep their magic sealed until they’re a little older. One of them can turn invisible, while the other can instantly move anywhere, so they’re too much for me to handle.”


      “I think that’s unavoidable. Until they’re old enough to have better judgment, it’s dangerous if they use their magic thoughtlessly.” I affirmed Queen Latriche’s decision. The princes’ magics were disappearance and transfer, both the kind that would make any parent nervous.


      “Incidentally, your youngest is a girl, right?”


      “Yes. Luna is still only one year old, so we left her at home.”


      “I see. A two-year difference is just perfect for either one to marry her.”


      “Of course, if Luna herself wishes it. Lord Nazel is opposed to the idea, but I intend to respect my daughter’s decision.”


      “Then I must raise my sons into fine men that Luna will fall for at first sight.” Given that Queen Latriche’s sons were only three years old, she was talking about the distant future.


      “Come to think of it, there was a marriage proposal for Prince Leonardo, right?”


      “Yes, I believe the timing is good. He’s finally pulled himself together.”


      “What kind of person is his potential fiancée?”


      “I haven’t met her, but rumor has it that she’s a quiet woman. She’s only one of many princesses, and although she doesn’t stand out much herself, she’s teamed up with her powerful older brother.”


      “Suntogg practices polygamy, so families there are large, right?”


      “Correct. The king has thirteen wives and even more children. It’s a similar situation to Myzahn. Desnim used to be like that too, and Polpystan has no right to criticize other countries when it comes to polygamy...”


      It was true that many nearby countries practiced polygamy, at least for royalty. Although most nobles had only one wife, kings frequently had multiple wives or concubines.


      “Well, I’m just glad that this marriage proposal wasn’t addressed to Bert. If they’d tried to offer him a new wife or concubine, knowing that he’s already married to me, I would have chopped them up and chased them away,” Queen Latriche said with an unsettling smile.


      Looks like the queen and king are an intimate couple. It seemed safe to assume that King Bertrand wouldn’t take any wife or concubine besides his beloved. Furthermore, since his life had been repeatedly targeted by the former queen, it seemed that he didn’t want to cause a similar power struggle. And although he’d become father to twin princes, he’d declared from the beginning that he’d pass the throne to the elder one.


      “The Suntogger prince and princess are scheduled to arrive the day after tomorrow. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to also come and observe things, Lady Agnes. If the princess marries into Desnim, you’ll also be involved with her in the future.”


      “Of course.” If the marriage did happen, I wished I could get along with the Suntogger princess too.


      Once our conversation quieted down a bit, I looked over to Solis and saw him digging up the palace’s soil with his magic.


      “Wha— Solis?! Oh no!”
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      The twins were overjoyed to see Solis’s magic. That part was fine, but part of the garden now looked like a field’s ridge.


      “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty! Wh-Wh-What should I do...?”


      “You don’t need to worry about it. Mark and Herme regularly dig around with shovels for fun. Besides, that deep black color... It seems that this specific area has recovered from the damage it suffered from the manabeasts.”


      “I think he used his magic to make the soil the same as what we have in our field. But that’s a flower bed, so its soil might have been different from a field’s.”


      “I don’t mind; quite the opposite. I should thank him for digging up the soil on a whim. We’ll plant flowers and vegetables there. I’m sure my sons will be delighted.”


      This seemed to make Solis happy, as he kept modifying the garden’s soil. He turned the lawn the big hoppers had devoured into a fertile field.


      “Aaah...” I groaned.


      “I already told you not to worry, Lady Agnes. I’d actually like him to dig up as much of the garden as possible.” Thankfully, Queen Latriche was a broad-minded person.


      It looked like Solis was getting along perfectly well with the princes.


      “Please bring Luna with you too next time,” Queen Latriche said as she watched the boys.


      “Sure, once she’s about as old as Solis is now.”


      Luna was still a baby, but she could play just fine with the other children. She might make friends with the princes, just like Solis. Putting aside any potential marriage in the future, it was nice to have more friends. I’d had no one I could call a friend for the longest time, so I wanted to broaden my children’s options.


      “Incidentally, have you learned what Luna’s magic is?”


      “Yes, we asked the priest back in Sutrena to appraise her. Lord Nazel was planning to report it to King Bertrand... It seems that my daughter’s magic is similar to mine.”


      “Is it perhaps a special magic?” Queen Latriche leaned toward me.


      “Yes, it’s absolute impairment—the exact opposite of mine.”


      Luna’s absolute impairment was the inverse of my absolute reinforcement: It weakened everything based on her imagination. She hadn’t used her magic yet, but according to Father Emilio, she could weaken anything, from matter to living creatures.


      “I see that your son took after Nazelbart, while your daughter took after you. They say that parents tend to pass down traits from their magic, and your children have certainly inherited yours, albeit in a different direction.”


      “It seems like it.”


      “Sutrena will remain peaceful...” Queen Latriche said, looking awfully pensive. Both she and her husband often made this expression when talking about Sutrena.


      The children came running back, perhaps satisfied after playing all this time. Prince Herme pointed at the part of the garden transformed into a field and looked up at Queen Latriche.


      “Mother, I wanna plant flowers.”


      “I want oranges,” Prince Mark added.


      “Oranges?! That’s a bit difficult. I think they’d need a warmer place to grow properly. Let’s see, how about apples, which are fine even in colder places? Or maybe some kind of berry. I’ll ask a gardener.”


      If I asked Lord Nazel, would he be able to create an orange tree that could bear fruit even in the cold?


      If it’s possible, I’d like to make it a present for Prince Mark.


      Solis looked completely satisfied after digging up so much of the garden.


      I wonder if he can continue digging up the ruined fields in Sutrena and near the capital. It all depended on his mood, but I wished we could somehow return the fields to normal.


      ***


      We planned to stay in the capital for some time and were going to attend the meeting with the Suntogger prince and princess during Prince Leonardo’s marriage talks. But even before that, Prince Leonardo came to Lord Nazel for advice, looking anxious about the upcoming meeting. He’d come to our room this evening and now wore a grave expression as he sat on the sofa. He remained gloomy even while Kelly poured us tea.


      I sat next to Lord Nazel and quietly listened to the prince’s concerns.


      “I think it’s impossible for someone like me to marry a foreign princess. Even a noblewoman would be too much for me.” Apprehension was the first thing that came out of his mouth. Prince Leonardo had suffered because of his mother’s low social position and seemed to possess a sense of inadequacy toward women with status in general.


      Although Prince Leonardo still relied on Lord Nazel to an extent, he was doing a great job fulfilling his duties. Lord Nazel was aware of that and tried to reassure the uncertain prince.


      “You will be all right, Your Highness. I’ve heard that Princess Bianca is a sensible woman. I believe you can become an intimate couple, like Agnes and me.”


      “It certainly sounds like the Suntogger princess is very different from my sister-in-law. However...you’re too optimistic just because your own marriage turned out well, Nazelbart. There are very few women as wonderful as Lady Agnes.” Prince Leonardo pouted.


      “Heh heh, I know. Agnes is the loveliest woman in the world. You can’t have her, Your Highness.” Lord Nazel put his arm around my waist as he bragged about me with all he had, just like when we were in Sutrena.


      ***


      Sucking in a breath of Desnim’s cool air, Bianca raised her head while thinking about the man she was set to marry. She and her older brother had left Suntogg on a carriage and were currently on their way to the faraway capital of the neighboring country of Desnim.


      All right, I have to go. I need to behave perfectly without committing any blunders. For Bianca, going into society and interacting with people meant putting on an act. I need to look normal, like a proper princess. I mustn’t lose focus.


      Bianca had to calculate and act out the things that came naturally to others. If she wasn’t constantly aware of her actions, she would invariably do something odd and her faults would be exposed right away. For example, talking to someone, requesting something, accepting a favor, or replying to questions—even during such ordinary interactions, she had to pretend to be someone who didn’t look strange to the people around her. No one would accept Bianca the way she was—it was simply impossible.


      After all, I’m weird.


      From a young age, Bianca had been described as eccentric. And simply because she was different from everyone else, she’d been bullied by her sisters from different mothers. There were countless reasons for this treatment—her appearance was deemed unrefined for a princess, her tastes and interests hardly befitted royalty, her magic was unfeminine, and so on.


      In any case, Bianca had long since realized that she wasn’t someone who could act normally. She knew that no one started out “normal,” and that people made an effort to get closer to the norm as they participated in society, so she’d believed that she could do the same. However, she couldn’t seem to get close to this “normal” no matter how hard she tried, and to this day she had no idea how to fix her “weirdness.” No matter how much she studied, she just couldn’t reach her goal.


      After much struggle, she’d come up with the idea of observing people who weren’t considered strange and imitating them. If she couldn’t actually be normal, she’d just act like it, while still being weird deep down. These performances took a considerable amount of effort—honestly, they were exhausting.


      But at least when I’m interacting with people, I need to be the same as everyone around me. She didn’t want to be obtrusive, become a target, or be isolated within a crowd. She didn’t want to be hated. So she would once again play the role of an ordinary princess to avoid any unfortunate incidents. I can’t keep my magic a secret if I’m asked about it, but besides that...


      Bianca’s potential fiancé was Prince Leonardo, younger brother of the King of Desnim. According to rumors, he was a brilliant prince who supported his older brother.


      He must be a wise man—nothing like my completely worthless self.


      Bianca was extremely anxious over whether this marriage would go through; she couldn’t afford to fail. If she went home empty-handed, she would be labeled incompetent and likely lose her place in her homeland. My older brother told me that, so it must be true.


      Inside the rattling carriage, Bianca’s brother sat across from her. He narrowed his eyes into crescent moons as he spoke up.


      “You understand, don’t you, Bianca?”


      The prince’s tone was calm yet also intense, allowing only an affirmative response. Therefore, even though Bianca wasn’t the least bit eager, she hastily nodded, her hair—the same light color as her brother’s—swaying from the motion. As a princess in a weak position, this was her only choice for survival—her options were just as narrow now as they had always been.


      ***


      Manipulating the weather to make it cold and stop the big hoppers in their tracks. Deploying carnivorous plants that prey on big hoppers around fields. Planting vegetation poisonous to big hoppers along territorial borders and likely migration routes. Ever since we’d arrived at the capital, Lord Nazel had been working with King Bertrand to develop countermeasures against the big hoppers.


      They couldn’t find anyone with magic that can manipulate the weather in a wide area, so they’re relying on Lord Nazel in the end.


      Sutrena was sending the ravaged areas Lord Nazel’s modified seedlings. They were the same plants we’d sent to Prince Valen in Polpystan, such as sunchokes. Sutrena itself had also suffered, but we had plenty of surplus seedlings thanks to our advance preparations.


      In the meantime, the Suntogger prince and princess finally arrived. After finishing their audience with the king and queen and meeting Prince Leonardo, they were scheduled to meet us over dinner. Lord Nazel and I were on our way there, while Mrs. Holly and the maids were looking after Solis for us.


      I’d met foreign royalty before. There was Queen Latriche’s older brother, Prince Valen, and also Prince Rivage of Myzahn. However, this was my first time meeting two foreign royals at the same time, so I was kind of nervous. Unlike King Bertrand, Queen Latriche, and Prince Leonardo, who were royalty themselves, or Lord Nazel, who came from a ducal household and had extensive experience with diplomacy, I came from a humble, old-fashioned, rural noble family. Even now, I typically spent my days leisurely in Sutrena.


      I hope I don’t commit any blunders! I prayed in my head as I walked down a long hallway, dressed to the nines.


      Lord Nazel seemed to discern everything on my mind just by looking at me—he was flawless as always.


      “Agnes, you don’t need to be so tense.”


      “Ugh, okay...”


      Silence fell between us. Lord Nazel chuckled and gently pressed me against the wall.


      “No matter what happens, I’ll do something about it.”


      “Whoa! Lord Nazel? Mgh...” His soft, wet lips covered my mouth; it was a deeper kiss than I’d expected.


      Eventually, Lord Nazel gently pulled away and leaned in close to my ear.


      “All right?” he whispered.


      “Yeth...” It was stimulating beyond words. I felt absent-minded as I muttered a reply; the sheer shock had blown all my worries right out of my head. Every single one of Lord Nazel’s gestures was alluring.
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      “Lord Nazel, you have lipstick on you.” Still feeling dazed, I pointed at a corner of his mouth.


      Lord Nazel took out a plain yet elegant handkerchief and wiped his lips with grace.


      “You’re right.” With a wide smile, Lord Nazel took my hand.


      With my gait wavering like a newborn chick, I headed to the formal dinner.


      “Don’t worry, Agnes, I’ll protect you.”


      “Ee...ep...” I’d been pondering over various things until a moment ago, yet I couldn’t form a proper train of thought anymore. It seemed that Lord Nazel’s mood had improved, though.


      King Bertrand, Queen Latriche, and Prince Leonardo were already at the dinner.


      “Thank you for coming, Nazelbart. You seem to be in a good mood,” King Bertrand pointed out, looking confused.


      Queen Latriche soon noticed me in my bewildered state and her face lit up with realization.


      “I see... It’s nice to see you two being as close as ever.”


      As for Prince Leonardo, he was frozen stiff from stress.


      A short time later, one of the servants announced the arrival of the Suntogger prince and princess. Seeing me tense up in nervousness, Lord Nazel held my hand under the table from the seat next to mine to calm me down.


      “You’re just fine as you are, Agnes.”


      “Yeth.”


      I stood up with everyone to greet the foreign royals. The doors opened and the Suntogger prince and princess entered the room. They both had wavy yellow-green hair, wore glasses, and had very similar facial features when looking at them from up close. Prince Nero Suntogg was twenty-six years old, just like Lord Nazel. Princess Bianca Suntogg was six years younger at twenty. Incidentally, Prince Leonardo was three years older than Princess Bianca, which was said to be the perfect age difference.


      Prince Nero pushed up his silver glasses and showed us a flawless smile that exuded confidence. Princess Bianca had a quiet, transient smile tinged with a bit of melancholy. This created a sense of contrast between the two siblings.


      First, King Bertrand greeted the two of them on behalf of us all.


      “Welcome to Desnim. Thank you for coming here from the faraway Kingdom of Suntogg. Allow me to again introduce my wife Latriche and younger brother Leonardo. These are the margrave and margravine of Sutrena, Nazelbart and his wife Agnes. They are trustworthy people indispensable to this country.” For some reason, King Bertrand was really singing our praises.


      I understand when it comes to the outstanding Lord Nazel, but I’m just an extra.


      We all took our seats and began eating. I was able to conduct myself more elegantly than I had expected, so I started feeling like I could get through this. The conversation was mostly between King Bertrand and Prince Nero, so I was able to sit back and listen.


      “Incidentally, Your Majesty, I heard that your country recently suffered severe damage from hell locusts,” Prince Nero said.


      “Hmm? Are you perhaps referring to big hoppers? They are manabeasts which resemble grasshoppers.”


      “Precisely. Back home, we call those manabeasts hell locusts. They are accursed creatures that devour every plant in sight,” Prince Nero replied with fervor. It sounded like Suntogg might have also suffered because of them.


      Princess Bianca remained quiet throughout the conversation; she almost seemed sorrowful.


      “So their name differs from place to place. Yes, our country has been ravaged by those manabeasts. They even passed through the capital.”


      “I heard that the damage to your crops was serious. I imagine you might be in a tough spot, so I came to discuss something that might be of help. My sister might be in your care from now on, after all.”


      “What kind of help?” King Bertrand looked at Prince Nero curiously. I felt like Lord Nazel’s gaze also grew a little sharper.


      “I was hoping to export our country’s robust crops to you. At a very low price, of course. Research on crop seeds and seedlings has been flourishing in Suntogg lately, and a type of wheat for use against hell locusts was created recently.”


      “Exactly what kind of wheat is it?”


      “It can grow in any kind of soil and hell locusts won’t eat it.”


      “I see...” King Bertrand nodded and swiftly exchanged glances with Lord Nazel.


      “We should help each other in times of need. Please feel free to rely on our kingdom.” Prince Nero smiled as he tried to get a favorable response out of King Bertrand. The prince was acting kind of like a merchant, but King Bertrand also had mercantile experience from his time as a prince and didn’t easily agree.


      “I’d like to decide after seeing with my own eyes what this new wheat is like. Desnim can’t simply accept anything. Our countries have different climates, after all, so even the same seedlings might grow in different ways. I’d first like to purchase a small amount to confirm.”


      “Yes, of course. I believe the results will surprise you.” Prince Nero smiled and looked confident.


      He also feels kind of suspicious. Are all merchantlike princes the same? Even Lord Nazel had trouble creating plants that would help against big hoppers, yet Prince Nero here was offering them to us at just the perfect time. Does the kind of wheat Prince Nero talked about truly exist?


      Big hoppers left ravaged and barren land in their wake. Not even a single blade of grass would grow unless sufficient time had passed. Even though over a century had passed in Sutrena, only wild plants could thrive there; ordinary crops couldn’t grow at all. Lord Nazel had used his magic to improve crops so that they could grow even in Sutrena, and agriculture had finally started functioning properly.


      Nevertheless, Lord Nazel spent a long time of trial and error to create plants suitable for Sutrena. He’d also started creating crops suitable for barren soil for the sake of Polpystan after it had been damaged by big hoppers, but he’d faced difficulties there too.


      Based on how Prince Nero had talked earlier, their wheat seemed to be the kind that can grow on barren soil too.


      It would be an incredible breakthrough if it’s true. While he’d had success with hardy crops such as tubers, not even Lord Nazel had yet created wheat that could repel big hopper attacks. It seemed that wheat was quite difficult to improve.


      Is it really possible to modify a crop so that it won’t be eaten specifically by big hoppers? Moreover, I was curious to know why Suntogg even had a crop like that. Is it because they’ve also suffered severe damage from big hoppers? I’ve never heard any such news. We were neighbors, so normally I’d have expected to at least hear some rumors.


      Prince Nero’s proposition was a real boon, but I felt like it was too convenient for Desnim in its current state. It should have been fine, but it somehow felt off.


      Well, if it makes everyone happy, it’s a good thing, I suppose?


      Wheat was a staple food for people in this region. The mainstream strains in Desnim were delicious and could produce plenty of flour, but were vulnerable to pests and changes in temperature, which posed challenges to farmers. At present, the country managed to grow enough food thanks to the skill of our farmers.


      Another thing to consider was whether people would accept the alternative wheat from Suntogg, especially since Desnimers around the capital were very particular about their food. Unless Suntogger wheat could produce the same quality and amount of flour on top of being shunned by big hoppers, I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be accepted by people who were used to delicious wheat which could yield abundant flour. Of course, one didn’t have the luxury to be so picky during a food shortage.


      As long as we don’t suffer successive big hopper attacks, then maybe Lord Nazel’s recent creation will be adequate. It’s a strain of wheat that can still get eaten by big hoppers, but it’s reasonably tasty and grows on barren land. His new wheat had become very popular in Sutrena and was used extensively for bread and pastries within the territory. Recently, other territories had even started buying our wheat flour in bulk.


      Lord Nazel’s variety might replace the wheat we’re using now, and I’d really prefer if we used his instead. I also thought it would be a bit of a problem to purchase large quantities of wheat—a staple food—from Suntogg and become completely reliant on them for it. If Suntogg ever had a shortage of seeds and seedlings, or if it couldn’t raise crops for some reason, it would be in no position to export to Desnim. The people of Desnim would be the ones to ultimately suffer then. I was thinking of which choice would ultimately benefit the people most in the long run.


      In any case, I can’t believe there are special seeds and seedlings that can deal with the damage caused by big hoppers. Is there someone with the same magic as Lord Nazel in Suntogg? Someone brilliant enough to produce crops as good as his...? I had no idea. There wasn’t enough information to work with.


      Information regarding rare magic was often kept confidential, such as with me or Defi. Prince Rivage of Myzahn had also pretended to have a different magic in public. Lord Nazel’s magic had become well-known since he actively used it in various public places, but it was the kind of magic that should ordinarily have been kept secret. He was mostly famous for his combat achievements during his time as a prince consort candidate; his work on selectively breeding plants after being sent to the countryside of Desnim hadn’t spread as much, since it was much more of a local endeavor and rather plain in comparison.


      Well, the situation in Desnim isn’t as bad as Suntogg believes, since we have Lord Nazel and Solis. Things might be rough this year, but if we use our excess wheat and other crops in place of the ravaged ones, no one will starve. So we need to also think of the future, not just the present. It was best to avoid completely relying on Suntogg as things currently stood, especially since we didn’t know what the wheat Prince Nero brought up was like. Therefore, I believed that for now, King Bertrand was correct to not accept so easily.


      The conversation then moved on to Prince Leonardo and Princess Bianca, and it was decided that the marriage proposal would be given positive consideration.


      As she was finishing dessert, Queen Latriche turned to Prince Leonardo.


      “How about you take a walk with Princess Bianca in the garden, Leonardo?”


      Prince Leonardo stiffened in shock from his sister-in-law’s surprise attack, but he still strove to remain as calm as possible before Princess Bianca.


      “We’ll do that,” he said.


      Prince Nero was in agreement with Queen Latriche. King Bertrand gave his brother a reproachful look that seemed to say, That was far too blunt. In stark contrast to earlier, Lord Nazel was now looking at Prince Leonardo with a smile. I also wished Prince Leonardo the best of luck. He’d helped Lord Nazel and me before, and he was someone who could take the initiative when necessary. There were still things we didn’t know about Princess Bianca, but in any case, I wished he would have a happy marriage.


      I also want to know more about Princess Bianca. During dinner, she’d answered King Bertrand’s questions without issue and had simply nodded in agreement with Prince Nero. I couldn’t tell what kind of person she really was from these short interactions alone. Prince Nero and Princess Bianca would be staying here for some time, so I looked forward to gradually getting to know her better.


      I hope we can become as close as possible, I thought as I enjoyed the desserts that had been served, then left dinner with Lord Nazel.


      Solis was sleeping in the nursery at this hour. After Lord Nazel and I returned to our chambers—a couple’s room arranged for us right next to the nursery—we each shared our impressions from dinner.


      “Haaah, I was so nervous. Did I do anything wrong?” I finally relaxed, staggered over to the bed, and sat down on the edge.


      “You did great, Agnes. I believe you conducted yourself like a proper margravine.” Lord Nazel remained standing as he loosened his necktie and undid the buttons at the base of his neck.


      I was happy to earn the recognition of someone well-versed in noble affairs.


      “I’m glad to hear that and glad I didn’t end up embarrassing you, Lord Nazel.”


      “Nothing about you could ever embarrass me. If anyone said otherwise, I’d toss them into my warehouse full of carnivorous plants.” Lord Nazel was always sweet to me, but as the years went by, some of his other statements had become more threatening. The warehouse where he stored all his carnivorous plants was an object of terror for the fortress staff.


      Though the specimens that failed the experiments and attacked people have apparently been disposed of... I was fine with the remaining plants since Lord Nazel called them safe, but it would be terrifying and awful if someone who wasn’t used to them got thrown into that warehouse.


      “I’m glad I didn’t end up being rude to our guests from Suntogg either,” I said.


      “Yes, you had no reason to worry.”


      I thought back to the Suntogger prince and princess.


      “Princess Bianca was a calm and elegant woman. And although this might sound rude, Prince Nero gave the impression of a shrewd businessman.”


      “I agree with you. He felt suspicious, just like King Bertrand once did,” Lord Nazel said with a smile. It seemed that he’d been thinking the same thing as I again. “It also seems there’s someone in Suntogg with magic similar to mine. I’d love to meet them and talk to them, but I doubt that’s possible.”


      “It’s a valuable magic, so its user might be a state secret. Though I have my doubts over whether they can really produce wheat that big hoppers won’t eat.” After all, big hoppers had even tried to eat the plants Lord Nazel made through magic and the inedible self-defense pink taros. The latter were hard like rock and impossible to eat. Just what kind of plant would those manabeasts intentionally avoid?


      “It’s impossible to know without seeing the wheat in person, but it would be incredible if it’s true. I came up with a similar idea, but the wheat always retained some toxicity. I couldn’t successfully make something people can eat safely.” Lord Nazel seemed to be in deep thought as he spoke.


      ***


      After the dinner, we were able to examine the Suntogger wheat sooner than expected. Prince Nero had come well prepared with trial wheat, which we decided to plant in the palace garden that Solis had already plowed. There was a nearby spot where we could plant the wheat right away, so we picked that.


      I have mixed feelings about how Solis’s mischief ended up being useful here. I decided not to say anything further.


      I joined the king, queen, and Lord Nazel in growing wheat in the garden, while holding Solis in my arms. It was sunny out, so it looked like it would be easy for us to work. Ordinary wheat took time to harvest, but I could secretly promote its growth with my magic. Therefore, without letting our Suntogger guests notice, I used my magic on the wheat planted in the palace garden, since Prince Nero had seemed eager to sell their wheat quickly. Even though King Bertrand had said that he wanted to first plant the wheat and see how it turned out, Prince Nero wanted to immediately start selling large quantities of seeds and seedlings, saying that we would need them anyway. In the end, we had no choice but to check quickly.


      Princess Bianca was always by Prince Nero’s side and constantly looked like she wanted to say something. I was a little curious about that, but I felt like she wouldn’t answer me even if I asked. Princess Bianca typically agreed with her brother’s opinions and usually kept quiet about other topics.


      I really don’t know much about her yet. Queen Latriche had told me that she would soon prepare a tea party with Princess Bianca and had invited me too. That was stressful in its own way, but if it was a gathering of women, I might be able to learn something new. Meanwhile, checking the wheat comes first.


      The palace had many skilled gardeners who were also well-versed in agriculture, and they had already sown the wheat seeds. Crops Lord Nazel had brought were also planted in the field, which would apparently be used by the royal palace. The palace always needed large quantities of food, so if they could be supplied by its own field, it wouldn’t burden the commoners’ food supply.


      I looked at the wheat and Lord Nazel’s seedlings as I placed a hand over them.


      “All right, time to make the crops in the field grow.” Only the king, queen, and Lord Nazel were here—all people privy to my secret—so I could freely use my magic. “Get stronger!” I increased the crops’ growth speed, making the seeds sprout and start growing tall. Before long, golden ears of wheat ripened before us.


      “Wow, I can’t believe they grew so fast.”


      “This is how the selective breeding of crops in Sutrena can progress at such a rapid pace. Lady Agnes is incredible.”


      The king and queen praised me, but as I looked over the field, something caught my attention.


      Hmm? How strange... Even though I’d used the same magic on all the plants, Lord Nazel’s crops—so everything besides the Suntogger wheat—had grown poorly. They hadn’t withered or anything, but they looked kind of gloomy and lifeless.


      “The vegetables stayed small. They usually grow nice and big.” Lord Nazel’s plants typically thrived in soil where Solis had used his magic.


      Why aren’t they growing when the conditions are the same? Lord Nazel seemed to be wondering the same thing as he observed the crops nearby.


      “It certainly is strange. This phenomenon has never happened in Sutrena... Let me investigate.” Lord Nazel pulled out one of his sunchokes and examined it while using his magic. That apparently let him analyze its traits and the condition of its growth. Next, he pulled out some wheat and examined it with his magic the same way.


      “I see...” A moment later, his expression turned grim. “This wheat’s roots produce a substance that inhibits the growth of other crops.”


      King Bertrand and Queen Latriche gasped.


      “If we plant Suntogger wheat, we won’t be able to plant other crops in the same field. In addition, all other crops planted nearby will wither and die.”


      “My goodness...” My confusion was evident in my voice. This wheat is terrifying.


      King Bertrand and Queen Latriche were at a loss for words.


      “There is also a problem with the wheat kernels.” Lord Nazel started explaining the rest of the results of his wheat analysis in detail. “They seem to contain a component that repels big hoppers, but it’s also poisonous to humans. A small quantity isn’t life-threatening, but if one consumes it regularly, it would weaken the body, cause chronic illness, and eventually lead to death.”


      “We can’t possibly spread something poisonous.” Queen Latriche had a valid point.


      Lord Nazel nodded.


      “Yes, exactly. Wheat is a staple food in our country, so its consumption will inevitably increase.”


      “In other words, it will undoubtedly poison our people.” King Bertrand’s expression turned stern.


      “Correct.” Lord Nazel picked up an ear of wheat and held it out to King Bertrand. “Also, unlike the ears we received from Prince Nero, these ones won’t develop into seeds.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The wheat produced by these plants won’t sprout even if planted—it only lives for a single generation.”


      “So that means that we would need to buy new seeds from Suntogg every year?”


      “Exactly...”


      “If you say so, it has to be true. I’ll refuse the offer,” King Bertrand replied in a heavy voice.


      “If we can’t plant other crops and can’t use the harvested wheat for seeds, Desnim would have to continue buying wheat seeds from Suntogg forever.” Queen Latriche also agreed.


      I started pulling out the wheat that had grown in the field. For some reason, I didn’t want to leave it there.


      “If Suntogg gets control of our staple food, we will be unable to refuse any demands they might make in exchange for wheat seeds.” King Bertrand looked at the uprooted wheat with a grim expression. “Furthermore, if Suntogg decided to stop the supply of seeds, many of our people would experience a food shortage incomparably worse than the current one.”


      Lord Nazel nimbly took the bundle of wheat from me and nodded at King Bertrand.


      “There is also the issue of the substance they leave in the soil that stops other crops from growing. With the future in mind, it would be wise to refuse the wheat deal,” he said. If the soil became suitable only for growing Suntogger wheat, it would be just as bad as the damage caused by the big hoppers—or perhaps even worse. “Your Majesty, I will prepare wheat that can be planted in the ravaged areas. My variety can still be eaten by big hoppers, but it’s not poisonous and doesn’t inhibit the growth of other plants. Let us also have Solis work on restoring the land to normal.”


      “That sounds great.”


      King Bertrand and Queen Latriche agreed with no hesitation.


      “For the time being, we can make do with the wheat stored in the capital. As for other crops, the ones prepared by Nazelbart will cover our needs.”


      “Bert, if the wheat is poisonous, we should tell Prince Nero. It would also affect him if the people of Suntogg succumbed to poison.”


      “That’s true. However, how should we explain that we were unable to harvest the wheat so quickly? We can’t tell him the truth that Lady Agnes sped up the wheat’s growth until it was ready for harvest.”


      “Hmm...”


      My magic was essentially a state secret. Whenever I talked about it, I referred to it as matter reinforcement. At present, the people around me had been very relaxed about it, thinking of it as a slightly unusual form of matter reinforcement.


      “One of our veteran gardeners has growth acceleration magic. He can’t make plants grow instantly like Lady Agnes, but he can make crops grow faster than usual. Let’s claim that he possesses high-level growth acceleration magic. Yes, we can cover it up nicely. We can also admit that Nazelbart’s magic analyzed the wheat’s properties, so you have nothing to worry about, Lady Agnes,” Queen Latriche said as she stood next to King Bertrand. She was fairly soft on me.


      “Th-Thank you very much.” Somehow or another, I’d ended up in her favor.


      “It’s fine. To begin with, they are the ones at fault for trying to sell poisonous wheat to Desnim without checking their product first. If they make a fuss, we’ll just press that point even harder and keep our own sources vague.” Queen Latriche always wore her heart on her sleeve, and right now she looked considerably angry. “Since our country has vast deserts, Polpystanis take food supply issues extremely seriously.”


      “Okay...” Her anger was understandable, but I was worried about her position, so I wished she wouldn’t cause an uproar over this.


      “In any case, Bert will firmly turn down the wheat offer. The two of you don’t need to worry. We’ll likely seek your cooperation again for the ravaged areas, though.”


      Next to me, Lord Nazel nodded.


      “We’d be happy to help you on that front.” It was reassuring to know that we were of the same mind.


      After that, it seemed that King Bertrand formally refused Prince Nero’s wheat offer. At first, the prince had insisted that it was a baseless complaint, but he’d apparently said nothing more the moment he found out that our claims were the result of Lord Nazel’s analysis. However, he’d still tried to promote his wheat to the end, saying that he believed it was better for us to accept this wheat than face the threat of a food shortage. Queen Latriche had puffed out her cheeks at his audacity.


      In any case, it was decided that Lord Nazel’s modified, harmless wheat and tubers would be planted in the fields around the capital, and that once Solis finished restoring Sutrena’s fields, he would be dispatched to the rest of the affected areas, without pushing him too hard.


      “Um, I’ll do my best!” Whether he fully understood or not, Solis expressed himself with great enthusiasm.


      “You’re such a good boy, Solis. All right, I’ll work hard with you too!”


      When I said that, Solis’s face suddenly lit up.


      “Together with mother!”


      “Yes, together.” I hugged Solis tight.


      “I’ll also work hard to protect you two.”


      “With father too!” Solis looked at Lord Nazel and giggled with joy.


      Solis was still little, but he’d become the savior who would return Desnim’s soil to normal. His magic was also the kind to be kept secret, so we had to be discreet when having him restore the land. There were now more things we had to cover up.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Madam Bumpkin and the Big Hopper Mystery


      That night, Leonardo was walking alone down a corridor in the palace, thinking about Princess Bianca, his prospective bride who’d come from the Kingdom of Suntogg.


      We took a walk through the garden together, but it felt awkward. Having been educated as royalty, Leonardo knew how to escort a woman, so he’d guided her around without incident and offered some harmless conversation. Their walk had finished uneventfully, remaining bland from start to finish. Not only did I know nothing about the princess’s personality, I had no idea about the present situation in Suntogg either...


      Things had unfolded significantly differently from what he’d expected.


      Well, it’s more like I thought women are happy to talk about themselves. At least, that had been true for the noblewomen he’d escorted up to now. Their desire to have others know more about them had been glaringly obvious.


      And yet... Princess Bianca had only discussed inoffensive topics that had nothing to do with her personally. She had talked about the weather, expressed her gratitude for the hospitality, asked about Desnim’s capital, and worried about the damage caused by the big hoppers. She had expressed no opinions of her own and only seemed to be trying to perform the role expected of a princess as inconspicuously as possible. Leonardo had once been much the same, so he’d noticed. He’d also clearly felt that she was drawing a line between them, not wanting him to get too involved.


      Is she rejecting me? That was likely the case. They’d only just met, so she hadn’t had the time to develop a real dislike of him, but it was possible that she wasn’t interested in the marriage itself, even if she didn’t have anything against Leonardo. If so, that’s all right. He wasn’t exactly desperate to welcome Princess Bianca as his bride. All he had to do was avoid taking any actions that could be criticized publicly and stick to his position as a sincere prospective marriage partner.


      Nazelbart was very optimistic about marriage, though. Leonardo believed that was only because Nazelbart had succeeded in his. There were few women as wonderful as Agnes. Leonardo had felt endless sympathy for Nazelbart back when he’d been engaged to his half sister Mia, but now he was so envious it blew all those old feelings away.


      Leonardo suddenly sensed someone ahead of him and stopped. The corridor was connected to the garden, and there were voices coming from that direction.


      Is someone outside at this time of night? If they were going for a walk, it would have been better to do it a little earlier. Leonardo couldn’t help but wonder if they had some reason they didn’t want to be seen.


      He wasn’t sure why, but Leonardo slowly approached and peeked out into the garden. He could hear a conversation between a man and a woman; it sounded like they were arguing. Without even realizing it, his feet carried him toward the voices. As he listened carefully, the man started criticizing the woman.


      “You little... What are you even saying at this point? I told you to listen to what I tell you, didn’t I?”


      “But this is far too cruel...”


      “It doesn’t matter. We must make Desnim dependent on Suntogg by any means necessary. Food is the quickest method, and for that I need you to step up, Bianca. Do you understand? I want to sell them our wheat!” The man’s words recast the conversation Leonardo had heard during dinner in a sinister light.


      Despite being berated, the woman again objected to the man.


      “I can’t do that. Food is indispensable for the people. Even if this is a foreign country, this would be too cruel. What has Desnim even done to Suntogg?”


      Wait, now that I can listen more closely, I recognize these voices. Prince Nero and Princess Bianca of Suntogg were the ones arguing. Leonardo had kept to the shadows and approached unnoticed, but he could clearly make out the royal visitors’ faces thanks to the torches mounted on the walls. Their conversation was so disturbing, Leonardo quietly gulped.


      “Father...His Majesty wants to somehow get involved in Desnim’s internal affairs. It’s a long-held wish passed down from our grandfather’s generation. With your help, King Bertrand will accept my proposal—he’ll have no other choice.”


      “I-I...already...”


      “If you disobey me or fail, you and your mother will have nowhere to call home. You won’t be able to marry into Desnim, and if you return to Suntogg, you’ll be treated like a traitor. I went to all the trouble of helping you out, yet you want to go back to your old environment? No, it will probably be even worse than before. Are you fine with your mother back home suffering like that again?”


      “I...” Bianca bit her lip as if trying to endure something.


      “You’re already my accomplice, you hypocrite. Even if you try to act like you’re the only virtuous person here, you’re undoubtedly the one responsible for Desnim’s current suffering.”


      Bianca said nothing back.


      “Moreover, even if you refuse to cooperate, I already hold all the cards. It’s too late to have second thoughts now,” Nero said with contempt, before walking into the darkness and disappearing deeper into the garden.


      Prince Nero was acting like a completely different person from the one I saw during dinner. He had lacked any shred of kindness and had just threatened his sister; his complete one-eighty was scary.


      Now alone, Bianca crouched down, her shoulder quivering slightly.


      Is she crying? How should I deal with someone like that? Leonardo was at a loss for what to do, but he couldn’t just leave Bianca alone, so he ended up walking over to her.


      “Are you all right, Princess Bianca? Nights in the royal capital are cold, so let’s go back inside.” Leonardo spoke in a polite tone suited for a guest.


      Bianca’s eyes were swollen red behind her round glasses, and she stiffened in shock the moment she saw Leonardo.


      “M-My apologies, Prince Leonardo. This is very unseemly of me...”


      Leonardo silently offered his hand to the frozen Bianca, who timidly took it, since accepting an offer like his was considered good manners. Her small white hand was cold, probably because she’d been out in the night breeze for so long. Leonardo hesitated about what he should do, then let go of Bianca’s hand, took off his coat, and placed it on her shoulders.


      “Right this way.” For now, he took Bianca indoors, let her rest in a nearby room, and asked a maid to bring her something warm to drink. He could have simply escorted her straight to her room, but it was relatively far away, and he was concerned about the conversation he’d overheard earlier. So he decided to have her sit down at a small table to calm her down and get the story out of her.


      This topic concerns Desnim deeply, so I’d like to get to the bottom of this. Now that suspicion of Suntogg was growing, this felt like his duty as the one who’d been proposed to.


      “Princess Bianca.”


      The moment Leonardo talked to her, her shoulders shook. She was like a tiny, frightened animal.


      “H-How may I help you?”


      “I heard part of your earlier conversation with Prince Nero. Could you explain what that was about? Does Suntogg bear some grudge against Desnim?” Leonardo had caught Nero saying something about wanting to make Desnim reliant on Suntogg for food. The conversation had been far from peaceful.


      “Eep! W-Well...” Bianca was utterly panicked.


      Leonardo almost wanted to point out that she shouldn’t display such agitation as a princess. Unlike at dinner or when they’d gone on a walk in the garden, she now seemed unable to control her emotions. He realized this might be what Bianca was really like.


      “Princess Bianca. I saw you being threatened by Prince Nero earlier. What did he ask of you?”


      “I-I can’t say.” Bianca shrank further into herself. The conversation was getting nowhere.


      At that moment, the maid arrived with a warm drink and placed it on the table.


      Hot milk, huh? It was a cup of cow’s milk from the outskirts of the capital mixed with honey from a territory in the mountains. Instead of only asking questions about her, maybe I should first share some information on my end.


      “Go ahead,” Leonardo said after a short sigh.


      “Th-Thank you.” Bianca timidly picked up the warm cup and took a sip. Perhaps she was fond of sweets, because her expression immediately relaxed.


      Leonardo noticed that she was very lovely when she smiled like that...then immediately came to his senses and pushed this irrelevant thought aside. She wasn’t his fiancée yet, and there was currently a high chance that the marriage between them would be scrapped.


      “Our dairy cows graze on pastures of the highest quality, and our honeybees get nectar from orchards and flower fields. Though I can’t say what the future holds.” Those pastures, orchards, and flower fields had all suffered damage from the big hoppers. “At the moment, our country is in dire straits because manabeasts have devoured our food supply. However, this doesn’t mean that we can import the Suntogger wheat Prince Nero is recommending. We can’t accept your brother’s proposal. There are too many problems with that wheat.”


      He felt confident Bianca already knew that Desnim had refused the wheat deal.


      “It’s poisonous and prevents other crops from growing in the same field, which could disrupt the ecosystems of the surrounding areas. If we buy large quantities of it and plant it all over Desnim, it would only cause our people to suffer in the future,” Leonardo continued.


      “Yes...” Trembling again, Bianca looked down at the cup she was holding.


      Leonardo hadn’t heard the whole conversation, but it had sounded like Nero wanted to sell that wheat to Desnim no matter what, and Bianca wanted to prevent that. That should make her Desnim’s—and Leonardo’s—ally.


      “Princess Bianca, I believe we can work together. If you tell me the truth, I will protect you.”


      “Huh?” Bianca stared at Leonardo in disbelief.


      “Based on the conversation I heard earlier, I’ve concluded that you feel uneasy in your homeland and are being threatened by Prince Nero. In that case, we will protect you as our ally.”


      “But...”


      “Even if you were unable to return home, we would arrange for you to live here. What do you think?”


      To be honest, Leonardo realized that he was rushing ahead without consulting anyone. But considering Bianca’s circumstances, he wanted to help her. Just like her, he’d once been in a weak political position, so it was easy for him to imagine what kind of difficulties she had found herself in. If Bertrand and Nazelbart hadn’t secretly helped him, Leonardo would have long since been crushed by the former queen and Mia, or else exploited for their own convenience.


      I really can’t pretend this has nothing to do with me. He wondered if there was some way to resolve the situation smoothly.


      “Princess Bianca, what do you desire? Is it the destruction of Desnim?”


      “No! I want no such thing!” Bianca desperately shook her head. She really wasn’t an enemy.


      “Then you have reason to accept my proposal, don’t you? As the king’s younger brother, I have a duty to protect our people.”


      “Ugh...”


      “So I’d like you to tell me what you know.” Bianca’s heart was wavering, and Leonardo thought that one more push would do the trick, so he continued. “If you do that, we can protect your position as a princess while also stopping you from doing the things you said you didn’t want to—”


      “I can’t!” Bianca suddenly shouted. Her refusal surprised Leonardo, who stopped speaking for a moment. “I can’t do that. Only I can stop it. No, it’s already outside my control. It’s my fault...my...”


      Leonardo stared at Bianca, who’d started muttering hesitantly.


      What’s wrong? It had seemed like things were going well, but she had suddenly changed her attitude. Leonardo didn’t know why she was acting like this, but he didn’t want to give up now. I need to suggest what Princess Bianca wants. Leonardo chose his next words carefully.


      “If you share information with us, I will negotiate with my brother so you don’t get punished, no matter what happens.”


      Bianca remained silent. She was probably afraid of Desnim’s wrath if she were to leak information. Leonardo had to first assuage that fear.


      “We will also help you escape Suntogg.”


      Bianca said nothing again. Based on what Leonardo had heard earlier, there was a high chance she was being abused in Suntogg, so she must have wanted to get away from that awful environment.


      “Though you might not want that... I apologize if my proposal was off base.”


      “No, it—” Bianca reacted just a little.


      This could work. It looked like Leonardo had a chance. Nero and Bianca seemed to be divided in their opinions. Leonardo didn’t know the details yet, but Nero was plotting something against Desnim, and Bianca wanted to stop him.


      “Is that really possible?” Bianca asked.


      “We will protect you. In exchange, please give us information to help protect Desnim.” Leonardo tried to reply in a manner similar to how he thought Nazelbart would, but was he doing it well?


      Bianca seemed hesitant for a moment, but she finally made up her mind and started to speak.


      “Um, this is a brazen request, but would you help my mother too?” Her mother had certainly come up during her conversation with Nero. “She’s mentally ill and currently in the royal palace of Suntogg. If I betray my brother, my mother will be left alone and could be in danger.”


      “Very well,” Leonardo replied after a moment. “I will secretly look into your mother and protect her if she is in danger.”


      Bianca finally looked relieved after she heard Leonardo say that.


      “Thank you very much. As promised, I will tell you what I know. But even if I inform you of the truth, we might not be able to stop my brother.”


      “You mentioned that earlier, but what exactly do you mean?”


      “My brother already has a trump card that will cause trouble for Desnim, and he’s free to use it. If I still had that trump card in my hands, we might be able to do something about it.”


      “May I first ask what this trump card is?”


      Bianca nodded.


      “The hell locusts.”


      “Wha—”


      There were big hoppers in Prince Nero’s personal possession? Everything that had happened up to now came together in Leonardo’s mind. The tragic incident of a big hopper swarm invading the area around the capital, his marriage talks with Princess Bianca, and Prince Nero’s offer to assist with wheat... All of it had gone according to Suntogg’s plan—or rather Prince Nero’s. However, one mystery remained unresolved.


      To begin with, big hoppers aren’t manabeasts that act how humans want them to. They’re just creatures who move as they like and devour every plant in sight. How could Prince Nero manipulate them? They didn’t seem like a useful trump card unless you were someone with magic that could control insects, like the girl from Peppel Island that Nazelbart had reported.


      Could it be that Suntogg has someone with similar magic? In that case, how much could they modify and control the big hoppers? I heard that the girl from Peppel Island can only control them in simple ways. If there was someone who could use the same magic more effectively, they would be worthy of caution.


      In any case, the situation was fairly bad.


      I can’t believe Prince Nero possesses such dangerous manabeasts and can use them whenever he likes.


      As Leonardo was getting anxious, Bianca continued.


      “Prince Leonardo, you might have guessed it by now, but the recent hell locust invasion was all planned by my brother. Previously, he unleashed the manabeasts upon Polpystan and Sutrena as experiments, but since the results weren’t as good as expected, he had them improved further before setting them loose upon your capital, his original target.”


      Suntogg had apparently been involved with the incidents in Polpystan and Sutrena too. No wonder there had been a series of big hopper attacks recently.


      “And so, his plan was to sell Suntogger crops to the areas with ravaged fields. First was wheat, a staple food, then other vegetables which could still grow even after planting the Suntogger wheat, and so on...” Bianca’s voice was gloomy as she explained.


      Leonardo kept his anger in check and stayed as composed as possible. Taking it out on Bianca now wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, she could become their ally. In fact, she was the key to resolving this problem.


      “Princess Bianca, do you happen to know who could have modified the big hoppers—rather, the hell locusts?”


      “M-Me...” Bianca was chewing on her words.


      “Huh?”


      “It was...me... I made the hell locusts. More precisely, a Myzahni made them long ago during a war between Myzahn and Polpystan to starve out their enemy. I used historical records to re-create and improve them with magic. I never expected them to be put to practical use and cause such major damage.”


      Big hoppers had caused the desertification along the border between Polpystan and Myzahn. The culprit was apparently a Myzahni from back then; it was impressive that Bianca had managed to research the matter so thoroughly. As was clear from recent events, Myzahn’s upper echelon wasn’t a monolith, and information easily got mixed up. It was common for people of the top brass to be unaware of each other’s magic. The original culprit’s magic had probably been kept secret.


      “You possess magic that can transform insects into manabeasts?” Unfortunately, Leonardo hadn’t been present during the manabeast uproar in Polpystan a few years ago, but he had some information on the incident. “But there apparently were big hoppers in Polpystan even before the mass outbreak.”


      “I believe them to be remnants of the manabeasts unleashed long ago by a Myzahni royal who’d possessed insectogenesis magic. They are individuals that managed to barely survive in Polpystan’s environment without forming groups.”


      “Then they started forming swarms...”


      “Because I visited Polpystan secretly, used magic to manipulate the ordinary individuals into forming swarms, and inserted the gregarious hell locusts I had been raising in Suntogg. As long as I have the original creature—in this case, ordinary grasshoppers—I can modify them into manabeasts at any time.” Bianca spoke awkwardly, clearly feeling guilty.


      “I see...”


      “I did the same thing in Desnim too. I used my magic to enlarge many modified grasshoppers at once, then covertly led them toward the capital. I’m responsible for everything. I couldn’t disobey my orders. I had them move straight toward the sea in an attempt to mitigate the damage a little, but there was still a lot of devastation... I’m so sorry...” Bianca’s voice faded momentarily. “Those grasshoppers must be dead by now. I did such a terrible thing to those insects too... I should never have transformed them into manabeasts to begin with.” The manabeasts that had headed toward the sea had probably perished in it. “Prince Leonardo, now that my brother’s offer to sell wheat has been turned down, he intends to do the same thing again. He will continue unleashing hell locusts until Desnim’s crops are exhausted.”


      It was a horrible story. That suspicious prince was an unthinkable scoundrel.


      “But even if Prince Nero is plotting something malicious, from what you’ve told me so far, the manabeasts can only appear with your magic, right?” Since Bianca was the one who could turn grasshoppers into manabeasts, no big hoppers should be able to appear without her help.


      But Bianca shook her head.


      “Actually, a short time ago, I used my magic to create eggs that will hatch into gregarious hell locusts. If someone buries them in the ground, nymphs will hatch from the eggs in about half a month and grow larger on their own. So my brother might be planning to bury the eggs somewhere in Desnim. The eggs were actually the result of a failed experiment, so my magic doesn’t work on those manabeasts, and I can’t turn them back to ordinary grasshoppers or give them orders. I can’t predict where the hatched nymphs will go.”


      “What?!” This was a difficult situation. Desnim would have to keep a close eye on Nero’s every move from now on. I hope we aren’t already too late.


      Leonardo had to report this to his brother and Nazelbart immediately. Under ordinary circumstances, Leonardo would have wanted to charge Bianca for her crimes too, but he couldn’t arrest her because of his promise, and he still needed her cooperation.


      “Thank you for telling me everything, Princess Bianca. I shall escort you to your room.”


      “Please, you don’t need to trouble yourself! I can manage on my own...”


      “It’s already dark out.”


      Leonardo took Bianca to her room, as was proper manners toward a guest. The handmaiden who had been waiting for the princess’s return looked relieved as she opened the door.


      “Welcome back. Please come in.”


      “Ah, hold on.” Bianca’s attempt to stop the handmaiden was in vain, and she fully opened the door in front of Leonardo. The many insect field guides and insect cages lined up at the back of the room came into view.


      What are those? Leonardo wondered. There didn’t seem to be any grasshoppers, but the cages were crawling with many bugs like butterflies, bees, ants, and spiders.


      “Princess Bianca, just...what are all those insects?” Leonardo was dumbfounded as he witnessed a room very uncharacteristic of a princess.


      “M-M-My apologies for bringing something like this into my room! They need daily care, so I brought them with me because I was worried about leaving them back home...” In other words, she was apparently raising these creatures herself. Bianca was utterly panicked.


      “Do you...like insects?” Leonardo asked.


      Bianca nodded awkwardly.


      “Um, yes. It’s weird for a princess, isn’t it? I’m sorry. It’s disgusting, isn’t it? I apologize.” The princess had done nothing but apologize for some time. Why did she have to put herself down that much?


      “As long as you don’t let the insects roam free indoors, there’s no problem with keeping them here. And even if they did escape, you can rein them in with your magic, right?”


      “Oh, yes, that’s certainly true. Most people find them disgusting... Do you not mind things like them, Prince Leonardo?”


      “What do you mean by ‘them’?”


      “Insects, or princesses with weird magic who like insects.” She seemed to be worried over how other people would view her love of insects.


      “Your magic is incredibly rare, and I also find it useful. Other than that...” He wasn’t interested. Leonardo had never been very interested in other people to begin with. In the first place, whether someone liked or hated insects was entirely their choice. Wasn’t everything fine as long as they weren’t bothering anyone else?


      If anything, I’d just prefer she create more useful insects instead of big hoppers. Like sturdier beneficial insects.


      Bianca simply stood there, looking at Leonardo in sheer surprise, before her handmaiden took her farther into the room to get changed.


      “You’ll have to excuse me here.” Leonardo left the room’s entrance. As he walked down the dim corridor, he unconsciously let out a sigh.


      Haaah, what should I do? This was a burden too heavy to carry alone. I need to discuss this with my brother and Nazelbart posthaste. If he wasn’t mistaken, Nazelbart had created plants to use against big hoppers.


      In any case, they had to immediately recover or destroy the big hopper eggs Prince Nero was planning to use.


      I’ll take a shortcut. Leonardo ran through the murky palace courtyard.


      ***


      Late at night, Lord Nazel and I were urgently summoned by King Bertrand. A messenger had come all the way to our bedroom. Apparently, there was some new information on the big hoppers. After readjusting his clothes, Lord Nazel put on his coat, looking a bit annoyed. I also changed from my sleepwear to a dress and had Kelly arrange my hair.


      “It must be a serious emergency for him to summon me and Agnes during the night.” Lord Nazel’s voice was a little deeper than usual.


      Although we hadn’t fallen asleep yet, we had been ready to nod off at any moment and had been pleasantly chatting in the bedroom. Lord Nazel had been delighted to have me sitting on his lap in my sleepwear. He was likely in a bad mood because we had been interrupted...


      “Lord Nazel, if it’s about the big hoppers, we have to go.”


      “That’s true. Good grief, those manabeasts are a real pain. Agnes, nights in the capital are cold even during the summer, so make sure you dress warmly, okay?” As he said that, Lord Nazel took two of the coats Kelly had prepared and placed them over my shoulders.


      “Huh, what?” In an instant, my entire body became all fluffy. And since the outer coat was made of soft, white fabric, I ended up looking like a sheep. “Isn’t this too much? I’m not hot, but there’s a lot of volume...” I should be able to stay nice and warm even on this chilly night thanks to these coats, but someone was bound to comment on the way I looked.


      “The fluffy Agnes is so adorable I just want to hug you. Oh yes, let me pick you up and carry you like this. That way, I think I should be able to endure being summoned in the middle of the night.”


      “Lord Nazel, we aren’t in Sutrena. You shouldn’t act too unreserved.”


      “Yes, I know. But that still doesn’t change how cute you are.”


      We aren’t quite on the same page...


      True to his word, Lord Nazel scooped me up and headed into the hallway.


      “Take care, you two.” Kelly waved at us in satisfaction after helping us get ready.


      Urk, what if he keeps me like this even in front of King Bertrand? Since we were so close to each other, it wasn’t uncommon for Lord Nazel to start a conversation while still carrying me. It was embarrassing, so it was the one thing I wanted to prevent, but I’d never managed to stop Lord Nazel once he got like this.


      Lord Nazel carried me all the way to the room King Bertrand used for welcoming guests. He finally let me down in front of the door. King Bertrand, Queen Latriche, Prince Leonardo, and for some reason Princess Bianca were in the room; Prince Nero wasn’t here.


      What does this mean?


      In any case, I was relieved that I didn’t end up appearing before Princess Bianca while still in Lord Nazel’s arms.


      Queen Latriche smiled when she saw me looking all fluffy.


      “Lady Agnes, you’re so cute and fluffy. You’re like a little lamb.”


      Lord Nazel nodded deeply without a moment’s delay.


      “Isn’t she?”


      Kelly and Lord Nazel’s choice of attire seemed to be quite popular.


      “Incidentally, Your Majesty, what have you called us for?” I quickly changed the subject. We surely had more pressing matters to discuss than my fluffy coats.


      “Right, Princess Bianca here has brought us new information.”


      “She has...?” I was confused, unable to grasp the situation.


      Princess Bianca nervously stepped forward. Her face was pale and she was shivering.


      What could it be? It doesn’t look like good news.


      Princess Bianca was so nervous, it was heartbreaking to watch her. Prince Leonardo stood by her side as if to protect her and addressed us.


      “I’d first like you to listen to what Princess Bianca has to say.”


      Encouraged by Prince Leonardo, Princess Bianca tensely turned toward us.


      I feel like these two have gotten closer than before... But they didn’t have a sweet mood like between two lovers. How curious.


      Princess Bianca lightly bowed to us.


      “First of all, I need to apologize to all of you. Th-This country has suffered greatly because of me... It was entirely Suntogg’s, my fault that the hell locusts came to Desnim...”


      Everyone went completely silent, except for King Bertrand and Prince Leonardo, who seemed to already know what she was going to say.


      Princess Bianca continued her explanation in a faint, feeble voice.


      “Hell locusts—what you call big hoppers—are manabeasts I created from insects using my insectogenesis magic.”


      Princess Bianca went on to tell us all the details of how she’d created the big hoppers. They had originally been secretly created in Myzahn. It was possible that not even Prince Rivage was privy to this information.


      “My manabeasts would damage crops far and wide, while my brother would sell the crops he created with his vegetation magic. This was our strategy.”


      I was shocked that Princess Bianca had created the big hoppers with her magic, but also because Prince Nero’s magic was the exact same as Lord Nazel’s. Lord Nazel came from a ducal family, and Desnim’s royal family periodically welcomed Suntogger brides.


      It wouldn’t be surprising if there was Suntogger royal blood mixed somewhere in Lord Nazel’s family tree... But he and Prince Nero use their magic in exact opposite ways. Lord Nazel absolutely refused to create plants that could be poisonous to humans. He’d even been resistant to using poison against big hoppers. Lord Nazel and Prince Nero had completely different policies when it came to their magic.


      “Why did you decide to tell us the truth, Your Highness? Isn’t this information detrimental to you?” I asked Princess Bianca.


      Even as she hesitated and shivered, she gave me a firm reply.


      “I’ve had enough of my magic causing suffering to so many people... I don’t want to use my dear insects like this, and I can’t keep following my brother’s orders anymore, even if it means betraying Suntogg. I’m worried about my mother who’s still back home, but I was promised that Desnim will help her.”


      I couldn’t help but wish she’d made that decision a little sooner, but it had probably been impossible. It was obviously difficult for a young princess to rebel against her country alone, and when her mother was being held hostage, no less. It was only after she’d witnessed the large-scale destruction up close several times that she’d become horrified of what she’d done. That was why she’d revealed the truth to us Desnimers.


      After Princess Bianca had more or less finished her explanation, King Bertrand took over.


      “Prince Nero is scheming to make the capital suffer a big hopper attack once again. This time, he intends to completely devastate our crops and force us to buy his wheat.”


      “This goes beyond harassment and is a full-blown act of aggression. Desnim and Polpystan should work to crush Suntogg together.” Queen Latriche was positively furious. Her ideas were always extreme.


      But her anger is understandable. Big hoppers harmed not just people, but various creatures that lived in affected areas. No one should ever unleash them on purpose. The consequences were too severe considering this was a single princess’s mistake.


      Princess Bianca herself seemed to understand that well, as she quietly cut into the conversation.


      “I-I...will take responsibility and stop my brother from what he’s trying to do. My magic won’t work against the latest iteration of big hoppers he’s using, but I should be of some help...” she said, her voice trailing off.


      “Your magic is insectogenesis, right? And yet it doesn’t work on some big hoppers?” Lord Nazel asked.


      “Correct. I can’t directly use my magic on these hell locusts after they hatch from the eggs I created myself.” In other words, she couldn’t use her magic on insects after she’d modified them. It was apparently difficult to change their traits unless they were still eggs. “I hope I can instead create insects that will act as their natural enemies.”


      With a serious gaze, Princess Bianca looked in turn at each person present.


      “Just like His Majesty said earlier, my brother intends to keep causing manabeast attacks until he can sell his wheat. Since wheat is a staple food, he believes that Desnim will eventually give in.”


      It was true that having a staple crop completely eradicated would be harsh. However, the wheat and tubers Lord Nazel had created could also be planted in the soil recently contaminated by big hoppers.


      Can’t we get through this just fine even without accepting help from Suntogg? However, if the crops were attacked by manabeasts over and over while they were still growing, there would be too much of a gap until the next harvest was ready, putting us in danger of having no food. A few of Lord Nazel’s seedlings can bear fruit in a few days even without my magic. But if that was all the people ate, their diets would be too unbalanced...


      Suddenly, Princess Bianca staggered and nearly tumbled to the floor, but the nearby Prince Leonardo held her up.


      “Are you all right, Princess Bianca?”


      “Yes, I am. My apologies. Since I’m doing something I’m not used to, it seems I finally lost focus. I shouldn’t have collapsed like that.”


      Hmm? Watching her gave me a feeling of déjà vu. Wait, isn’t she the same as the noblewomen who’ve fled to our estate in Sutrena? Perhaps because she’d kept being mistreated, she had an extremely self-deprecating attitude. She was just like Liliane and Sonia had once been. I couldn’t easily forgive what Princess Bianca had done, but I was a bit concerned about her circumstances. I’d like to get to know her a little better.


      King Bertrand was at the center of this incident, so it wasn’t my place as the Margravine of Sutrena to take public action. Therefore, I’ll leave the public problems to King Bertrand.


      But when it came to Princess Bianca, there might be something else I could do. That’s right, I’ll ask Lord Nazel if we can call that girl from Peppel Island. If we brought in Dorothy, the girl with the same magic as Princess Bianca, they could discuss things as two people with insectogenesis magic and might be able to come up with a plan to help everyone. I hope Princess Bianca and Dorothy can become friends, and if I get to know the princess better...I might be able to help her too, just like I’ve done with all the abused women we’ve taken in at our estate.


      After the discussion was over, I talked to Lord Nazel right away, and since he always indulged me, he readily agreed to let me call just one person here. So far, we hadn’t witnessed any problematic behavior among the children from Peppel Island. On the contrary, they were said to be obedient and earnest—I also agreed with that assessment. Therefore, I sent a letter to Sutrena’s school to have Dorothy come here quickly.


      When Princess Bianca made contact with King Bertrand and Prince Leonardo, Prince Nero had already vanished from the royal palace. He must have quickly noticed his sister’s betrayal. The king swiftly dispatched pursuers, but there was apparently no sign of the renegade prince yet.


      ***


      Several days later, Queen Latriche hosted a tea party. Princess Bianca and I were the guests. Queen Latriche wanted to know more about Princess Bianca. Ever since becoming the queen, she’d been working on mitigating the unfair treatment of young noblewomen.


      Perhaps Queen Latriche is worried about Princess Bianca’s behavior, just like I am.


      The party was being held indoors, without any of our children. The room had artificial flowers, likely because of the big hopper attack, and it was also decorated with light pink fabric.


      Princess Bianca looked really nervous, probably because of what had happened a few days ago. Even though her expression was stiff, it was clear that she was doing her best to appear calm.


      Prince Nero did most of the talking before. Princess Bianca might be poor at socializing. Her behavior is easier to understand now than during our first meeting. However, the three of us here were in the same socially awkward boat. She could rest assured that we wouldn’t get upset with her.


      Queen Latriche was concerned about Princess Bianca, who was frozen solid.


      “Your Highness, a lot has happened since your arrival in Desnim, but this is an informal occasion. Please don’t be so nervous.”


      “Y-Yes... But considering the incident and that my brother also escaped, I’m deeply sorry to everyone.”


      “From our country’s perspective, the damage caused by manabeasts is undoubtedly your fault. However, we need to work together from now on. Blaming you now isn’t going to solve our problems,” Queen Latriche stated clearly.


      It seemed that having the facts pointed out to her directly was the best way for Princess Bianca—who kept blaming herself—to accept this. She looked a little calmer than earlier.


      “Nonetheless, I don’t feel like discussing such a serious topic at a tea party. Let’s learn about each other first. Like talking about our hobbies... Leonardo told me you’re interested in insects. You apparently know quite a lot about them, don’t you?”


      It was only a casual question, but Princess Bianca started shivering and gave us an awkward smile.


      “U-Um, w-well...”


      Both Queen Latriche and I were confused to see her suddenly become so hesitant.


      Princess Bianca started talking nonstop, trying to keep up appearances.


      “I-It’s a weird hobby for a princess, isn’t it? It’s definitely odd. I find it disgusting myself. Ah ha ha...” It was like she was trying to avoid further questioning and criticism by preemptively degrading herself.


      I felt sorry seeing her act like this. Had someone belittled her so heavily in the past that she was horribly mistreating herself now?


      I don’t think it’s weird to like insects. There were many people who liked things related to their magic, like Lord Nazel or Emilio. Therefore, I decided to tell Princess Bianca exactly that.


      “Liking insects isn’t disgusting. Your magic is insectogenesis, so I believe it’s better for it to be used by someone who likes insects.”


      “Huh?” Princess Bianca’s eyes went wide in surprise.


      Queen Latriche also agreed with me.


      “That’s right. There are many people zealously studying insects in Polpystan’s research institutions too. We’ve received many useful reports from them. I don’t think it’s wrong for a princess herself to take the initiative in researching something.”


      “Huuuh?” Princess Bianca got more and more confused. “N-No way. We’re talking about insects. Excuse me, but don’t you two find it weird? Having insectogenesis magic is embarrassing.”


      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. For Sutrena, insectogenesis was a magic with great potential.


      “Research about insects and manabeasts is common in Sutrena, so I don’t find it particularly strange. Oh, that’s right, there’s a girl with the same magic as you. I’ve called her from my territory to help us with our current predicament,” I said.


      Princess Bianca opened her eyes wide and unconsciously leaned forward.


      “A-A girl with the same magic as mine? Does someone like that truly exist?”


      “Yes. She’s younger than us. But I don’t think she’s very interested in insects... She said that she’s only ever changed their color or size.” I explained about Dorothy from Peppel Island.


      “So there’s someone else with the same magic as me. This might sound strange, but I’m happy to have something like a comrade.” Princess Bianca seemed to believe this from the bottom of her heart. A gentle smile appeared on her face. This was probably what she was really like, contrary to her earlier nervous state. “People have found my power creepy ever since I was a little girl. I’ve also been ridiculed for liking insects and called a weirdo. So I’ve always tried to hide my true feelings and act like a proper princess, though it hasn’t gone well...”


      Although my exact circumstances were different, I had also been ridiculed and called creepy. I felt like I somehow understood Princess Bianca’s feelings of self-deprecation.


      “Your Highness, neither Queen Latriche nor I will make fun of you. So it’s fine for you to show your true self here.”


      Queen Latriche also nodded with a smile.


      “Exactly. After all, I don’t behave as expected of the Queen of Desnim. I’ve been criticized a lot in the past.”


      Since I knew what had happened back then, I wasn’t sure if I should smile or not.


      Princess Bianca smiled again, looking like she had relaxed just a little around us.


      “Your Majesty, Lady Agnes, I don’t expect you to forgive me for what I have done, and I intend to take responsibility no matter the outcome. Yet I feel glad that I could talk with you.” Princess Bianca’s eyes shone with an earnest glow. “I have always thought about what malice lay hidden behind people’s words, but I don’t sense anything like that from you. I truly thank you for talking with me today.”


      The ability to sense people’s malice was similar to Kelly’s magic. The fact that she could do that without magic gave me a glimpse into the kind of life she’d lived up to now, and although I found it amazing, it also made me feel sad for her.


      It’s difficult, but I wonder if I can help Princess Bianca in some way. I felt too sorry for her going on like this.


      However, Princess Bianca was now looking ahead, her eyes shining stronger than before.


      “Please allow me to work together with the people of Desnim while I’m here.”


      Queen Latriche and I nodded in agreement, and the three of us joined hands.


      ***


      The trail of the missing Prince Nero was discovered some time after the tea party. He’d apparently realized that the situation wasn’t progressing well for him, so he’d returned to Suntogg, leaving his sister behind in Desnim. However, Princess Bianca said that he would be facing severe criticism in Suntogg because of how he’d fled Desnim and left behind a host of problems. She didn’t look particularly shocked by this turn of events. Perhaps she was used to the way her brother treated her, because even after he’d abandoned her, she looked stoic, as if this were only natural.


      Suntogg hadn’t made any major moves, but things currently felt eerie, like the calm before the storm. The reason lay with the big hopper eggs Princess Bianca had mentioned.


      While they’re still in the egg stage, they’re the same size as ordinary grasshopper eggs. In other words, they were incredibly small, and we had no idea where they were at the moment. Desnim was running an investigation, but how was anyone supposed to find manabeast eggs the same size as a grasshopper’s in this vast country? There was no convenient magic which could discover the eggs, so this was an incredibly serious problem.


      I hope Prince Nero took all the eggs back home with him. It would be awful if he’d buried them somewhere in Desnim, since big hopper nymphs would hatch there.


      Our anxiety kept growing until big hoppers were finally spotted within Desnim. At the foot of the mountain where the Sempli Convent was located, some villagers spotted a swarm of marching nymphs. Prince Nero really had hidden the eggs somewhere in Desnim.


      He hadn’t given up on his scheme...


      The big hopper swarm was apparently headed toward the capital. At present, they were following the same path as last time, but this time, they were completely outside anyone’s control—Princess Bianca’s, to be specific. That meant no one could tell where they would head next.


      King Bertrand received an urgent report via mountbeast postal service and immediately arranged to dispatch his subordinates to the site in order to exterminate the manabeasts. Naturally, Lord Nazel would also accompany them to help. When I heard the news as I was taking a walk with him in the palace garden, I instinctively stopped walking and looked straight at him.


      “I-I’m also going!”


      However, Lord Nazel shook his head.


      “You can’t, Agnes. It’s too dangerous. There’s a massive swarm like the one we saw in Sutrena.”


      “But I might be able to help, like that time in Polpystan.” I persisted like usual, but Lord Nazel showed no sign of giving in.


      “The big hoppers are apparently still nymphs, but they will eventually grow wings and start flying. When that happens, the area will become chaotic, and even I might struggle. I can’t take you to a place where I can’t guarantee your protection.”


      A gentle breeze shook the trees whose leaves had been devoured during the previous big hopper attack. Although Solis had restored the soil, the trees’ leaves hadn’t fully regrown yet. They would return to normal eventually, but it would take some more time.


      “Moreover, a lot of people will be heading there. If you were to use your magic, it might be difficult to cover it up,” Lord Nazel added.


      With the exception of Emilio, the people of Sutrena weren’t particularly interested in others’ magic, so whenever I did something with my magic, they often just shrugged it off, saying something like, “Oh, so the margravine can do that too.” But we were in the capital right now. There was a strong chance of someone observing my magic with a more critical eye. Just like Lord Nazel had said, we might end up in a situation where we could no longer hide my magic’s true nature.


      I wish I could at least properly defend myself without magic, but that’s impossible. I had no experience fighting manabeasts. I could use my magic to make my body sturdier or create barriers by reinforcing the air, but those would be too conspicuous this time. Very few people in the entire country knew the specifics about my magic, and it was best to avoid spreading information about it unnecessarily.


      Though I do end up using it quite often... I’d just been lucky until now.


      “Very well. I don’t want to get in your way, so I’ll use my magic sparingly and won’t head out with the rest of you,” I said.


      “I’ll also be able to focus on combat if you do that. Don’t worry, we’ll make sure to stop them as quickly as possible.” Lord Nazel had already contacted Sutrena, so the large number of carnivorous plant seedlings he’d stored in a warehouse were being transported into the projected path of the big hoppers.


      “Oh, maybe I can get ahead of them and harden the crops in the nearby fields. That way, it will take the big hoppers longer to eat them, which might slow them down.”


      “At the moment, we can’t perfectly predict where the big hoppers will head next. And even if you hardened some plants, there’s a risk that the big hoppers would just give up on those and head toward softer plants that you hadn’t reinforced. Even for you, it would be difficult to harden every plant in the country faster than the big hoppers move.”


      “Ugh, that’s true... If only there were more than one of me.” But there was no magic that could do such a thing, so that wish was impossible. “Then I’ll just make the people heading out a little sturdier, like I usually do.”


      “Thank you. You might think of yourself as powerless, but you’re always helping me.” Lord Nazel gave me a peck on the brow. “Will you give me one in return, Agnes?”


      “Gladly.”


      Lord Nazel leaned over for me, so I brushed his hair up and placed my lips on his forehead.


      There was another breeze. The hollow wind blowing across the garden devoid of the trees’ greenery felt ominous, as if foreshadowing the events to come.


      ***


      Desnim stretched far from north to south, so the climate varied greatly. Sutrena in the far south was warm year-round, whereas the capital stood on high elevation and had cool summers and cold winters. The area around the Sempli Convent was located in the northeast of the country, at high elevation. It could be chilly even in the summer, and winters could get extremely cold, with snow piling up.


      Nazelbart glared at the long mountain range as he rode a borrowed pegasus toward the area where the big hoppers had been spotted. According to Ryuk, who’d been researching big hoppers nonstop, these manabeasts would be immobilized below a certain temperature. However, it was summer at the moment. Under the current conditions, the big hoppers could freely move across Desnim. Even now, Nazelbart could see a pitch-black swirling swarm of big hoppers in the sky ahead of him.


      They’re flying with a lot of vigor. Have they already become adults? Nazelbart thought.


      Apparently, Princess Bianca had used her magic in Suntogg to further modify these big hoppers, making them grow faster than normal. The manabeasts gradually approached Nazelbart.


      “We’re in the correct spot—the manabeasts will pass through here. Everyone, prepare for immediate extermination!” Nazelbart ordered.


      Following their experienced leader’s signal, everyone quickly sprang into action. Bertrand was also present and quickly used his storage magic to make a large door appear ahead of him. Behind the door lay a large number of potted carnivorous plants which had been transported from Sutrena. Soldiers rushed out of the door all at once, carrying the pots. Just like the war between Polpystan and Myzahn, Bertrand had also stored people to save time and costs on transportation.


      “Everyone, quickly set up these plants. We need to reduce the number of manabeasts here to prevent damage to other areas!” Bertrand ordered his men.


      Carnivorous plants vigorously poked out of the pots the soldiers had neatly arranged, looking as if they were staring up at the sky. They instinctively understood that food was approaching.


      These carnivorous plants are close to a success, but I’m not completely satisfied with them yet. I hope they do their job well.


      A cacophonous buzzing heralded the black swarm’s approach, and the big hoppers finally appeared before Nazelbart. It was time.


      “Take your positions! Exterminate all manabeasts that don’t get caught by the plants!”


      The large number of potted plants all lined up was an imposing sight. In addition to them, Nazelbart had sown adhesive plants to trap big hoppers in place. The plants he’d prepared this time were seedless, sprouted right away, and would wither in a few days, leaving no impact on the environment. The slimy, sticky ivies were already stretching upward.


      We’ve also placed soldiers in the locations we expect the big hoppers to pass through next, but I want to take them all down here if possible.


      Just as they’d planned, Nazelbart and his men clashed with the big hopper swarm.


      They have a single yellow stripe on the center of their abdomens. It looks like they’re the same kind as the ones that appeared in Sutrena.


      According to Bianca, the big hoppers that attacked Polpystan and Sutrena had been experimental, and they had been further modified into the ones that had attacked the capital. Big hoppers with a yellow stripe were more ferocious, more toxic, and grew faster. The newer the species, the more vicious their behavior. Fortunately, Nero wasn’t aware of the plants Nazelbart had created to fight the big hoppers. Therein lay Desnim’s chance of victory.


      The adhesive plants quickly turned into black masses covered in big hoppers.


      Those big hoppers got stuck on them in no time at all.


      As Nazelbart planted more adhesive ivies, he checked on the carnivorous plants. They were imbued with various kinds of mana and could even be called manabeasts themselves. Each one sent big hoppers crashing to the ground with mana shock waves, emitted a scent to attract them, then opened their large mouths to attack their prey.


      It looks like they’re performing very well. The big hoppers that tried to eat the carnivorous plants have all been defeated instead.


      Nazelbart had also deployed poisonous plants like the ones he’d used in Sutrena. Every big hopper that ate them dropped dead.


      I have mixed feelings about using them, but it’s better to have more countermeasures in place. These ones are working fine too...


      With a sword in one hand, Nazelbart flew across the sky on his pegasus and cut down every remaining big hopper.


      As for Bertrand, he fully opened the door of his storage magic and charged into the big hopper swarm. It seemed that the door also had the power to suck things in.


      It looks like the cleanup will be a mess... I wonder what he plans to do with the big hopper he sucked up. For now, Nazelbart decided not to think too deeply about Bertrand’s storage magic; the palace’s people should do something about it.


      Big hoppers caused several layers of damage: crop damage, soil contamination, economic damage because of food shortages, and mana residue. In particular, Nazelbart wanted to avoid nationwide manabeast rampages on the night of the new moon. He’d been receiving Ryuk’s research reports regularly since coming to the capital, which revealed that there was a connection between the big hoppers and the large-scale manabeast rampage that occurred once a year during a new moon. Ryuk had confirmed that the manabeasts were rampaging because of the lack of food, but also because they were reacting to the big hoppers’ mana left in the soil.


      Manabeasts were prone to unstable behavior during the new moon because of a shortage of mana. Some manabeasts were unable to hunt prey because of their mana deprivation, and ended up actually starving. Big hopper mana had a stronger effect than normal on them. Unable to properly take in mana from a different species, manabeasts that came into contact with it became intoxicated and violent. That was the truth behind the manabeast rampages that occurred during the new moon. Not only Sutrena but even Polpystani research institutes had accepted this theory.


      Although a solution to the manabeast problem was within sight, the reappearance of the big hoppers, the main cause, had put them on the verge of a new crisis. If the big hoppers were allowed to continue as they were, there was a fear that the entirety of Desnim would fall into the same state that Sutrena had once been in.


      I won’t let that happen. However... Nazelbart feared that Nero might have hidden big hopper eggs in other locations too. Bertrand’s subordinates had notified each territory to begin patrolling, but if big hoppers appeared simultaneously in several locations, Desnim’s forces might be spread too thin to deal with all of them. Indeed, Nazelbart currently had his hands full just trying to contain the damage here. These manabeasts really are a pain.


      Nazelbart had hoped that he could spend some relaxing time as a couple with Agnes, sightseeing and shopping in the capital, but that had all been ruined because of Nero and the big hoppers.


      He’ll pay for this. I was planning to go pick out a new dress with Agnes since we came all the way here. We didn’t even have the time to look at clothes for Solis or get a souvenir for Luna. Nazelbart viewed Nero as a complete enemy, both because of his general resentment as a citizen of Desnim and his very personal grudge.


      Lately, Nazelbart had been extremely quick-tempered toward people interfering with his business. In the past, he’d suppressed his emotions and given up on everything, but that didn’t seem to be his true personality.


      Princes Nero, once I capture you...I’ll make you plow all the fields you destroyed. I’ll make you learn just how difficult it is to raise crops. Nazelbart was the type to hold grudges against those who’d wronged him.


      ***


      “I wonder if Lord Nazel is doing all right.” Inside the royal palace of Desnim, I was looking up at the sky with my chin in my hands. I was in my room, waiting for a report from the battleground Lord Nazel had gone to.


      “I’m sure Lord Nazelbart is safe like usual,” said Kelly next to me.


      “Thank you, Kelly.” Worrying wouldn’t help the situation out there. I had to pull myself together.


      “Incidentally, Lady Agnes, the people you have called from Sutrena are scheduled to arrive today.”


      “That’s true. Dorothy from Peppel Island should also be with them...” I’d contacted our school and had them send her here. She hadn’t made it in time for the latest big hopper attack, but it would be reassuring to have someone with the same magic as Princess Bianca.


      Solis was taking a nap in the child’s bed near me. Mrs. Holly had gone back to her family home today, so Kelly, the maids, and I were looking after him.


      A short time later, Solis started stirring and woke up.


      “Mmm...” He sat up and got down from the bed.


      “Rise and shine, Solis.”


      “Good day, Lord Solis.”


      “Mother, Kelly!” Solis smiled widely and stood next to us. He copied me and looked up at the window, but since he was too short, he couldn’t see outside and looked disappointed.


      “Solis, shall we take a walk in the garden?” I suggested.


      “Yes! Let’s walk!” Even though he’d just gotten up, Solis was full of energy and kept telling Kelly and me to hurry as he pulled our hands to leave the room.


      Once we were in the hallway, Queen Latriche and Princess Bianca walked up to us.


      “Oh, Lady Agnes. Are you heading out with Solis?” Queen Latriche asked.


      “Yes, it looked like Solis wanted to go outside, so I thought we could take a walk in the garden.”


      “How nice. Thanks to Solis, most of the palace garden has been restored and is in even better condition than before. I’m truly grateful, and so are my sons.”


      “I appreciate hearing that from you.”


      Since Solis had too much free time on his hands, he’d dug up most of the garden soil during our stay in the palace. The two princes had started planting various seedlings they’d ordered from afar, and part of the palace garden had transformed into a small field. We’d also requested that Dorothy bring various seedlings from Sutrena with her.


      There are beautiful flowers and berries that the princes wanted to plant.


      Since the area around the capital had been ravaged by big hoppers, providing seedlings was difficult. Of course, the people from Sutrena would also be bringing seedlings for the affected people to plant in their fields. Staff from the fortress would be delivering them to every farmer.


      While we were chatting, one of the palace maids informed Queen Latriche that there was a visitor.


      “Lady Agnes, it looks like your visitors from Sutrena have just arrived.”


      “Oh my, they are earlier than expected.” I had to go and greet them, but I was on my way to the garden with Solis. I’ll ask Kelly and the maids to look after Solis. I haven’t spent a lot of time alone with Solis lately, so I hope he doesn’t complain...


      As I was hesitating over what to do, Queen Latriche looked at Solis and asked me.


      “Mark and Herme want to play with Solis. May I take him to them?”


      “Huh, really? They wanna play? Mother, can I go?” Contrary to my expectations, Solis let go of my hand easily. It looked like he was better friends with the two princes than I’d realized. In any case, this was ideal for me.


      Queen Latriche’s handmaiden would take Solis to the princes’ room, so I left him in her care and asked her to contact me if anything came up. Kelly and I also called my guard Torre to accompany us along with Queen Latriche and Princess Bianca, and we all went to greet Dorothy in front of the palace gate. Queen Latriche led us outside, where Dorothy and the rest from Sutrena had just come through the gate. Perhaps because of how dire the situation was, Defi had also come carrying a large piece of luggage.


      “Thank you for coming, Defi.” It seemed that he had played a central role back at the estate in arranging the supplies and personnel for this trip.


      Suddenly, I felt like Kelly’s and Defi’s gazes clashed.


      Hmm? It must have been my imagination, right? Even at the estate, the two of them had only ever had businesslike interactions—I’d never seen them argue. They were both skilled at their jobs, which was a great help to both Lord Nazel and me, so... Neither Kelly nor Defi are the aggressive type, so maybe I just misread something.


      For now, I turned my attention to Dorothy, who’d come along with Defi.


      “Thank you too, Dorothy. I’m sorry for calling you all the way to the capital.”


      Dorothy vigorously shook her head.


      “I’ve always wanted to go to the capital. Thanks for makin’ that wish come true.” I wondered if Dorothy was just trying to be considerate, but it seemed like she really meant it. “Coming to the royal palace from out in the sticks of Peppel Island feels like a dream. Thanks a bunch for calling me, milady.”


      “I’m glad to hear you say that.” I turned to look at Princess Bianca. “Your Highness, this is Dorothy, the girl with insectogenesis magic. Dorothy, this is Princess Bianca of Suntogg, who has the same magic as you.”


      Princess Bianca looked restless as she started talking to Dorothy.


      “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Bianca. I thought I was the only person with insectogenesis magic, so I’m h-happy I could meet you.” Perhaps because of her excitement, she was all flustered, but I was still glad that she was happy.


      Dorothy smiled as she shook Princess Bianca’s hand.


      “Oh yeah, I have somethin’ I wanna ask ya, Princess.”


      “Wh-What is it?”


      “I heard yer good at using magic. Please teach me how to make giant praying mantises that only eat certain manabeasts.”


      “Do you mean praying mantises that only eat hell locusts—no, big hoppers?”


      “Yeah. I talked to milady about it, but I can only make mantises bigger. I caught some mantises back in Sutrena for testing.”


      Behind Defi, his subordinates each silently raised an insect cage.


      They brought those mantises all the way to the capital for Dorothy. What nice people.


      There was one praying mantis in each insect cage. If they were kept together, they would fight and cannibalize each other. The yellow-green insects were still squirming and full of energy.


      “Oh my... Sutrena’s praying mantises are bigger than Suntogg’s!” For some reason, Princess Bianca’s eyes were sparkling with joy.


      Come to think of it, she likes insects.


      I felt relieved that Dorothy and Princess Bianca looked like they’d get along.


      “Your Highness, would you please listen to Dorothy’s request?” I asked.


      Princess Bianca readily nodded.


      “Yes, of course. I will do whatever I can,” she answered seriously.


      “During the previous attack, we captured some big hoppers for experimenting on and locked them in the palace’s prison cells. Feel free to use them if you’d like,” Queen Latriche said, standing next to Princess Bianca.


      Princess Bianca and Dorothy looked at each other with glee. Dorothy hadn’t seemed interested in insects, but she might have actually been curious about her magic’s utility, and there simply hadn’t been an opportunity for it to be useful until now.


      Well, on Peppel Island, there could be many cases where people don’t realize the usefulness of their magic. The same was true for me when I still lived under the House of Evantail.


      What could you do or not do? What kind of work could you do to help others? People who lived in a small world might go their whole lives without answering those questions. Dorothy was surely not the only person that applied to.


      Lord Davier might have suggested for the innocent children born on Peppel Island to study on the mainland in order to broaden their horizons.


      It was difficult to unconditionally accept just anyone from Peppel Island. For example, if a criminal parent was plotting something sinister, they might take advantage of their child leaving the island. Some children might also accept everything their parents told them without questioning and commit crimes outside the island. As one of the representatives of Sutrena, I’d gone through a long, careful selection process to decide which children to accept from the island.


      Ideally, many children will realize their potential and become able to work outside the island without issue. With those thoughts in mind, I gazed at Princess Bianca and Dorothy, who looked like they would get along well.


      Then Defi called out to me. He seemed somewhat uneasy.


      “Excuse me, Lady Agnes...”


      “What is it?”


      In response, Defi brought forward a big, open bag he was carrying. Luna was sleeping soundly inside it.


      “L-Luna?! What is she doing here?!”
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      “Well...it seems that Lady Luna was struggling with the absence of Lord Nazelbart, Lord Solis, and you, Lady Agnes. She was bawling her eyes out every day and became too much for the maids to handle. She even activated her magic... For now, I think we should defer to your judgment and Lord Nazelbart’s...” It sounded like the estate had been in a terrible situation while we were here.


      “Was everything all right after she used her magic?!” I asked Defi as I picked up the sleeping Luna from him.


      “Yes. She only impaired and broke one toy.” Luna’s absolute impairment magic was the opposite of mine.


      “Are you doing okay, Defi? You carried Luna all this way, right?”


      “Yes. One of the maids has lullaby magic, so I asked her to lull Lady Luna to sleep. I flew here in a hurry without taking any breaks, but I think it’s about time she wakes up.”


      “I see. Lord Nazel is absent at the moment, so I will look after Luna. If Solis and I are with her, she might not activate her magic.”


      Queen Latriche had been listening to our conversation and peeked in from the side.


      “The mana sealer who sealed my sons’ magic is in the palace. Shall we have Luna’s magic sealed as a temporary measure until Nazelbart comes back?”


      “Well, I wanted to avoid sealing her magic if possible...but there are a lot of people in the palace.” Luna was still only one year old, so she couldn’t understand her surroundings properly. It would be terrible if she were to use her magic on a person. “Please take care of Luna for now, Your Majesty.” We had Defi with his absolute release here, so we could undo the seal on Luna’s magic at any time.


      “You can count on me.” It looked like Queen Latriche would ask the mana sealer to block Luna’s magic.


      At that moment, Defi glanced up at the sky and looked surprised.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Lady Agnes, look up at the sky!”


      Defi sounded more desperate than usual, and when I looked up like he asked, I saw something black swirling in the distance.


      “It couldn’t be! A swarm of big hoppers?!” Lord Nazel and everyone else had headed northeast, but this swarm was approaching the capital from the southeast. Does this mean that big hopper swarms appeared simultaneously in separate locations?


      I was relieved that this was happening after Luna had arrived, but both Lord Nazel and King Bertrand had left the capital. Most of the personnel assigned to big hopper countermeasures had also left for the northeast.


      Just in case, people have been deployed in various other locations to deal with the big hoppers, but will they alone be able to stop this massive swarm?


      I wasn’t the only one feeling uneasy. Both Queen Latriche and Princess Bianca looked pale.


      “In any case, we need to do something. Lord Nazel should have brought some spare carnivorous plants...”


      “Wait!” Defi told me as I was panicking. “Lady Agnes, I’ve brought extra carnivorous plants, so I believe you can use them now. They’re right there.” Defi pointed at the luggage from Sutrena that was being brought into the palace. It seemed that they’d carried luggage by mountbeast to the capital, then unloaded it into wagons at the mountbeast station and transported it to the palace.


      “Thank you, Defi. Could you take Lord Nazel’s carnivorous plants from the luggage and line them up along the big hoppers’ path?”


      “Lady Agnes, even if we carry them toward the big hoppers now, we might not make it in time. But if we aim to intercept them here in the capital, we might somehow complete preparations before the swarm gets here.”


      I looked at Queen Latriche, who nodded back.


      “We have no other choice. Let’s stop the big hoppers a bit before the city walls. We also need to issue an evacuation order for the capital’s citizens.” Queen Latriche ordered a nearby soldier to swiftly relay the message, and he rushed off to his comrades. “Don’t worry, they’re excellent soldiers. They’re all bitter about the previous big hopper attack, so they’ll properly reflect on their mistakes and handle this. I’m going too.”


      As Queen Latriche started walking away, Princess Bianca called out to her.


      “E-Excuse me! I’ll join you too. There are already more manabeast than we can handle flying our way, and my magic won’t work on them, but we might be able to stop them using different insects. Miss Dorothy, I’m sorry, but could you lend me the praying mantises you brought?”


      “Go ahead. They’re all yours.”


      “I don’t know whether this will go smoothly, but I will try to quickly create manabeasts that eat hell locusts. Thank you, Miss Dorothy. I will teach you about our insectogenesis magic once things calm down.”


      “Sure.”


      The insect cages with the mantises were handed over to Princess Bianca. After confirming the exchange, I gave instructions to Dorothy.


      “Stay here with Kelly, Dorothy. I’m going with Queen Latriche and the others.” Taking Dorothy to the scene of the battle would obviously be dangerous. She was inexperienced at using her magic, so she couldn’t stand against big hoppers yet.


      “You mustn’t, Lady Agnes. If something were to happen to you...” Kelly tried to stop me.


      “She’s right. Lord Nazelbart will have a heart attack,” Torre added.


      “I’m sorry,” I told them with a smile. “If by staying here major damage happened that I could have prevented, I would regret it for the rest of my life. I’m only going to do what I can without pushing myself.”


      Kelly understood how I felt and said nothing else. She only looked at me with worry.


      “Kelly, please take care of Luna for me. I swear I’ll come back unharmed.” I rubbed cheeks with the sleeping Luna and gently handed her over to Kelly.


      Though hesitant, Kelly tenderly took Luna from me.


      “I understand,” she said after a pause. “Please leave Lady Luna to me.” She then suddenly turned to look at Defi. “Mister Defi, please accompany Lady Agnes with Master Torre. We must make sure that she returns unscathed.”


      “That’s an unreasonable request,” Defi replied while nodding. “Even so, it was always my intention, so it’s fine. My magic is useless against big hoppers, but I can at least take Lady Agnes with me and run.”


      Back in Sutrena, we’d tried to use Defi’s absolute release magic on the mana leaking from big hoppers. But since it was just mana instead of magic, there had been no reaction.


      “Big hoppers were originally grasshoppers that Princess Bianca transformed with her magic. But she said she can’t do anything against these big hoppers with her magic. But with your absolute release, could you perhaps erase the big hoppers’ magic?” I’d conveyed this information to Defi in my letter asking him to bring Dorothy here.


      However, his expression turned sour.


      “It depends on Princess Bianca’s magic, but...it might be possible to slowly undo her magic one by one. However, I don’t have enough mana to go up against such a large swarm. Anything I do will probably be negligible.”


      “That’s not true. You can undo Princess Bianca’s magic itself!”


      “Lady Agnes, were you listening to me?”


      “If there’s a possibility, then even ‘negligible’ help is welcome. Let’s leave the all-out extermination to Lord Nazel’s plants and Torre, while we take it slow and steady.”


      “I don’t think there’s anything slow and steady about your magic, Lady Agnes...”


      I decided to first head toward the walls surrounding the capital, accompanied by Torre, who still looked unhappy about taking me along, and the bemused Defi. We stopped by the mountbeast station on the way and picked up Geni and Dunk, since it would be faster to fly to the walls on them. The city was dead silent because Queen Latriche had ordered a complete evacuation. Everyone must have already taken shelter indoors. The citizens remembered the damage from the previous big hopper attack clearly and had acted accordingly.


      Once we reached the walls, we saw the soldiers remaining in the capital and volunteers preparing to intercept the swarm. They were stationed inside and outside the walls, all staring at the sky.


      The big hopper swarm keeps approaching. It would reach us soon. It looks like Queen Latriche and Princess Bianca aren’t here yet. Oh, look at that. Outside the stone walls, the pots with Lord Nazel’s large carnivorous plants had already been set up at even intervals. It seemed like the palace soldiers had brought them here earlier. I was always impressed no matter how many times I saw the carnivorous plants wriggling around and opening and closing their large mouths. Carrying all those plants here must have been laborious. I could imagine the hard work the soldiers had endured.


      The houses around the walls had apparently been cleared out just in case; their residents were taking shelter elsewhere. I would feel sorry if the people lost their homes, so I used my magic to reinforce the area I could see.


      “Lady Agnes, please don’t go outside the city walls, all right? If it comes down to it, run into a nearby vacant building and take shelter,” Torre emphasized.


      I nodded in agreement. While I was at it, I reinforced him and Defi further; it would help me relax a bit.


      I looked at the sky to see a black swarm flying like drifting clouds, approaching just outside the city walls. I could also hear a loud, low-pitched buzzing.


      A knight guarding the capital took this chance to raise his voice.


      “Everyone, charge!”


      The knights and soldiers outside the walls all surged forward together. Incidentally, I’d secretly reinforced them too; I was going to stealthily undo my magic later.


      There’s a risk of my magic being discovered, but since we don’t have Lord Nazel and the other soldiers to rely on right now, I want to safeguard the lives of everyone here, as best I can.


      The big hoppers started moving erratically when they noticed they were being attacked.


      “Good, don’t let any of the manabeasts go past the walls!”


      I could hear shouting from outside as I anxiously looked at the walls. Geni and Dunk also looked uneasy.


      “Please return to the mountbeast station while you can. That building is sturdy, and I’ve been covertly reinforcing it. All right?”


      Mountbeasts were smart, so I was confident they understood me. However, they seemed dissatisfied with the order to flee on their own, and both of them averted their eyes and acted like they didn’t get what I was telling them. They both also made sounds of confusion.


      “Those faces won’t work on me. Things could get dangerous here.”


      While I was talking to my mountbeasts, Queen Latriche and Princess Bianca finally arrived on a pegasus. Princess Bianca was holding just two insect cages.


      “This is an experimental mantis I made in a hurry. I didn’t have the time to make detailed modifications, but for now, it should only react to and attack the big hoppers’ black and orange pattern.” To my amazement, Princess Bianca had apparently succeeded in her experiment in only a short time. “In addition, these are tachinid flies I was studying during my stay in the palace. They will only lay their eggs inside big hoppers. Once they grow, the larvae will emerge from the big hoppers’ bodies and kill them. I’ve made them grow faster than normal. In exchange, their lives are shorter...but in any case, they can defeat big hoppers.”


      Princess Bianca’s knowledge and ideas were incredible. I didn’t know much about insects, so I’d had no idea that there were flies that parasitized grasshoppers.


      Princess Bianca walked toward the walls with the insect cages in hand.


      “I will enlarge the insects outside the walls. There was no time, so this is the only method I can use right now. I can’t tell how effective they will be against the locusts who’ve turned into manabeasts, though.” If all she needed to do was make insects bigger, she could apparently do it on the spot.


      I was kind of curious, so I followed her.


      “It’s dangerous, Lady Agnes,” Torre warned me.


      I looked back at him and pointed at a spot on the walls.


      “Don’t worry, I won’t go outside. Do you see that staircase leading to the top of the walls? I thought I’d climb it.”


      “Haaah...” Torre followed me despite his dissatisfaction.


      It seemed that Princess Bianca had thought the same thing as me and was already ascending the stairs. Several palace soldiers were following her to guard her. Once I finished climbing the stairs myself, I was on top of the wall, where there was a wide space that served as a lookout post. Princess Bianca was planning to throw the insects outside the wall from that spot. Both Torre and Defi were following behind me.


      It seemed that Queen Latriche had entrusted Princess Bianca to me and moved to a different location to issue new orders. I’d used my absolute reinforcement on her like she’d asked me back at the palace, so there was no need to worry about her safety.


      The top of the wall is vaster than I expected. It’s possible to walk all the way around the outer part of the city.


      Observation platforms with arrow slits had also been designed so that arrows could be fired from here in case of emergency. From one such platform, I looked down at the area outside the walls. Amid the sounds of turbulent winds and the big hoppers’ buzzing, I could see the soldiers combating the threat and Lord Nazel’s carnivorous plants fighting fiercely. Thanks to the soldiers’ tenacity, the big hoppers had been stopped well before the city walls. However, I could sense that our side was being pushed back. We simply lacked combat power.


      I hope we can somehow force them back with Princess Bianca’s help.


      Princess Bianca reached the platform I was on, carefully took the praying mantis out of its cage, and gently placed it in her hand.


      “I apologize for forcing such a dangerous task upon you. Please save us...” Princess Bianca made the mantis fly outside the walls, then used magic to enlarge it.


      The very air shook as the mantis gradually grew bigger, causing a commotion outside the walls.


      “Don’t worry! The mantis is on our side!” Thanks to Torre’s loud voice, the soldiers’ confusion quickly subsided.


      The mantis first landed near the walls, surveyed its surroundings, then swiftly turned toward the big hopper swarm; it was reacting to their black and orange pattern. Finally, it ran straight toward the feast before it. The mantis was now about three times bigger than a big hopper.


      Next, Princess Bianca opened the cage with the tachinid flies, revealing about twenty of them.


      “I pray you all give birth to healthy babies...” Princess Bianca enlarged the tachinid flies just like the mantis. The imposing flies also headed straight for the big hoppers. “I’m sorry, hell locusts. Because I’m such a worthless person, I turned you into hated creatures and made you targets to be exterminated. You were once just ordinary insects living in the wild...” Princess Bianca’s love for insects knew no bounds.


      We decided to watch the battle from the top of the walls for a while. Princess Bianca’s insects were fighting hard out there. The mantis was busy eating, while the flies were laying their eggs nonstop. But since there were just too many big hoppers, this wasn’t a sufficient solution.


      “Torre, can you go help with the extermination? We should gain a big advantage with you out there.”


      “I have a duty to guard you, Lady Agnes,” Torre replied after a moment.


      “I’ll stay here with Princess Bianca’s guards, so I’ll be safe. I won’t just go out on my own.”


      “However...” Torre still looked sullen.


      “If this continues and big hoppers get inside the walls, I’ll get caught up in this either way. Moreover, Solis, Luna, and Kelly are in the palace. I think they’ll be fine indoors, but I want to stop the big hoppers before they get there.”


      “Very well,” he replied a bit hesitantly. “Please don’t take a single step away from Princess Bianca’s guards. Defi, I leave Lady Agnes to you.”


      Defi nodded firmly without saying a word.


      Torre looked hesitant, but he still jumped down from the wall and gigantified himself.


      Princess Bianca raised her voice when she saw that.


      “Oh my! Even though he’s a human, he can still grow larger like my insects. What an incredible man.” She seemed to use insects as a benchmark...


      I spent some time talking to Princess Bianca while working hard on secretly reinforcing the walls and her insects. Even so, the big hoppers gradually approached the walls; they still had the advantage.


      “Our side is getting pushed back. It might be time to get away from here,” I mused. I exchanged glances with Defi before turning to Princess Bianca. “Excuse me, Your Highness, it might be best for us to get down from the walls. The big hoppers are drawing closer, so it’s dangerous here.”


      Princess Bianca glanced at the swarm and nodded with regret.


      “That’s true. It’s exactly as you say, Lady Agnes. My magic alone wasn’t enough to stop them. I apologize for being so worthless...” She looked frustrated as she started walking toward the stairs.


      But then, we heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and Prince Leonardo appeared a moment later.


      “Princess Bianca, Lady Agnes, I couldn’t find you at the palace... What are you doing in a place like this?! Head back to the palace at once!” He’d been busy dispatching personnel to various locations to deal with the big hopper attack, as well as traveling to the sites themselves to give orders, so it seemed that he’d been late to notice that we’d gone outside. He’d apparently rushed after us when he’d discovered that none of us women were in the palace.


      “My apologies, Your Highness. Both Princess Bianca and I wanted to help, even if just a little,” I told Prince Leonardo.


      “I appreciate the sentiment, and you’re most certainly helping, but I can’t leave the princess of a neighboring country and the Margravine of Sutrena in a place under attack by manabeasts.” His opinion was perfectly reasonable. “Especially you, Lady Agnes. You are the biggest problem here.”


      “Huh? Not Princess Bianca but me?” I was confused by his unexpected comment.


      “If anything happened to you, there would be no one left to stop Nazelbart in his rage.”


      I hadn’t even considered such a thing.


      “You’re exaggerating. Lord Nazel is overprotective, but he wouldn’t abruptly fly into a rage.” Lord Nazel was always rational and knew how far he should take things no matter what.


      “If he felt like it, he could aim for the throne or invade and destroy every neighboring country, like a demon from a fairy tale. There is a high possibility of that happening if you were to be harmed, Lady Agnes.”


      I felt like Prince Leonardo was really exaggerating here.


      “And I’m telling you that someone as kind as Lord Nazel would never do that.”


      Prince Leonardo nodded.


      “Yes, under normal circumstances. But it would be a different story if anything were to befall you, so I must insist that you evacuate to somewhere safe.”


      “V-Very well. The big hoppers are drawing closer, so I was already thinking of getting down from here.”


      When I looked down, I saw Torre’s gigantification coming undone for the umpteenth time. Defi was also secretly returning big hoppers back to grasshoppers; it looked like his absolute release had been effective after all. But he looked tired, as if his mana had almost run out.


      Either way, it’s time to go. I’m worried about the people we’re leaving behind, but there’s nothing I can do anymore... I thought I’d take this opportunity to leave. I happened to glance up just as something unbelievable flew into my vision.


      “Hmm?”


      The first waves of the big hopper swarm had slipped past everything in their way, including the knights, soldiers, plants, and opposing giant insects. The black mass swept toward the walls like a tornado, almost desperate in its ferocity.


      “Intercept them!” a soldier atop the walls shouted.


      Oh no. We can’t evacuate to the bottom in time.


      The faces of all the people in the capital important to me appeared in my mind: Solis, Luna, Kelly, Mrs. Holly, the maids, the twin princes, Queen Latriche, who was running around somewhere, and Torre, who was giving it his all outside the walls... The ones near me—Princess Bianca, Defi, and Prince Leonardo—also came within sight.


      All of them are going to get caught up in the big hopper swarm. Even though the capital was on guard, its defenses were poorer than Sutrena’s; the damage would be immeasurable. Lord Nazel...what should I do?


      If the big hoppers broke through here, they would reach the defenseless people of other territories beyond the royal capital. Prince Leonardo had deployed personnel across the region just in case, but their situation was even more dangerous than the one in the capital.


      I broke into a panic.


      I have to protect them...but how? Maybe things will work out if I reinforce the air with my magic? I abruptly looked at the sky. That’s right. If I envelop the manabeasts with my magic and trap them, I might be able to stop their attack on the capital. But then my magic would be exposed. There is only a limited number of people here, so if I move a bit farther away, I might be able to use my magic without anyone realizing! Amid my chaotic thoughts, I instantly made up my mind.


      “Geni!”


      Hearing my voice, Geni quickly spread his wings and rose up from below. I jumped onto his back without hesitation.


      “To the sky!”


      Geni cried with vigor; it seemed that he also understood this was a desperate situation. He immediately turned around and flew straight into the sky.


      “Lady Agnes! Where are you going?!” Behind me, the panicked Defi got on Dunk and chased after me.


      “I’m going to stop the big hoppers here to protect everyone in the capital.”


      “Don’t tell me you intend to use that magic?!”


      “I am!” Before Defi could stop me, I looked up at the spot where the big hoppers were gathered and pictured the air enveloping the entire swarm in my mind. “Air, get stronger!” As I called out with my hands held in front of me, I felt mana surging from my body into my palms. At the same time, I was overcome by the sensation of an immense amount of power being drained from me. This always happened when I used major magic.
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      “Ugh! I’m still not used to performing large-scale magic...” Nevertheless, my magic was working. The air barrier emitted a faint light as it gradually enveloped the entire big hopper swarm, pushing it away from the walls and covering it from above.


      Should I leave the bottom open to avoid catching any people in it? I also needed to avoid the knights flying on mountbeasts—it was difficult to adjust my magic to snare only the big hoppers. Oh...I trapped Princess Bianca’s mantis and tachinid flies along with the big hoppers. But if I think of it as making it easier for them to catch their prey...it should be fine, right?


      This was my first time reinforcing the air while making such detailed adjustments. Since I was doing something I wasn’t used to, my efficiency inevitably dropped, and I ended up spending more mana than usual.


      “Oh no, I think I’m getting dizzy.”


      “Lady Agnes?! You’re overusing your mana! That’s the first symptom of mana depletion, isn’t it?!” Defi called in a panic.


      Even so... Solis’s and Luna’s smiles flashed across my mind. If I threw in the towel here, what would happen to them? I cannot afford to give up here! I wanted to protect my precious children along with everyone else.


      I firmly braced my legs on Geni to avoid falling and continued using my magic. There was only a little to go until the air barrier completely enveloped the big hoppers. My vision was getting blurry and I was turning pale. I...might have pushed myself too hard—blood came out of my mouth as I coughed. Just when I was about to pass out, all of the big hoppers were finally trapped inside the air barrier.


      “I locked up...all the big hoppers...” It looked like I’d accomplished what I had to, but I had no more strength left in me. “I’m glad I could...protect ev—” In that moment, my body swayed to the side.


      Geni sounded alarmed as he turned to look at me, then started descending toward the walls in a hurry. I somehow managed to cling to him.


      “Thank...you, Geni...”


      Defi also looked worried as he followed me on Dunk’s back.


      I suddenly spotted a familiar figure atop the walls, but he wasn’t supposed to be there... He should have left the capital...


      “Lord...Nazel? Am I...seeing things?”


      The illusion of Lord Nazel looked panicked as he stole a nearby knight’s pegasus and rushed into the sky. I was happy to see him...even if it was just my imagination...


      “Agnes! How could you be so reckless?!” Simply hearing his familiar, beloved voice filled me with a sense of security.


      “Lord...Na...”


      He reached out his arms toward me and I tried to respond...but my fuzzy consciousness suddenly faded after reaching its limit.


      ***


      Mariha, a housewife living in the capital, was in the living room of a stone house built atop a small hill. The doors and windows were firmly shut, and her three mischievous sons were safely in their room, despite their eagerness to go outside. She’d just heard that a swarm of manabeasts was attacking the capital. Her husband was one of the knights who’d headed outside the walls to protect the city.


      I wonder if he’s okay... Mariha was overcome by anxiety. She hoped her husband would come home safe and sound.


      Before long, the southern sky outside the walls was covered in black. Since Mariha’s home was atop a hill, she could see the walls below a little. This city was built on a mountain at high elevation, and there were many hilly roads.


      So the manabeasts have come. The capital had already been attacked by manabeasts once before, so Mariha knew what to expect. Still, it was an unpleasant experience, and thinking about the aftermath was depressing. I wish there was some way to reduce the damage... Mariha wanted to help, but she had no way to defend against manabeasts.


      My magic can only generate a gentle breeze. I doubt it would be of any help. Her magic was only useful for cleaning up dry leaves and dust. Even other kinds of cleaning magic would be more useful right now. If I could produce soap bubbles, for example, I might be able to interfere with the manabeasts’ respiration. Maybe then I would be able to help... No, no way. I doubt such a convenient magic exists. In the first place, few people could use magic on a large scale. Even if she could produce some suds, it was unlikely to do anything against such a massive swarm. Even my husband’s magic can only make things slide...and on a small scale too. He can only use it to play with our kids...


      Mariha was mortified at how powerless she was. She was resolved to at least help clean up the damage. As she looked out the window with unease gripping her heart, she suddenly saw manabeasts swirling like a tornado and crossing the walls.


      “Huh?! Oh no!” she shouted unintentionally. Had her husband been unable to stop the manabeasts? Was he safe? And would the manabeasts continue into the city? Mariha shivered as she remembered the mayhem from last time.


      After hearing their mother scream, her three sons came rushing out of their room with worried expressions, then they looked out the window.


      “Are the black manabeasts...coming again?” one of her sons asked.


      Mariha was unable to reply. She didn’t want to worry her children, but they would see through anything she said by way of empty reassurance. As despair overtook her, something flew up from the walls.


      Wh-What’s that? Some kind of large mountbeast? Once she took a better look, it appeared to be a pink wyvern flying up into the sky with someone on its back. The rider gradually became clearer.


      “It’s...not a knight. A woman in a dress is riding it!”


      The sight was shocking. Mariha wondered if the woman was trying to run away from the battle, but that didn’t seem to be the case. A slender man riding a pegasus was chasing after the woman. As Mariha was watching nervously, the woman suddenly stretched out both hands in front of her. A second later, the air lit up in a dazzling flash. With the woman in the center, a glowing white membrane covered the entire sky of the capital. The black manabeasts were forced back outside the walls.


      “What’s going on out there?” Mariha said unintentionally once more.


      “Mom, is she the saint?” asked Mariha’s five-year-old son—the youngest of the three—while pointing out the window.


      “Huh? What makes you say that?” Mariha asked back.


      Her son nodded with a serious expression.


      “’Cause the sky is glowing and the manabeasts were pushed away. I’m sure the saint protected us.”


      Listening to her son, Mariha also started thinking the same.


      “Yes... That woman must be the saint...” Mariha knew of legends about saints, but she’d never imagined one actually existed in this world. “She really exists... The saint protected us and everyone in the capital...” Mariha hugged her little son and continued looking at the sky through the window.


      The wyvern started descending back toward the wall and landed where it had come from. Afterward, it looked like reinforcements arrived, and the uproar caused by the manabeasts was quickly resolved.


      Just like most Desnimers, Mariha wasn’t all that religious, but on this day, she offered a prayer of gratitude to the saint who’d saved the royal capital.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Who Is the Saint?


      When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by the canopy of the bed in our guest room at the palace.


      Where are the walls? Or the big hoppers? And the person I saw at the end back there...


      With my mind still muddled, I called the name of the illusory figure I’d longed to see.


      “Lord...Nazel...?”


      “Agnes? Are you awake?” a nearby voice replied.


      “Huh?” Still lying down, I turned toward the voice and saw my beloved’s face right in front of me. Lord Nazel was lying next to me.


      What’s going on?! I froze in place.


      “My poor Agnes. You passed out in the middle of trapping the big hoppers and flying back to the wall, so you don’t remember anything. You have been asleep for five whole days.”


      “What?! For that long?” I thought he was joking, but Lord Nazel looked serious—it seemed to be the truth.


      “You once again reinforced the air with your magic and protected the capital from the big hoppers. Thanks to you, the entire swarm that appeared before the city walls was exterminated.”


      I thought back to my most recent memories and was relieved to learn that things had gone relatively well.


      “Thank goodness. Everyone made it out in one piece.”


      Lord Nazel nodded, still lying next to me.


      “Yes, the big hoppers were stopped right before the capital. No one was heavily injured either.”


      It sounded like my absolute reinforcement magic had been useful.


      “Lord Nazel, why were you on the city walls? You were supposed to be headed northeast.” I’d thought I was seeing things back there, but he gently told me it was because they’d finished exterminating the big hoppers in the north.


      “The extermination wrapped up earlier than expected. We then received news that big hoppers were approaching the capital, so I rushed back. But when I got there, I saw the big hoppers about to fly over the walls, and you were in the sky, making your best effort to reinforce the air. I was beside myself with worry.” He’d apparently returned in quite the hurry.


      “I’m sorry. When I thought about all the people in the capital, I panicked. I thought I had to do something, and that was the result...”


      Lord Nazel softly reached out and hugged me gently. My tension gradually faded away.


      “It’s all right. Everyone is grateful to you. However...”


      “However?”


      “Your magic has become the subject of rumors.”


      “Ah, I was afraid of that.” I’d been worried that my magic might be discovered if I used it to reinforce the air. I’d been hesitant, but I’d ultimately decided to protect the capital from the big hoppers despite that risk. I was supposed to keep my magic a secret...


      Even though I was seriously worried, Lord Nazel kept me in his embrace and stroked my hair gracefully.


      “Um, Lord Nazel? Is it all right for me to just be lying down like this?”


      “There’s nothing we can do now that your magic has been exposed. Don’t worry, I’ll handle any issues that arise.”


      “But...” I was worried that would put a heavy burden on Lord Nazel. I was overcome by remorse.


      “Don’t stress over it. King Bertrand and the others will also help. Besides, I will protect you no matter what.”


      Although I was truly grateful to hear Lord Nazel say that and I loved him for it, I was worried about the scale of the rumors.


      “Have the rumors about me spread far?”


      “Well...yes. A gag order was imposed at the scene, but you can’t control rumors. People are saying that you are a saint who erected a barrier to protect the capital from the manabeast swarm. The rumor has been circulating widely so far.”


      “I’m sorry... It sounds like things have become a real mess.”


      The knights and soldiers had been the ones to really protect the capital, as well as Lord Nazel’s research and the efforts of Princess Bianca’s insects. I’d only panicked when things got out of hand and used my magic to reinforce the air.


      Oh, I need to undo the reinforcement I placed on everyone’s bodies. I canceled my magic on the spot. After using it over and over, I could now undo my magic even from a distance.


      “You strained your body from mana overuse, so try to rest for a while without worrying about anyone else.”


      “Urk, okay.” I couldn’t make Lord Nazel worry any further.


      As if to reassure me after I quieted down, Lord Nazel hugged me even tighter.


      “Don’t worry. We plan to influence the rumors about the saint to a certain extent. We will have our revenge on the one responsible for this incident.”


      When I looked up, Lord Nazel’s gentle smile was so close to me that I could feel his breath. His expression and what he was saying were at complete odds with each other. For a moment, what Prince Leonardo had told me at the walls crossed my mind.


      “You have nothing to worry about. If you’re thinking about me, you need to get some proper rest. Mrs. Holly is looking after Solis, and Kelly is also here, so everything will work out.”


      “Oh, Lord Nazel... Luna is actually in the capital too. I heard that she missed us terribly and even used her magic... Queen Latriche asked a mana sealer to temporarily seal her magic, and then...”


      “I heard about Luna. She’s happily playing with Solis right now. Things have gotten pretty difficult, but leave it all to me. You should focus on recovering. Let’s discuss the seal once you are better.”


      “All right, Lord Nazel.”


      Following my obedient answer, Lord Nazel gave me a peck on the lips.


      “I’m so glad you are all right,” he whispered. He really was a gentle person. Prince Leonardo must have been exaggerating about him.


      Lord Nazel continued holding me for a moment, and I yielded myself to him. But then, I came to a sudden realization.


      Come to think of it, since when has Lord Nazel been here? He must be busy with all kinds of tasks, so is it all right for him to be spending time like this?


      As I stared at him, he nodded like he understood what I wanted to ask.


      “It’s fine. I’m only a guest here, after all. I did what I had to; dealing with the aftermath is His Majesty’s job.”


      “Oh, I see. Um, what was the damage like in the areas the big hoppers passed through this time?”


      “We stopped them quickly, so the northeast wasn’t in a very bad state. And only a small area was damaged around the capital. Since the big hoppers grew quickly, we were able to discover them early on and exterminate them.” It seemed that Princess Bianca’s improvement—or rather, corruption—of the big hoppers had worked in our favor.


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      “You don’t need to worry about a thing. Just take a nice, long rest.”


      My body felt heavier than usual. It seemed that I hadn’t recovered yet. Lord Nazel must also be aware of that.


      “Yes, I’ll just take a quick nap.”


      “Great idea. Sleep well, Agnes.” Lord Nazel smiled gently as he gave me a kiss on the cheek.


      ***


      “Now then...” Nazelbart raised his head after lulling his beloved wife back to sleep. Agnes was sleeping soundly and breathing softly, likely feeling relieved.


      She’s adorable. I hate having to leave her side. But he couldn’t afford to stay here. Suntogg was to blame for everything.


      “How dare you make Agnes push herself like this... Curse you, Suntogg. You will pay for this.” Nazelbart decided that he would never let this happen again.


      Nazelbart sat up and got out of bed. Under the blanket, Agnes mumbled something incoherent in her sleep, perhaps noticing the change.


      She’s the cutest in the world... I want to hear that again and again... I want to hug her once more. Was it even legal for his wife to be so cute? Nazelbart was on cloud nine. Therefore, he couldn’t let anyone who would get in the way of that happiness run wild.


      Nazelbart left the room with great reluctance and headed straight for Bertrand. There was something Nazelbart had to do right now. He entered a drawing room where the king was waiting along with Valen, the second prince of Polpystan. Bertrand had called the prince for assistance a few days before the attack. Although Valen hadn’t arrived in time for the massive big hopper outbreak, Polpystan had also suffered because of big hoppers in the past, so it considered the recent incident its own problem too and was helping with the aftermath.


      Incidentally, Valen also seemed to be seething with silent rage.


      “Hello, Nazelbart.”


      “Good evening. It has been some time, Your Highness.”


      “Has Lady Agnes woken up?”


      “She was up for a short time, but she’s sleeping again now. She overexerted herself during the big hopper attack, so she hasn’t fully recovered yet.” Nazelbart looked downcast as he thought back to Agnes’s poor condition.


      Valen wore a pained expression as he watched Nazelbart.


      “I understand. I’d love to see her once her health improves. Her presence comforts me, so I hope she gets better soon.”


      “No, you may not meet with her. Agnes can only bring me comfort. How about you also get married, Your Highness?” Although Nazelbart recommended Valen get a wife of his own, it seemed that the latter had no such intention.


      “You seem to be in a bad mood, Nazelbart. The same goes for me, though... To think that Suntogg is responsible for the big hopper plague. Because of them, territories have been ravaged, and the adorable Lady Agnes has become bedridden. They won’t get away with that.”


      “Agnes is my wife, all right?” Nazelbart wondered if there was anything he could do about the propensity of Valen—or the Polpystani people as a whole—to make passes at married women.


      As Nazelbart stood there rather appalled at Valen, Bertrand cut into the conversation.


      “Elder brother, Nazelbart. I believe you know why I called you both here...”


      “Yes, it’s so we can all get revenge on Suntogg, right? This was some serious harassment on their part—it was practically an act of war, wasn’t it? I heard that even Latriche, the queen herself, had to run around amid all that danger.” Valen’s rage was reflected in his eyes. He was utterly soft on his younger sister who’d married into Desnim. Just like Valen, the entire Polpystani royal family had strong familial love.


      Nazelbart and Agnes had been welcomed with open arms during their visit to Polpystan because Agnes and Latriche were good friends. Having become the queen of a foreign country, Latriche had tended to feel isolated, and only Agnes had treated her without bias and supported her at all times. Thanks to their friendship, Sutrena had developed an extremely favorable reputation within Polpystan.


      Bertrand kept the discussion on track.


      “I informed Suntogg about the big hopper attack and the poisoned wheat, and pressed for Prince Nero’s extradition, but their king is hesitant. Then I asked for Nazelbart’s help and tried to get in touch with other Suntogger princes and princesses.”


      Nazelbart picked up the explanation.


      “Since Suntogg doesn’t seem to be a monolith, I quickly dispatched some of King Bertrand’s subordinates to spread the information to those aiming for the throne or in conflict with Prince Nero. According to a report that came in this morning, Suntogg’s internal dispute for the throne has intensified. Amid the chaos, our allies managed to protect Princess Bianca’s mother, one of the king’s consorts.” This way, Suntogg couldn’t threaten Princess Bianca to turn insects into manabeasts again.


      “Yes, Suntogg is similar to Myzahn in that respect. The current king has many children,” Valen said.


      During their conversation, one of Bertrand’s men came bearing a new report. He whispered into the king’s ear, and the latter looked surprised at the news.


      “The King of Suntogg has apparently passed away. Moreover, several influential princes have killed each other in the struggle over the succession.”


      “Huh? That means...the king was definitely assassinated, right? This is going to escalate into a large-scale civil war like the one in Myzahn...” Valen said.


      Nazelbart agreed with him. Suntogg was wavering like never before; this was their chance.


      “Your Majesty, this is perfect timing. Desnim should intervene in Suntogg’s succession conflict.”


      “What do you mean, Nazelbart?”


      “We can take this opportunity to arrest Prince Nero, since he fled to Suntogg, and hold him responsible for everything he’s done. He needs to fully understand the magnitude of his actions.”


      Nazelbart was seething. The big hoppers had been responsible for all of their suffering until now. Sutrena’s soil had been barren all these years because of the person with insectogenesis magic who’d lived in Myzahn long ago, but that had still been caused by the same big hoppers. As a result, the people of Sutrena had suffered from poor harvests and manabeast attacks, and Nazelbart had also faced a lot of hardship when he’d first taken up his post as margrave. That was why he couldn’t tolerate the Suntogg royal family reviving those monstrosities and using them to wreak havoc upon other countries.


      Let’s settle this matter without involving the innocent Suntogger civilians.


      Nazelbart had also been investigating Suntogg from a different angle than Bertrand. At the moment, Defi was especially motivated because Agnes had been put in danger and her magic had been exposed, so he’d taken the initiative to look into Suntogg.


      “Yes, you are both correct,” Bertrand said. After hesitating for a moment, he nodded with resolve.


      ***


      A few days after I’d first woken up, I—Agnes—finally made a full recovery. I’d regained both my stamina and mana, and I could get out of bed and move around without problem. Lord Nazel was as overprotective as always and wanted me to stay in my room and keep resting, but I’d gotten bored.


      Then again, since my magic was exposed, it will be difficult for me to wander around as I have until now. Even when I just walked down a corridor, people would glance at me, whisper about me, and revere me as a saint.


      I just happen to have similar magic to a woman called a saint long ago. I’m not technically a saint myself...


      Ryuk and other researchers had already investigated the topic of saints. Their great deeds, along with the effects of their magic, were what had led to people calling them saints. However, the title of saint had only been given to them posthumously by those impressed by the magnitude of their achievements. It just so happened that they had all been women with types of magic that shared similar traits. Saints were said to possess magic such as recovery, purification, and barrier. However, when it came to healing, I could only reinforce the immune system, neutralize toxins, and slightly speed up the recovery rate for injuries.


      In that sense, since Master Robin can heal emotional damage, he’s closer to the saints spoken of in legends...


      The legends of past saints helping people with their healing and barrier magic had an awfully strong impact. As a result, people viewed me the same way just for using similar magic, though perhaps that was because there was no better way to describe it.


      My magic is clearly a different kind than that of the saints. And yet here I was, struggling because people still considered them the same.


      “What should I do?” I wanted to leave my room but couldn’t, so I was just pacing around inside it. Lord Nazel had looked busy recently, and although he’d told me he’d accompany me if I wanted to leave the palace, I felt reluctant taking up his time.


      I shouldn’t go out until talks with Suntogg are over. That was why Lord Nazel was so busy with work, so I thought I should just keep an eye on things for now.


      Since I’d become unable to casually wander around now, Mrs. Holly frequently took Solis out to play in the garden; she was a true lifesaver. Luna mostly played in her room. It seemed that she hadn’t met the twin princes yet.


      The palace garden had become covered in green and started turning into a jungle thanks to Solis restoring all of its soil with his magic, followed by the princes planting various kinds of seeds and seedlings all over the place. All of these plants were Lord Nazel’s improved varieties brought here from Sutrena, so they grew really fast even without me using any magic on them. And since Solis had made the soil more fertile, the plants were growing three to eight times faster than normal. The gardeners were also incredibly busy dealing with the sudden appearance of so many flowers and crops.


      The vegetables harvested in the palace were taken to the capital’s market where they were distributed to the people. Publicly, King Bertrand used the pretext that these crops had miraculously survived the big hopper attacks in order to keep Solis’s magic hidden.


      When he grows a little older, we might be able to openly send him to different places. Until then, he may have to keep secretly fixing the soil. I would leave that decision up to Lord Nazel.


      Solis was still young and fickle, and although he sometimes turned ravaged lands into fertile fields, he would also cause excessive vine growth in the tuber fields, or refuse to use his magic if he was in a bad mood, so he wasn’t suitable for being entrusted with responsibilities. That was also why Sutrena’s fields hadn’t been fully restored yet. Solis might become more obedient after a few years. Therefore, Lord Nazel’s plants were considered a more realistic solution at the moment. Of course, Lord Nazel only created crops that wouldn’t harm people, unlike Suntogg’s wheat.


      Speaking of Suntogg, Prince Nero, the main culprit of the big hopper incidents, was going to be extradited to Desnim. I’d been told that Lord Nazel had placed Prince Leonardo in charge of the negotiations. The passing of Suntogg’s king had led to a succession battle, during which princes and princesses had died one after the other in mysterious circumstances, and Prince Nero and Princess Bianca were apparently the only members of royalty left. In a way, Suntogg was even more turbulent than Myzahn had been during its own civil war.


      Desnim had presented evidence of Prince Nero’s crimes and stated that if he were crowned king, it was willing to join forces with Polpystan and attack Suntogg. Many in Suntogg had been unaware of the late king and Prince Nero’s scheming, which had led to confusion.


      Prince Nero’s plan was to take control of Desnim’s food supply to interfere in its domestic affairs, completely take over our country’s religious institutions, and finally abolish churches and leave only Convents. Apparently, his mother was related to the Convent top brass. Once he had taken control of Desnim, he was going to try the same strategy on Polpystan. But his ambitions were thwarted.


      Suntogg didn’t want to invite a war with two other countries while its upper echelon was in chaos, so it had decided to send Prince Nero to Desnim in exchange for Princess Bianca. Prince Nero had already eliminated quite a few of his political opponents in Suntogg, so he had numerous enemies and had incurred the wrath of many, making his capture comparatively easy even within the palace. The exchange of royals would soon take place and Princess Bianca would return to Suntogg.


      Becoming the ruler of Suntogg must be difficult for Princess Bianca. It might be a worse fate for her than staying in Desnim and atoning for her crimes.


      Suntogg was currently in a state of chaos, and Princess Bianca herself wasn’t exactly safe. She would return to her country to become queen, but there might be nobles aiming for the throne, so her life might be targeted like the other members of the royal family. Furthermore, she had apparently been abandoned in the inner palace and hadn’t received proper education as a royal. She also got nervous easily, so it would be difficult for her to appear before others as the queen. But even so, she’d accepted this outcome.


      She’s a strong woman...


      While I was thinking about Princess Bianca, there was a knock on the door and she appeared in the flesh. Her perfect timing honestly surprised me. I offered her a seat on the couch then sat across from her.


      “Welcome, Your Highness.”


      “Lady Agnes, I apologize for suddenly dropping by uninvited this early in the morning. I heard that you currently can’t go out much.”


      “I’m happy you came to see me.”


      “I realize this is sudden, but I need to depart today, so I wanted to give you a final farewell... You have been truly good to me, Lady Agnes.”


      “Please, I should be thanking you. Thank you for teaching Dorothy magic!” Dorothy had become able to control her magic better after their meeting. She wasn’t as skilled as Princess Bianca, but she spent more time engaging with her magic than before.


      Princess Bianca’s crimes were unforgivable, but she’d also kept taking action to fix the problems she’d caused—and she would continue doing so into the future.


      I’m always pretty naive, though... Well, even given that she wasn’t exactly innocent, I still wished that Princess Bianca could remain in Desnim.


      “Your Highness, are you truly fine with returning to Suntogg?” I’d heard that Princess Bianca had been abused there. A precarious path awaited her.


      There might still be honest people left in the royal palace... I truly hoped that was the case.


      Princess Bianca smiled gently at me. She looked prepared for what was to come.


      “After I return to Suntogg, I will repay Desnim in my own way. And I will never cause such an incident again, or let it happen either. That should be possible if I become queen. I actually intended to atone for my crimes here, but since that won’t be possible, I’d like to at least go home and do what I can... Lady Agnes, please don’t look at me like that.”


      “Huh? Was I making a strange face?” I hurriedly tried to compose my expression.


      Princess Bianca chuckled as she watched me.


      “I’m happy that you’re worried about me, but I’d prefer if you smiled.” Princess Bianca looked at me with a serious expression. “I used to be constantly worried over how others viewed me. I thought I had to present myself like a proper princess, like an ordinary woman. But after coming here, I realized that how I act and what I accomplish are much more important than how I look.”


      Princess Bianca’s presence was completely different from before. She now appeared like a royal with a strong inner core. It was complicated, but I believed that she’d grown through this incident and her experiences in Desnim.


      “We’ve only known each other for a short time, but thank you for being my friend, Lady Agnes. I wanted to talk with you more.”


      “Me too. I’ll write you letters after you return to Suntogg.”


      “Sure. This is just between us, but...I actually wanted to get married to Prince Leonardo.” Princess Bianca smiled, looking on the verge of tears.


      Could Princess Bianca...have feelings for Prince Leonardo? He had been the first to notice her predicament, and the two of them had been interacting rather casually. It wouldn’t be unnatural for her to harbor affection for the man she might one day marry, though their possible engagement had been called off after everything that had happened. I felt sad thinking about Princess Bianca’s complicated feelings, but unfortunately there was nothing I could do for her. She was a responsible person who’d made a difficult decision.


      “Your Highness, I will support you to the best of my ability.” Without any allies and weapons, she was going to fight all alone, in the country where she had been abused just recently. “Please get in touch with Sutrena if anything happens. Lord Nazel and I will come over on our mountbeasts.”


      “Heh heh, how reassuring.”


      “We’re already friends, after all.”


      “Thank you, Lady Agnes. I was planning to say my goodbyes with a smile, but now I feel like I’m about to cry.” Princess Bianca took out her handkerchief. “I don’t want to leave this room, but it’s time for me to go. I hope we meet again someday.”


      We talked a little more before Princess Bianca left to get ready for her trip back home.


      ***


      After saying her farewells to Queen Latriche, then to Margravine Agnes of Sutrena, Bianca finally exited the palace to leave Desnim. She spotted the king and queen in the garden, waiting to see her off. Bianca bowed to them, then took her luggage and waited for her carriage in front of the gate, surrounded by the guards who had always been there to keep an eye on her more than to protect her.


      This is fine. This is how it had to be. Leaving such a warm place made her hopelessly lonely, and she felt like she might just run away. But she couldn’t think like that. She had to be strong. I want to help these people who accepted me despite all my flaws. This was the way she had to make amends and show her gratitude to them. It was a heavier punishment than simply being arrested.


      Bianca had no idea how much she could accomplish as the queen. There was a high possibility of her being hindered and killed along the way. Despite that, she believed that something would change—that change was actually possible—so she had decided to return to her homeland to become the queen.


      Bianca’s escort from Suntogg arrived, and Prince Nero was taken out of the carriage to be exchanged for her. Her brother glared at her, his eyes full of hatred for the woman who’d betrayed him. In the past, she’d been completely terrified of her brother’s eyes, those of the man who looked down on her and kept coercing her, but now she also had things she wouldn’t compromise on.


      My mother has been taken under Desnim’s protection, and I was promised that she could live a peaceful life free of threats. Therefore, I have nothing to be afraid of anymore.


      Perhaps Bianca’s mother was still a hostage in a sense, but the King and Queen of Desnim who were protecting her were sure to keep their promise. And her mother was as mentally fatigued as Bianca, so she was better off leaving Suntogg. Bianca had already said her goodbyes, but her mother was mentally ill and had barely reacted even with her daughter right in front of her. Still, she hoped that her mother would gradually regain her vigor in Desnim.


      Bianca ignored her brother’s gaze as she passed by him and confidently headed straight for the carriage. She didn’t look back—mustn’t look back. However...


      I wanted to see him one last time. Bianca had gone to his room to say goodbye, but he’d unfortunately been out, so she’d been unable to meet him. Although they weren’t particularly close and had no relationship with each other anymore, he could understand Bianca and had been the first to offer her a helping hand. Without him, I wouldn’t be the person I am now.


      With that man’s face still in her thoughts, Bianca handed her luggage to the handmaiden who’d come for her and stepped onto the carriage, when...she suddenly heard someone’s footsteps rapidly approaching from behind her.


      I shouldn’t get my hopes up; that would never happen. He’s a very busy man. We have nothing to do with each other anymore, so he wouldn’t want to spend time on me. We haven’t even had the opportunity to meet for some time.


      Bianca kept her troubled emotions in check and turned around to see who it was. What awaited her was nothing short of a miracle: The man she’d been secretly hoping to see was running toward her. Huh? What’s going on? Yes, that was what she’d been hoping to see, but it was also confusing in a way.


      Leonardo stopped right in front of Bianca and fixed his eyes on her. Whether from her nervousness or the pounding in her chest, her breathing became erratic.


      “Princess Bianca, it has been decided that I will accompany you as your prince consort,” Leonardo told her calmly.


      “Huh? Uh, excuse me? A-Accompany me?”


      “The decision is already final and has been discussed with Suntogg.” Leonardo also explained that this was why he’d been busy lately and couldn’t see her.


      Bianca needed some time to digest everything. Is this...this dreamlike scenario even possible?


      Leonardo waved at the king and queen behind him and pushed the dawdling Bianca into the carriage.


      “H-Huh? What?”


      “My brother and Nazelbart taught me how to act as king and consort. I’ll help you reshape Suntogg.”


      Leonardo’s tone suddenly changed; this was probably his natural one. But to Bianca, the different way he was speaking was completely trivial.


      More importantly, I was never told anything about this! That’s the real problem. Bianca had been about to board a carriage to her homeland alone, fully resolved in the face of death, so how had it even come to this? She was happy, but her emotions couldn’t quite keep up.


      “Excuse me, Prince Leonardo, but are you sure you want to go to Suntogg with someone like me? The palace there must be in complete chaos at the moment. You might regret this.”


      “It’s already a done deal.”


      “B-But you wouldn’t gain anything by becoming my consort.”


      As Bianca spoke rapidly, Leonardo looked a little offended.


      “I volunteered for the position. Are you dissatisfied at the thought of me becoming your consort?”


      “A-A-A-Absolutely not! You are too good for me!”


      This was actually what Bianca had hoped for from the bottom of her heart, but she’d given up on the idea for being too unrealistic. She’d thought it was simply impossible.


      “Why did you volunteer to become my consort?” Bianca asked. “I’m not cut out to be the queen, I’m plain, and I like bugs, so I know that I’m not an appealing wife.”


      “I was your potential husband to begin with, and I believe everyone has their own preferences.”


      “Huh...? B-But...” Why was he telling her something so wonderful? Bianca felt like she would get the wrong idea.


      “It’s true that during our first meeting, I got the impression that you were quiet, and I couldn’t tell what was on your mind. I thought of you as a princess with no personality of her own, always hiding in her brother’s shadow.”


      “Urk. I-I’m so sorry...” Bianca was very much aware that she’d acted like that. At the time, she’d believed that was what she should do, so she’d acted as inoffensive as possible.


      “However, you stood in opposition against your father the king and Prince Nero, all alone in the unfamiliar environment of Desnim, and worked your hardest for the people. That’s not something just anyone can do. I believe you’re a brave woman.”


      “Me, brave? No...” This had all been Bianca’s fault to begin with, so she’d done the bare minimum she could to atone. She wasn’t as great a person as Leonardo was making her out to be.


      “I was deeply impressed by your actions. I was also an unmotivated prince hiding in my older brother’s shadow.”


      “Huh?”


      “We also both have mothers of low standing, and our older brothers are very proactive. But unlike me, you faced adversity directly. That’s something I...”


      Leonardo’s voice got really quiet halfway through, and Bianca couldn’t quite make out what he was whispering there at the end. But it seemed like he at least admired what she’d done so far. And now he was going to fight alongside her in Suntogg; she could tell that much.


      “Are you truly sure about this?” Bianca asked.


      “Yes; I already said so. After you broke ties with Prince Nero, I also earnestly asked Nazelbart to instruct me about the mindset and duties of a prince consort—because I sensed that things might turn out this way.”


      “From that far back?”


      “Nazelbart kept nagging me about not having a lot of time to spend with his wife...but in the end, his resentment turned toward Suntogg, and he helped lay the groundwork to send me there.”


      “What?!”


      “I also heard that he teamed up with Prince Valen and forced the Suntogger government to make various concessions... I feel sorry for you about that part. He can be ruthless when he snaps.”


      Margrave Nazelbart Florescruz was Agnes’s husband. He gave the impression of a handsome man with a refreshing smile, who doted on his children, and was devoted to his wife. He didn’t seem like a harsh, ruthless person.


      “He became more terrifying after Lady Agnes collapsed. He calmly carried out retaliatory measures against the Suntogger government even while he was furious. And now I’m heading to Suntogg too...”


      Bianca’s impression of Margrave Florescruz changed drastically.


      “But let’s get back on topic. In any case, I have willingly decided to become your consort and rebuild Suntogg. I want you to be sure of that.”


      “O-Okay.” As Bianca answered, she could feel her face heating up. She kept wondering again and again if such a wonderful development really was all right.

    

  

  
    [image: insert7]
  

  
    
      But this is a heavy responsibility. If she were alone, she thought it wouldn’t matter much if she was ultimately knocked down or crushed along the way. But things would be different if Leonardo was with her. She must never let such a kind person meet that dreadful fate. I will prevent that from happening no matter what—I will protect Prince Leonardo without fail! To achieve that goal, Bianca also needed to stubbornly survive.


      Gosh, things just keep taking a turn for the unexpected. Nevertheless, Bianca’s heart felt a bit brighter and warmer than it had before.


      ***


      I—Agnes—watched Princess Bianca’s carriage depart from the window of my room. The carriage slowly went through the palace gate and down the hill, then gradually faded from view.


      After finishing various duties, Lord Nazel joined me in the room and stood by my side, supporting me as I saw Princess Bianca and Prince Leonardo off.


      “So they’ve left. Both Princess Bianca and Prince Leonardo...” I said.


      “That’s right.” Lord Nazel seemed to be in a good mood with his work taken care of.


      After Princess Bianca could no longer stay in Desnim, Prince Leonardo and Lord Nazel had anticipated this situation—rather, they’d been secretly preparing to bring about this outcome. As a former prince consort candidate, Lord Nazel had hammered the role’s ins and outs into Prince Leonardo, laid the groundwork, and sent him to Suntogg—all in a short period of time. Prince Leonardo was a talented person and had just lacked motivation in the past, so I expected he would be fine.


      “Come to think of it, Prince Nero was returned to Desnim in exchange for Princess Bianca. Has his punishment been decided?” I asked.


      “Yes, it has. His magic will be sealed and he will be made to help restore the fields ravaged by big hoppers. He will be cleaning up the mess he made.”


      Was it really acceptable for Lord Nazel to be the one deciding this? Still, I found the punishment appropriate.


      “I hope Prince Nero can understand the feelings of the people who carefully tend to their fields.” That way, he might never again think about unleashing big hoppers on fields or selling wheat that prevents other crops from growing.


      “Me too. I’m confident he will come to understand.” Lord Nazel had his usual gentle smile. “Also, on the topic of your magic, since there were many eyewitnesses, wouldn’t it be better to make an official announcement about it? That’s the option we’re considering. Would it be all right with you if we went ahead with it?”


      “I don’t mind. I’m so ashamed of myself...”


      “You had no other choice given the circumstances, and everyone is grateful to you, so I’m not worried in that regard. However, we will need to increase your guards.”


      “I’m sorry...”


      “I’m all right with it. Though it might make it harder for you to walk about than before.”


      In other words, I would be in for a life of overprotection under Lord Nazel’s supervision. That sounds terrible. Isn’t there a way to make things laxer? At this rate, things would unfold exactly as Lord Nazel wanted, since he always preferred to keep me as safe as possible. I decided to negotiate with King Bertrand and Lord Nazel to give myself more freedom of action.


      “I discussed this with the king, and we’re thinking about making Solis’s magic public along with yours. We wanted to hear your opinion too.”


      “Huh? You’ll include Solis too?”


      “According to King Bertrand, the people of Desnim need hope right now, and I feel the same. I think it’s better for them to live with the dream of Solis restoring the soil as he grows older rather than the despair of having to cultivate barren land for over a century. I feel sorry for putting such responsibility on Solis, but given the extent of the recent damage, I think he’ll be able to fix it in only a few years, even if he takes his time.”


      “Yes...hope is really necessary.” Images of the once-exhausted people of Sutrena flashed through my mind. I didn’t want anyone else to turn out like that.


      “Solis is also a noble. He’s smart, so I believe he will understand if we explain everything properly and ask for his help.”


      “I’m sure he will. But I don’t want us to push him too hard, so the schedule should be...”


      “Of course, I’ll make sure it isn’t too crammed. He will also be able to stay with us. The official reason will be that in order to protect all of Desnim, he won’t be stationed in the capital but in Sutrena, where the damage is the worst.”


      “Our whole family can be together that way.”


      “Yes, you have nothing to worry about. If anyone complains about the treatment you and Solis receive, Sutrena can just declare independence.” Lord Nazel casually brought up a shocking possibility—and he was the kind of person who could make it a reality.


      But I’m happy that he’s thinking of us. I smiled as I held Lord Nazel’s hand.


      “Since all that is settled now, let’s get you a dress and buy Solis some new clothes while we can. I contacted the atelier in the city and asked them to come to the palace.”


      “Huh? You mean right now?”


      “You were bored since you couldn’t leave your room much, right? I felt bad for you even though there was no other choice. We’ll have to return to Sutrena soon, so we can only do this now.”


      Lord Nazel took me by the hand and proceeded to the next room, where we were greeted by the tailors and Kelly with Luna in her arms. Mrs. Holly had also led Solis here by the hand.


      And so, I became a dress-up doll.


      “You are wonderful, Lady Agnes. Simple designs really suit you too.” Kelly had picked out some dresses for me and praised me whenever I tried on a new one.


      Lord Nazel—who was now holding Luna in Kelly’s place—broke into a wide smile.


      “Yes, you’re adorable. You look perfect no matter what you wear, Agnes.” Lord Nazel always praised everything about me, so I couldn’t place much stock in his opinion.


      He didn’t mind how I looked back when I was called Lady Bumpkin either... That made me incredibly happy.


      Next to me, Solis was also trying on various different outfits.


      “Oh, Solis, you’re so cute. You look great in anything. How lovely.” When it came to Solis, I shared an impression similar to the one Lord Nazel had about me. “Let’s consider outfits for Luna too. I wonder what would look good on her. ♪” I turned to Luna, who was still in Lord Nazel’s arms.


      “Gah!” she replied, vigorously moving her tiny arms and legs.


      “My, my, someone looks motivated.”


      Since we would be making public appearances more often from now on, Lord Nazel bought Solis, Luna, and I several outfits each, while Kelly, Mrs. Holly, and the maids each received one formal dress, as they would be accompanying me at times. Sutrena was quite affluent at the moment.


      Once we were done shopping and left the room, we happened upon Queen Latriche walking down the corridor. She noticed our family and turned to us.


      “Lady Agnes. Tomorrow is Desnim’s National Foundation Day. I believe you were already informed, but there will be a party at the palace that I’d like you to attend.”


      “O-Of course. I was informed in advance, but, well...”


      “It was previously postponed because of the big hopper attacks. Our citizens suffered too, so it wasn’t the proper mood to celebrate...”


      “Yes, well...that’s true.”


      Just like Queen Latriche said, we hadn’t been in a position to celebrate National Foundation Day. I knew about the party, but I had expected it would be canceled. But it could probably be held now since the problem had been resolved and the future was looking clear.


      “We can’t simply ignore National Foundation Day, so we decided to hold a small celebration just within the palace. It won’t be anything grand, so I hope you will feel free to attend.”


      “Thank you very much, Your Majesty.”


      “Before the party, there will be an announcement regarding you and Solis outside the palace. You will be called our saint, while Solis will be our ray of hope.”


      And suddenly...this was no longer going to be just a carefree event. I glanced at Solis and Luna, who were happily giggling next to me, feeling flustered as I thought about the day of the party.


      ***


      A few days later, it was time for Solis and me to have our magic announced to the world. Luna’s magic would still be kept secret. Even if we were to reveal it, we’d decided to only do so after she could use it safely. Her magic was to be kept sealed until she could communicate properly. We’d discussed postponing the announcement if it rained, but the weather was clear, making the conditions ideal. The outfits we’d ordered the other day weren’t ready in time, but Kelly had brought several others with her, so we had that covered.


      The capital of Desnim had a stone tower for announcing national news. Today, the announcement was going to be made from a wide balcony on the upper floor, addressing all the people below. There was a plaza in front of the tower, making it easier for people to listen. The citizens had already been informed that there would be important news today, so a crowd had already gathered in front of the tower. I had Luna in my arms as I waited in the tower’s antechamber, absolutely paralyzed from stress. Solis looked completely nonchalant as he played with Luna.


      I’ve grown accustomed to events in Sutrena, but I get all stiff in the capital.


      Lord Nazel was calm as usual and hugged me from behind along with Solis and Luna.


      “Agnes, you’re taking this too seriously. All you need to do today is stand there, so relax.”


      “That’s easier said than done.”


      “Should we go out there hugging like this? It might be a good way to show how close we are as a family.”


      “Hmm?” It was sometimes hard to tell exactly how serious Lord Nazel was.


      While we were talking inside the tower, King Bertrand and Queen Latriche greeted the people from the balcony, steadily setting the stage for the announcement. We could hear their voices from inside the anteroom too.


      “And so, Lady Agnes, who has been revealed to be a saint, protected the capital by maintaining her barrier until her mana ran out. And her son Solis possesses magic which can revitalize the land! He’s still young, but he will eventually be able to restore the contaminated lands across the whole country.”


      “Yeaaaaah!” We could hear cheers from all around us. The crowd was going wild.


      “The Florescruz family has come to the tower today! Their eldest Solis and youngest Luna are with them too.”


      “Whoaaaaa!”


      The loud cheering was making me falter. I can’t keep cowering like this. I need to be strong. Myself aside, I had to properly introduce the adorable Solis and Luna to the world. I summoned my courage and wriggled free of Lord Nazel’s embrace.


      Solis started wandering around, but Lord Nazel caught him. One of King Bertrand’s men came to tell us that it was time for us to go out, so our family of four headed to the balcony.


      “Let’s go, Agnes.”


      We walked outside with Lord Nazel carrying Solis and me carrying Luna.


      “We present Margrave Florescruz, Lady Agnes the Saint, and their two children!” King Bertrand introduced us the moment we stepped outside, making me gasp and further curl into myself.


      “This way, this way...” the king and queen whispered to me, leading me to the center of the balcony.


      Holding Luna with one arm, I timidly waved at the spectators, earning another round of cheers. Lord Nazel held Solis high up so everyone could see him clearly, and the crowd grew louder still. Solis seemed to think that his father was just lifting him high as a game and simply enjoyed himself. He didn’t get bashful and had nerves of steel, showing great promise for the future.


      In any case, I’m glad everyone is showing a positive reaction to us.


      Lord Nazel put Solis down and held Luna up next, who giggled in delight just like her brother had. Finally, Lord Nazel embraced me, for some reason eliciting the loudest cheers so far.


      This is what gets you people the most excited?! Even though it wasn’t my intention, our intimacy as a couple made a significantly favorable impression. Indeed, the phrase “Margrave Florescruz,” became a Desnimer idiom for a man who doted on his children and cherished his wife.


      After the announcement at the tower, we headed to the party at the palace; our schedule was a bit tight. Our children were tired, so they were only going to show up at the start then go stay in their room.


      It would be too cruel to keep dragging them around with us. I doubt they could behave themselves during the party. Solis, especially, was quite capable of turning the banquet hall’s floor into a field the moment we took our eyes off him.


      And so, Lord Nazel and I joined the evening party, while watching our two children. I held hands with Solis while Lord Nazel carried Luna.


      While we’d been gone, the palace banquet hall had been completely turned into a party venue. A luxurious chandelier sparkled on the high ceiling where historic, stately arches intersected, while the walls were decorated with majestic tapestries. The white marble floor was polished to perfection and reflected the light.


      Wow... The palace’s servants are indeed impressive. They practically transformed the room in no time at all.


      In the center of the room, several groups of nobles were already enjoying elegant conversation while listening to the orchestra’s performance; I nervously observed everyone.


      I was dressed in a chic, wine-colored dress with a silver hem that Kelly had prepared for me. It was an evening dress—different from the one I’d been wearing during the day—and the most mature one I owned. I had my hair up, adorned with an ornament fitted with amber-colored gems, the same color as Lord Nazel’s eyes.


      “You look as fantastic as ever, Agnes.” Lord Nazel’s sweet voice was so pleasant it made my head tingle.


      “You also look mature and striking, Lord Nazel. You even matched your outfit to mine.”


      Lord Nazel was wearing a jet-black tailcoat with silver thread on its tail, just like the hem of my dress—it looked perfect on him. His chest was decorated with a brooch embedded with gems the same color as my eyes. His red hair was neatly styled, without a single strand out of place. He looked impeccable, but the faint smile on his lips conveyed the tenderness and love he felt for me.


      I slowly entered the banquet hall with Lord Nazel escorting me. I could see tables lined up at the edge of the venue.


      Ugh, those are the same table decorations my dress got caught on long ago.


      Perhaps Lord Nazel had the same thought, since he kept staring in the same direction.


      “This takes me back. This is where I met you.”


      Because I’d taken a massive tumble back then and Lord Nazel had reached his hand out to me, we were here today. We made eye contact and smiled at each other. In a sense, that table decoration might be the leading figure that had led us to happiness.


      While Lord Nazel and I were lost in reminiscence, Solis and Luna were happily looking around them. Solis’s eyes sparkled when he noticed the refreshments on the tables.


      “Snacks!”


      Lord Nazel and I exchanged glances again.


      “You can have a few, Solis. You put them on your plate like this...” I demonstrated.


      Solis climbed onto a chair, sat down properly, and imitated me.


      “Goo gah!” Luna started kicking around as she watched her brother. It seemed that she wanted to do the same thing as him.


      “Um, I think it’s too early for you, Luna... How about you take a seat for now?” Lord Nazel suggested.


      “Wah!” Luna replied with satisfaction.


      “All right.” Lord Nazel gently lowered Luna onto a chair.


      Other nobles soon started approaching us to talk.


      “I’ll watch Luna,” Solis reassured us.


      “Thank you, Solis.” Feeling hopeful about my children’s steady daily growth, I started conducting myself as befitted the Margravine of Sutrena.


      ***


      During the evening party, Luna sat in a chair with too much time on her hands. Although Kelly had changed her into beautiful clothes, her interest was already pointed elsewhere.


      “Goo! Gah!” She first tried calling her brother.


      “No, Luna. You must be quiet. Sit down.”


      Her brother Solis was sitting next to her, happily stuffing his cheeks with snacks, but Luna couldn’t eat any of that yet. She wasn’t hungry, but still bored. So while Solis was focused on eating, she climbed down from her chair. Her parents were talking to other nobles.


      “Wah...” she quietly cried in joy as she crawled under the tablecloth. The narrow space with white cloth covering all four directions somehow felt calming. Luna started crawling under the table—on the cold marble floor—and came out of the tablecloth on the opposite side.


      “Mah...”


      The ceiling was covered in sparkling lights, and ahead of Luna were women in fancy dresses, as well as people holding strange devices which made sounds. Everything was a new experience for Luna. She got excited without even realizing it.


      “Gyah!”


      Luna continued crawling on the floor to explore her surroundings. The glossy floor felt nice and cool. There were many more chairs and tables, with various objects lined up on them. It looked like they were all things Luna couldn’t eat yet.


      After moving around for a while, Luna suddenly felt a tugging on her skirt. No, it wasn’t tugging; rather, her frilly party skirt had gotten caught on one of the chairs.


      “Auh! Gah!” Luna struggled to somehow break free, but there was nothing a one-year-old baby like her could do. As she was overwhelmed by a sense of helplessness and was about to burst into tears, a shadow suddenly fell in front of her.


      “Are you all right? What are you doing here?” A blond boy with refreshing eyes was gazing down at Luna. He looked around the same age as her brother Solis.


      Thinking help had arrived, Luna started walking toward him.


      “Stop. If you walk like that, I will see your underpants.”


      “Auh.”


      “I’ll break you free.” The kind boy crouched next to Luna and untangled her skirt from the chair it had gotten caught on. “There you go. You can move now.”


      “Aaaou!” Luna wanted to thank the boy, but she couldn’t quite say “thank you” properly. However, it looked like her intention had gotten across, as the boy smiled widely at her.


      ***


      We’d spent some hectic days in the capital, what with resolving the big hopper incident and Luna getting lost during the party, but we safely returned to Sutrena once again.


      For some reason, Prince Herme was the one who’d brought Luna back to us when we’d gotten separated at the banquet hall. I was grateful for his help. Luna seemed really attached to him, and the prince also doted on her. I’d been truly relieved when he’d brought Luna back so quickly after she’d strayed away from us.




      A warm climate, lush greenery, and the lively sounds of animals and birds. Sutrena always brings me comfort. It had become my one true home.


      After landing in the garden, Geni and his family happily stomped around after being away for so long. They couldn’t let loose like this in the capital’s mountbeast stable. There wasn’t enough space since it was in the middle of a city—not much we could do about it.


      Dunk was also preoccupied with eating all the weeds that had grown in the garden while we had been away.


      With his guard duties finished for now, Torre passionately picked up Liliane after she came to welcome him, then ran off somewhere—probably to go see his children. They’ve been separated for some time, so I’m sure they missed each other.


      Mrs. Holly was also greeted by Mister Henry and their children, and smiled as she handed over souvenirs from the capital.


      Dorothy of Peppel Island, who’d newly mastered her magic, safely returned to her friends at school. After learning about her magic in the capital, her face was overflowing with confidence.


      I had our children sit in chairs on the terrace and watched over everyone.


      I feel like I’ve come back home. The others feel the same, right? Hmm? I suddenly looked to find that my children had disappeared from the chairs they had been sitting in until a short time ago.


      “Huh? Aaah!”


      The moment I took my eyes off them, my children had run away. Solis had started digging up the garden with his magic, and Luna was quickly crawling on top of that soil.


      “Oh dear, Solis and Luna are going to get covered in mud. Um, I-I must capture them!” I hugged both the nearby Solis and Luna together, then Lord Nazel embraced me along with our children. It was a happy moment.


      I really feel like we’re a family right now. I once again savored the joy of having Lord Nazel and our children in my life.


      I, the isolated Lady Bumpkin, had stood up for the Lord Villain at the royal palace, leading to our marriage and to us living together in Sutrena. We’d overcome many hardships, met many people, and were even blessed with two adorable children.


      “What’s the matter, Agnes?” Lord Nazel asked, looking worried to see me shaking.


      “Lord Nazel, I...feel incredibly happy right now.”


      Lord Nazel nodded while still hugging me.


      “Me too. Let’s keep growing even happier.”


      Sutrena would likely become more developed in the future. Both the school’s management and the system of children from Peppel Island studying here seemed to be going well.


      “Yes, please stay with me forever, Lord Nazel.”


      “Heh heh, that’s like a proposal. I won’t let you go even if you change your mind.” The words Lord Nazel whispered to me were the most reassuring in the world.


      I doubted any more big hopper swarms would appear. If Solis used his magic to cleanse the contamination from the soil, any food shortages would completely disappear, and damage from manabeast attacks would also significantly drop.


      Yes, the future looks bright.


      I turned around and softly kissed Lord Nazel as he leaned over.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 1: Confessing to a Handmaiden


      After returning from the capital, Kelly was diligently checking the outfits in Agnes’s room. Since Agnes had been announced as a saint, she would have to make public appearances more often and would therefore need more outfits. Kelly was itching to use her skills to present an even more gorgeous Agnes to the world. Of course, Kelly had plenty of other tasks in the Sutrena estate beyond managing Agnes’s clothing; that was truly wonderful for a workaholic like her.


      My goal is to serve Lord Nazelbart and Lady Agnes and to watch over Lord Solis and Lady Luna. When Lord Nazelbart and Lady Agnes one day retire as rulers of Sutrena, I will resign as head handmaiden and accompany them.


      However, something had been worrying Kelly lately: Someone akin to her rival had joined her workplace. A young man named Defi had come from a commoner background like Kelly, had been taken in by Agnes, and had quickly risen to the position of head butler. He was very capable at his job.


      I won’t be outdone. Kelly was fired up. Since Defi seemed to think the same about her, it only roused her competitive spirit further.


      Agnes had taken Defi in from Myzahn, and he served her personally rather than the House of Florescruz, which had led to him becoming a servant at the estate and even assisting Nazelbart. Kelly had heard that Defi had worked in a strict environment back in Myzahn, and he seemed to find his job here easier since his work wasn’t strictly determined and he had more autonomy. He was apparently the type who could display his skills more easily when he worked at his own pace. Compared to the highly competitive work environment of the capital, it was much easier for a simple servant to rise to a position of responsibility in Sutrena.


      I’m grateful that I’ve been granted complete freedom when it comes to choosing clothing. Kelly lined up Agnes’s new clothes that had just been delivered from the capital’s atelier and carefully checked them to see if there were any problems. Mm-hmm, that’s a famous atelier in the capital for you. Every outfit has been tailored to perfection. Kelly had already finished looking over Solis’s outfits and had them delivered to his room.


      It’s almost time for Lady Agnes to return to her room. As Kelly was thinking of waiting here, the door suddenly opened. She’d expected it to be Agnes, but it was someone who looked a lot like her instead.


      “Miss Kelly! Good work!” It was Agnes’s brother Paul. The boy Kelly once knew had grown into a strong, seventeen-year-old man.


      When I first met Lady Agnes, she was around the same age Mister Paul is now. It made Kelly feel a bit nostalgic.


      “Mister Paul, do you have business with Lady Agnes? If so, she should be finishing her work at the school soon and coming back—”


      “No. I came to see you today, Miss Kelly.” As Paul spoke, he offered Kelly a bouquet of flowers he’d been hiding behind his back. “I brought these for you!”


      “For...me? Not for Lady Agnes?” Kelly was confused.


      “Exactly. Miss Kelly, well, if you’d like, please go...g-g-go...g-g-g-g-go out with me! I’ve liked you for the longest time!” Paul’s loud voice rang through the quiet room.


      “Hmm? Mister Paul?” Kelly honestly didn’t quite understand what he was saying. It isn’t my birthday today, nor some kind of anniversary. And what does “go out” mean?


      Paul’s face was bright red as he continued.


      “I will be turning eighteen soon. As a man, I will be old enough to get married! I-I’d like to marry you, Miss Kelly.” He was apparently proposing.


      This is so sudden... What should I do? Kelly discreetly used her magic to see into Paul’s heart. Her magic was somewhat vague, but understanding how other people truly felt was useful in situations like this. He isn’t teasing me. And it doesn’t look like he wants to marry just anyone... Kelly could only feel enormous affection toward her from Paul. She was a little startled when faced with such straightforward romantic feelings.


      I always thought he was kind of attached to me... Kelly had assumed it was because she was Agnes’s handmaiden. Kelly avoided using her magic thoughtlessly, so she’d never noticed Paul’s feelings for her. I never expected something like this would happen. Kelly had taken care of Paul back when he’d first taken refuge in Sutrena, and she’d thought he only viewed her as a friendly handmaiden. But according to what her magic had revealed, her assessment had apparently been wrong.


      Why did he develop feelings for me? Kelly was already twenty-five, eight years Paul’s senior. Aren’t there any lovely noblewomen his own age available? I don’t think he should confess his love to a commoner eight years older than he is. After the controversy surrounding the House of Evantail, Paul had been stripped of his status as a marquis’s son, but Agnes was a margravine, so there was a possibility of him regaining his status as a noble. And even if that didn’t come to pass, a man as talented as he was should be able to marry a woman of higher class.


      Kelly chose her words carefully as she addressed Paul.


      “I’m estranged from my family, and my parents and brothers are worthless people. I’m also already past the typical marriageable age. In short, I’m a rather undesirable woman. I believe you can find someone much better than me, Mister Paul.”


      Although Kelly had expressed her honest feelings, Paul looked unconvinced.


      “I already know all that. But I’ve always been grateful for all you’ve done and attracted to you. You’re the only one I’d want to marry.”


      Paul had been in a difficult position as a former nobleman whose family had fallen into ruin. Kelly had always shown him consideration and was one of the adults he could rely on, but she honestly wondered how it had come to this. All she’d done was help out a younger boy.


      “I intend to serve Lady Agnes for the rest of my life. I look forward to assisting her every day. Therefore, I cannot consider marriage, no matter who my husband would be.” Kelly expressed her honest feelings once more.


      Paul leaned forward, his eyes shining behind his glasses.


      “I look very similar to my sister. Couldn’t you spend your time with me instead of her? Unlike my sister, who can’t sit still, I could be your dress-up doll for as many hours as you’d need!”


      “Oh my...” Paul was surprisingly aware of the going-on in the estate. It was an attractive proposal. To be honest, Kelly enjoyed changing Paul’s clothes too. She’d been thrilled both when she’d helped him break free of his traditional Evantail attire and when she’d had him cross-dress to impersonate Agnes.


      I’d be happy to be able to change his clothes for hours on end, but marrying him solely for that reason would be wrong... I’m a commoner through and through, older than him, and have a burdensome family. I want to serve the House of Florescruz right now. I only come with negatives. Furthermore, since Kelly had grown up surrounded by younger brothers, she tended to prefer older men.


      “Mister Paul. You have my sincerest apologies, but I cannot reciprocate your feelings. You would be wasted on someone like me...”


      “Is that so? Then I shall continue proposing to you.”


      “Huh...?”


      Before Kelly could figure out what was going on, Paul thrust the flowers into her hands and dashed out of the room. All she was left with was a bouquet of light pink and white flowers.
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      “What was that all about?” It had to be just a young man’s lapse of judgment.


      As Kelly was looking at the flowers, Agnes returned to her room.


      “Oh? I see you got some lovely flowers from someone, Kelly. How about you decorate your room with them?”


      Normally, Kelly would have found it strange that Agnes had correctly guessed who these flowers were for. After all, if someone was holding flowers in Agnes’s room, it would be natural to think that they were using them to decorate it. But since Kelly was shaken, she didn’t pay attention to what Agnes had said.


      “I suppose I will...” Kelly replied.


      Agnes smiled happily. Kelly would only learn much later that Agnes had been secretly rooting for her brother’s love, all while respecting Kelly’s position. Agnes would later boldly confess that she’d always wished Kelly was her older sister.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 2: Giant Grasshoppers Versus Little Ol’ Me


      It all happened without warning. One day, a massive swarm of mysterious manabeasts appeared at the Sempli Convent. They looked like giant grasshopper nymphs, all hopping across the Sempli Convent grounds in the same straight line.


      “The heck are those? Gross,” muttered Robin, who was skipping practice and dressed in a loincloth, as he looked down through a window at the manabeasts boldly crossing the Convent’s garden.


      Lubhuta, who was similarly skipping practice and wearing a loincloth, nodded next to Robin while clutching a spare loincloth in one hand. He was the kind of person who couldn’t calm down if he wasn’t holding something to use as a whip.


      “Master Robin, those are without a doubt a new species of manabeast. They will likely cause chaos in the Convent!” Lubhuta was excited for all the wrong reasons.


      “Dude...” Robin was almost speechless at Lubhuta’s reaction, but then he realized this could be a chance to escape. I might be able to get out of here while the manabeasts are trashing the Convent.


      As Robin looked through the window, he saw that the demonic monk and his comrades had noticed the unusual swarm and started fighting the manabeasts. But the manabeasts were so overwhelmingly numerous that the monks were being pushed back. Most of the manabeasts kept moving across the Convent and toward the foot of the nearby mountain; it looked like they were only passing through the Convent.


      “Whoa, the demonic monk is really struggling out there. Man, that’s hilarious!”


      “Bwa hah hah, good job, grasshopper monsters. Hit them harder! Trample those monks!”


      Robin and Lubhuta both cheered on the mysterious manabeasts.


      “Say, shouldn’t we go down there now? The monks have gone over that way.”


      “I agree, Master Robin. How about we head in the opposite direction as the manabeasts?”


      “You have some good ideas from time to time, old man. Let’s go to the back gate that has no monks!”


      The two of them left the building and covertly headed for the back gate. However, their path was packed full of the mysterious manabeasts; there were simply too many of them.


      “Ugh, aren’t we in trouble? I doubt we can pass through them without magic.”


      “We can somehow manage thanks to your youth, Master Robin. I leave the rest to you.”


      “Why are you just dumping all the hard work onto little ol’ me? You freaking suck. Pull your weight too, old man.”


      “What do you expect me to do against those things?!”


      “There are so many options! Like acting as live bait!”


      “I-I’m retreating! Whoaaa!” With that parting remark, Lubhuta ran back inside with all he had. He was completely useless.


      “You gotta be kidding me! What a total coward.” Robin, blind to his own personality flaws, jumped onto the back of a nearby manabeast. He was confident in his agility and skill at escaping. He hated manabeasts, but he was in no position to complain. Last time, he’d been captured by that accursed Nazelbart because he’d refused to get on a mountbeast. He wouldn’t repeat the same mistake.


      “Hell yeah. I’m giving up on the back gate, but I’m gonna ride on this thing and break through the front gate!” Clinging to the mysterious manabeast, Robin passed through the monks and finally jumped over the front gate.


      “Hooray! I managed to get out!”


      But since Robin had descended to the plains without the ability to use his magic at all, he was caught between the monks searching for him and the soldiers who’d come from the capital to exterminate the manabeasts, and he was tragically recaptured only two days later.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 3: What Became of Leonardo and Bianca


      Being surrounded by mountains, Suntogg had a lower temperature than the capital of Desnim and dry air. During winter, the snow piled up so high that walking around became a challenge. Even within the palace grounds, those with magic that could be useful for clearing the snow all had to work together to clear paths. Whenever Leonardo had the time, he also used his gravity manipulation on the piled up snow to help clear it a little.


      It was the winter around six months after Leonardo had come to Suntogg, or rather since he’d become Bianca’s consort. He was gradually growing accustomed to life in the palace. When he’d first arrived in Suntogg, it had been in utter turmoil. All members of royalty besides Bianca and Nero had passed away, and the nobles who had been supporting them had also crushed each other, vastly reducing their numbers. But fortunately, most of the nobles who’d survived amid all that chaos were relatively decent people. Indeed, they might have survived precisely because they were decent people who hadn’t selfishly picked sides and had instead thought solely about their country.


      Thanks to that, Leonardo and Bianca had started their work in Suntogg far more smoothly than they’d expected. Even now, Leonardo was in his office, diligently working on administrative tasks at a desk next to Bianca, who’d become the queen. Although she was now the queen, since she’d been abandoned in the inner palace as a kid, she had never been properly educated as a royal. Therefore, she now progressed on her work with Leonardo’s help and instruction. The rest of the time, she took classes from a variety of specialists. The queen’s schedule was packed.


      “Haaah, it’s almost the season of springtails, crane flies, and stoneflies.” Bianca’s hands suddenly stopped, and she muttered an incomprehensible statement while looking through the window.


      “Huh? What? Are you talking about insects?”


      “Yes, they’re insects that can survive even in the snow. In Suntogg, they herald the arrival of spring. At this time of year, they can be found at the foot of mountains and around lakes.”


      “I see, so spring is coming... Now that you mention it, there haven’t been any heavy blizzards lately.” There had also been less snow piled up than before.


      “That’s right. So it will surely stop snowing soon. I’m looking forward to it.” Bianca turned toward Leonardo, offering him a smile as tender as the gently falling snow.


      This is kind of soothing... Leonardo thought.


      At first, he’d felt sympathy for the princess since her circumstances were similar to his, and he had been driven by a desire to help her. But Bianca had not yielded in the face of adversity, and instead had given her all to help Desnim and ultimately decided to become the Queen of Suntogg, a country on the brink of collapse, even though she knew it would be a thorny path.


      Leonardo realized that he—a lazy coward—was nothing like the brave Bianca. But she was still frail and vulnerable, so he felt like he couldn’t just leave her be. He couldn’t tell whether these were romantic feelings or a sense of camaraderie, but he thought that Bianca looked cute when she had a natural smile, not a forced expression.


      “Once spring comes, the insects will become more lively. I can’t wait.”


      Now that she was the queen, Bianca no longer hid her interest in bugs. It looked like the people around her had decided to turn a blind eye to their queen’s modest hobby. One reason was apparently because she’d been recognized for breeding useful insects, like peaceful bees that were easier to harvest honey from, or insects that specialized in pollinating crops which bore fruit with difficulty. In any case, the current situation was much better than when Bianca had yet to leave Suntogg to visit Desnim.


      “Bianca.”


      “What is it?”


      “I’m sure you’ll be a good queen in the future. Let’s make Suntogg a peaceful and bountiful country.”


      “I’ll do my best.”


      “And if possible, I’d be happy if you didn’t take any additional husbands in the inner palace...”


      Bianca blinked several times in quick succession.


      “The inner palace? Oh... You mean my father’s harem! It completely slipped my mind.”


      Suntogg practiced polygamy, but it had never been ruled by a queen up to now. It hadn’t yet been decided what would become of the inner palace. The facilities for housing the late king’s harem remained, though his consorts were no longer there. The buildings had received a little damage during the recent conflict, but they were in good enough condition to be usable if people moved back inside.


      “Uuum, well, I...” Bianca turned beet red and averted her gaze from Leonardo. “I am thinking of abolishing the inner palace! The Minister of Finance also said that the inner palace during my father’s reign was an excessive burden on the nation’s finances, so he wanted to abolish it during my reign. Besides...” Bianca turned her gaze back to Leonardo. “I don’t want to see siblings fighting each other again. I want them to get along like you do with the King of Desnim. For that reason, I believe it would be best if the inner palace is abolished.”


      “Desnim also used to practice polygamy, and I didn’t get along with my older sister. But my sister-in-law is close with her siblings, and her sons are also good friends. So I believe it’s possible to raise children who don’t fight each other...not that we have any yet.”


      “Th-That’s true.”


      The two of them got embarrassed and started fidgeting.


      “Pardon the intrusion. We’ve come to deliver some documents.” Just then, some of Bianca’s subordinates awkwardly entered the room; the Minister of Finance who’d come up in the conversation earlier was among them.


      “My, my, I’m glad to see you two getting along so well. Yes, I’m not worried about a single thing. That money pit of an inner palace will be gone, and unnecessary power struggles will no longer be driving up the expenses for building repairs and treating the injured. Funds will be directed where they are actually needed, and our relations with neighboring countries will be more stable. Love is a truly wonderful thing, isn’t it?” The minister was a bit tactless, but he was a reliable ally to Bianca and Leonardo within the palace. “I will be looking forward to the birth of your child. Oh, and if you have more than one, please have one of them marry my son or daughter. Though my children are still only three and one.” The minister said what he wanted to say, delivered the documents, and left the room with the others.


      That was so awkward, Leonardo thought. When he looked at Bianca, he noticed she’d turned even redder, She didn’t seem capable of working anymore.


      “Bianca, should we take a little break?”


      “Yeth!” she replied as she got up.


      Even the sight of her staggering along somehow seemed cute to him.


      I’m glad I begged my brother and Nazelbart to let me marry into the Suntogger royal family. Strangely enough, Leonardo wasn’t regretting anything about his decision.


      “Bianca, be careful not to fall over. Here...”


      “Eep!”


      “You’re moving like an inchworm.”


      For some reason, Bianca looked a bit happy when she was compared to an insect.


      Leonardo helped the unsteady Bianca sit on a couch to rest, then called a servant waiting outside the room to bring tea.


      It had already stopped snowing outside.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 4: The Students Return to Peppel Island


      The regular ship to Peppel Island had more people than usual on board today. The children studying in Sutrena were temporarily returning to the island. Though people still referred to them as children, Largo—the daughter of the island’s toolmaker—wasn’t that far apart in age from Mia...


      Mia absentmindedly sat on a clump of rocks, watching the ship arrive at the nearby beach. The tide was coming in at this time of day, making puddles of water at the foot of the rocks. The surf was calm at the moment, so she could clearly see shellfish and anemones in the ocean.


      Those kids are finally coming back. The children had been eager to travel outside the island, but they’d gone to Sutrena, out in the sticks; it was nowhere special.


      A short time later, Largo and the rest came down from the ship. After she greeted her parents, she noticed Mia and ran up to her.


      “Mia! I missed ya!” Largo shouted, as lively as ever. She was incredibly athletic, so she dexterously climbed the rocks and was standing in front of Mia in a matter of seconds.


      “Welcome home. How was Sutrena? I doubt it was much different from here. In fact, they suffer from food shortages and extreme manabeast attacks, so it might be even worse than the island.”


      Largo cocked her head in confusion.


      “Sutrena was more urban than here. Sure, I heard some grasshopper manabeasts ravaged their fields, but it was all wrapped up by the time we got there, and the food was all fine too. That fruit called violaberry was especially delish! I wanted to plant them on the island, so I asked the school’s chairwoman and got just one seedling.”


      “Oh, so you got a violaberry seedling?” That was one of Mia’s favorites. I don’t know who this chairwoman is, but she has my praise.


      Bananas, mangos, and pineapples were the most common fruits growing on Peppel Island. More unusual varieties included mangosteens, dragon fruits, and star fruits. Mia ate them every day, so she’d gotten sick of them.


      “I heard that berries grow in cold places, but they told me that the seedling from Sutrena can even grow in warm areas with barren soil.”


      “I see; so there is a variety like that.”


      “I learned how to build some new tools, so I’ll make ’em for you next time,” Largo said with a smile, before leaving Mia’s side to go talk to someone else. She was one energetic and busy girl.


      Just as Largo left, Davier walked up to Mia. It looked like he’d also come to see how the returning students were doing. He skillfully crossed the rocks with his long legs and crouched down next to Mia.


      “Lady Mia, I’m glad to see your friend has returned.”


      “Wha— That is preposterous! I’m a princess! I would never make friends with a commoner...”


      “Sure, sure,” Davier casually brushed off her objections. “I’m happy to see that their studies in Sutrena went well. Before long, technology on Peppel Island will develop, which might also make your life easier, Lady Mia.”


      “I’d...be happy if that happened.” As Mia said that, she suddenly wondered what Davier had been after when he’d asked for the children to study outside the island. Was it because he wanted to make my life more comfortable? No, I’m probably reading too much into it. Since Davier had acted reckless before for the sake of the people around him and Mia, she was curious about all of his objectives.


      “Say, Davier. What will you do if the islanders leave and never come back? I don’t want to live on a deserted island.”


      “Thanks to you teaching them how to read and write, the children were able to quickly adapt to life in Sutrena. And because you also taught them how to do farmwork, they were able to easily keep up with their lessons.”


      “Wh-What on earth is a farming class?!” How typical of a remote rural area like Sutrena.


      “While the children were away studying, the school apparently asked what they wanted to do in the future, and more than half of them answered that they wanted to stay on the island and spread new technology—that they wanted to be like you, Mia.”


      “Huh? What’s up with that?”


      “Lady Mia, you imparted knowledge to the island’s youngsters, albeit while loudly complaining. It seems that they want to imitate you.”


      “I-I only wanted to do something about the inconveniences in my life. I taught the islanders how to read and write because I wanted them to read books and make various things for me. I started farming because I’d grown sick of eating only the island’s fruits and wanted to have something new. Th-That was all...”


      “Whatever your intentions, the young islanders are grateful to you, Lady Mia.”


      “But why...” Mia felt like she might collapse at any moment.


      “It’s fine to accept their gratitude. Even if you did it for your own benefit, it’s a fact that you taught them new things. You’re quite popular among the youth here.”


      Mia had never heard that before. She’d been pretty sure Largo and the others were just hanging around her because they were bored.


      “No, I’m certainly not popular.” When Mia had lived in the capital, she had only been approached by people who wanted to curry favor with her and those who wanted to request the influence of her mother, the queen. Mia doubted that the young islanders were like that, but they probably just found the princess from the big city an unusual sight.


      “You’re working hard, Lady Mia. No, you’ve always been hardworking. It’s about time you acknowledge your efforts.”


      “Huh?! You say I’m hardworking?! You know why I was exiled, don’t you?” Mia was now certain that Davier was blind.


      In the first place, Mia was disorganized, poor at studying, had messy handwriting, and lacked any special skills. It took her five times longer than others to learn anything, and no matter how hard she tried, she could never catch up to her former fiancé Nazelbart or Davier. She’d studied seriously at first, but she kept getting overwhelmed, so she got sick of it all and gave up. She’d escaped to Robin, who’d offered her honeyed words and emotional comfort, but they’d broken up in the end. Mia was just a fool—the furthest from a hardworking person.


      “I can’t do anything. Nobody expects anything from me.”


      “You think so? But you’ve been surviving splendidly on this island. And even in the past, you worked hard at social interactions, regardless of how your studies went, right? You conducted yourself according to the moody former queen’s wishes for many years. That’s worthy of praise.”


      “That was because my mother was scary when she got angry. She was lenient to me because we’re family.”


      “It’s precisely because you’re family that being so close to each other can make things difficult. You did a great job, even from my perspective as an outsider. Also, I’ve never had any expectations of anyone, including you. There are all kinds of people out there, so it’s pointless to worry about what others expect of you.”


      “Right, that’s the kind of person you are, Davier.” He acted solely based on his own values and sensibilities. Therefore, there were no lies or flattery in his words, meaning that he genuinely—and frighteningly—thought highly of Mia.


      “I don’t know about anyone else, but at least I see you as a hardworking person, Lady Mia.”


      Mia stayed silent. She didn’t know why, but listening to him made her teary-eyed.


      The water under their feet rippled and spread out in a circle.
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      Side Story 5: Solis and Quatro’s Friendship


      The ten-year-old Solis was inspecting the garden field.


      “Good, it looks like the crops are growing nicely.” Solis’s father was using this field to conduct research on crops he’d made with his magic, and Solis was helping him out. As the margrave’s son, he was happy to be of service to the people.


      Solis’s soil manipulation magic could move the earth and change the properties of the soil. He periodically left Sutrena to travel to fields across Desnim that had become barren and used his magic to gradually make the soil fertile again. However, at only ten years of age, his mana capacity was limited, so he hadn’t been able to restore the soil of the entire country yet.


      But even if it’s little by little, the amount of fertile land has been increasing.


      Solis had been told that when he was very little, he’d indiscriminately used his magic and killed plants or made tuber vines grow incredibly long, causing a lot of problems for the adults.


      As Solis was observing the field, he heard his childhood friend Quatro’s voice.


      “There you are, Lord Solis.”


      Quatro was the oldest child of Liliane, one of Agnes’s handmaidens, and Torre, one of the estate’s guards. With his black hair and slender physique, he took after his mother. He was younger than Solis and like a little brother to him.


      “We have our swordsmanship practice soon, so father sent me to get you, Lord Solis.”


      “Oh, it’s already time? Very well, let’s go.”


      “Okay...” Quatro sounded kind of down.


      “What’s wrong, Quatro? Did anything bad happen?”


      Quatro shook his head.


      “Practice time is just a bit depressing for me. Like my mother, I’m not very strong, so I’m bad at swordsmanship. And I almost lost to my little sister Leleane in arm wrestling.”


      Liliane might look refined, but she’s relatively strong in combat, though. Solis wanted to comment on that, but he decided to keep quiet.


      Leleane was one year younger than Quatro and resembled their father Torre a great deal: She was strong, had a big build, and had a loud voice too. That was why her older brother Quatro felt even more insecure about himself.


      “Don’t worry about it. Quatro, your swordsmanship is more elegant and precise than anyone’s.”


      “But I haven’t won against you even once, and in the worst case, I might even lose to Leleane. My magic isn’t suited for combat either. I feel pathetic as a member of a family of guards for the House of Florescruz,” Quatro had his head down and looked completely dejected.


      “You’re still a kid, but once you’re a little older, you should grow taller, Quatro. I was told that my father was also short as a kid, but once he became twelve, he started rapidly growing taller.”


      “Lord Nazelbart used to be short?”


      “Yes. The same was also true for Uncle Julian and Uncle Paul. So you shouldn’t give up. Even if you don’t get any taller, I believe you can still become strong. For example, Queen Latriche doesn’t have a large build, but she’s famous for being really strong.”


      “That’s true, but...” Quatro didn’t look convinced.


      Solis spent a moment in thought before talking again.


      “Come to think of it, Defi is also small but strong. How about you ask him to instruct you? He might be familiar with a fighting style that doesn’t rely on your build or physical strength.” Rumor had it that Defi, a man that Solis’s mother Agnes had apparently recruited from somewhere long ago, had originally been a spy. Now, he worked day after day for the sake of Sutrena as the head butler of the estate.


      “Oh, him. But he always looks extremely busy.”


      “I will ask him for you through my mother. And I’d like to train with you while you’re at it. I think I’ll be able to learn a different fighting style than the one taught by Torre, a former knight.”


      “Thank you, Lord Solis.”


      “But first, we need to go to Torre’s swordsmanship training.” Solis took Quatro by the hand and left the garden to head to the training grounds.


      Later on, it seemed that the head butler’s training worked wonders for Quatro. In less than a year, he rapidly distinguished himself, becoming strong in a different way than Torre. He would go on to one day become the head of Sutrena’s intelligence agency, but that was a story for another time.


      Incidentally, Leleane would become the first female commander of the knights of Sutrena.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 6: Nazelbart’s and Luna’s Magic


      Many years after the big hopper attacks, every field had been returned to normal thanks to Solis’s magic. Lord Nazel’s research had settled down and he was now focused on his hobby of selectively breeding new plant species. I enjoyed watching him happily tinkering with his plants, so I often dropped by his laboratory. The entirety of what had once been the mostly untouched backyard was now Lord Nazel’s private zone where he raised whatever experimental plants he liked.


      The gluttonous Dunk would sometimes break into the backyard and munch on plants without permission. She was a smart and strong girl, so she could tell which plants were hazardous and never got food poisoning or an upset stomach. Geni often borrowed bunches of fruit too. The plants in Lord Nazel’s private zone were fine even if a few of them were eaten, and they recovered right away. I felt warm and fuzzy watching the mountbeasts.


      Lord Nazel was once again working in the backyard, and had been since early in the morning. Since the population of Sutrena had increased, he could now take regular breaks from work and had plenty of time for research. I pushed my way through the dense ferns and continued farther inside, until I made it to a spacious, paved area. Lord Nazel was carrying pots with his plants in them.


      Oh, look at that pot... I recognize that plant with the gaudy color. It was the colorful poisonous plant he’d once used against the big hoppers. The tiny flowers were packed together and could be cute depending how you looked at them—still gaudy though.


      I avoided the casually placed pots and spoke to Lord Nazel.


      “Lord Nazel, shall I help you carry these?”


      “Agnes?” Lord Nazel turned around and smiled at me. His sleeves were rolled up and the collar of his shirt was open, probably because it was a bit hot. He was as handsome as ever. “No, I’m fine. In fact, they’re heavy and dangerous, so you shouldn’t touch them.” But there were still many pots with the same kind of plant beyond Lord Nazel.


      “What are you going to do with these plants?”


      “Well, I have no use for them anymore, so I’m planning to dispose of them. I kept a few just in case, but big hoppers don’t show up much anymore.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “They’re too gaudy to use as decorations, and considering that their poison is deadly enough to kill big hoppers, you know...”


      If Lord Nazel thought that was for the best, I would let him do as he pleased.


      He’s been through a traumatic experience involving poisonous plants, so he might feel more relaxed if he gets rid of them. I didn’t really mind as long as Lord Nazel was healthy in both body and mind.


      As I walked around, making sure not to get in his way, the fern thicket I’d passed through earlier started rustling, until Luna’s head poked out.


      “Ah! There you are, father, mother!” she said cheerfully. She was currently ten years old, and the seal on her magic had been removed only recently. She was brimming with curiosity. “What beautiful flowers!” Her eyes were immediately drawn to the poisonous plants. Striking colors like those apparently attracted children’s attention. She approached the potted poisonous plants, crouched down, and started looking at them closely.


      They would be harmful if she put them in her mouth, but there’s nothing wrong with just looking at them.


      I decided to warn Luna just in case as I watched over her.


      “You mustn’t eat those plants. Their poison is potent enough to topple big manabeasts.”


      “I’m not gonna eat them. I’m not Dunk.” Even my children knew full well how gluttonous Dunk was. “Besides, I can just get rid of the poison!” Luna said cheerfully before holding her hands over the plants. “Get weaker!” she said, using her recently unsealed magic on the plants.


      The plants looked completely the same, but when Lord Nazel came back after he’d finished moving a pot, his complexion changed color when he looked at the plants affected by Luna’s magic.


      “The plants have been impaired...” he said, making me look up at him in surprise. “To be exact, the poison has been weakened and made closer to medicine. I had given up on fine-tuning the poison’s concentration.”


      When Lord Nazel used his magic to selectively breed plants, he had to perform every complex adjustment simultaneously. He had to know everything about the plants, then use his magic to crossbreed the plants and create seeds while also having a full understanding of the plants’ traits after the initial modifications. Only someone as intelligent as Lord Nazel could handle such a complicated task; his skill was said to be superhuman. But there were some plants that even Lord Nazel couldn’t make. Also, if he ignored the appearance of the plants and made them based solely on his imagination, he ended up with weird creations, like dancing cacti. The seemingly perfect Lord Nazel had such human failings too.


      “What did you do, Luna?” Lord Nazel asked.


      “These flowers have poison, so I weakened it with my magic.”


      It looked like Lord Nazel understood the situation despite Luna’s terse explanation.


      “Ah, I see. You’re the same as Agnes... It seems that the type of impairment Luna envisioned has been applied to the plants. Only the toxicity has been weakened. Even I struggle to make such fine adjustments, so you’re incredible.”


      Luna looked proud.


      “Heh heh! ♪”


      “And though it was by sheer chance, the plant’s medicinal properties have been drawn to the forefront... It looks like it could be used as stomach medicine now.”


      “Say what?!” I shouted.


      Some poisons could also become medicine, depending on how they were used. Coincidentally, Luna’s magic apparently reduced the plants’ toxicity and instead made their medicinal aspects more prominent.


      “These plants contained a potent poison that would devastate the body of anyone who ate them, but Luna’s magic seems to have changed their function to make them somewhat protect the intestines,” Lord Nazel explained.


      “You’re amazing, Luna!”


      Luna looked proud of herself yet again. She leaned so far back that the ferns behind her also bent. Lord Nazel chuckled as he watched her.


      “Yes, she really is amazing... I never imagined that the poison I made could so easily be turned into medicine—that it could be reborn into something so useful. I was so worried about it...but to think that creating these plants would have a purpose besides killing manabeasts...” Lord Nazel crouched down, smiling like a burden had been lifted off him.


      I hurriedly moved closer to him.


      “This medicine is a collaboration between Lord Nazel and Luna.”


      Lord Nazel was more alert about poison than most people. Luna’s magic might have eased his feelings of guilt.


      Luna looked bored of wandering around the laboratory and quickly returned to the garden.


      “Agnes, I think I’m going to direct my efforts to medicinal research from now on.”


      The crop situation in Sutrena had improved. Crop yields in the rest of Desnim had also recovered to around the same level as before the big hopper attacks. It was great for Lord Nazel to have a new goal now—I wanted to support him.


      I moved to Lord Nazel’s front, crouched down like him, and looked at him earnestly.


      “Um, Lord Nazel?”


      “What is it, Agnes?”


      “Please let me know if you want to increase the medicine’s potency. I’ll lend you a hand.”


      “Yes, that would be reassuring. I’ll definitely ask for your help when the time comes.”


      From then on, Lord Nazel focused on developing medicine. Luna and I assisted him in his endeavor, and his medicine ultimately spread beyond Desnim and helped countless people.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story 7: Luna’s Engagement


      Ever since she’d been little, Luna’s father Nazelbart had repeatedly warned her.


      “You must never use your magic on people or any living creature. Depending on the circumstances, you might become unable to continue living the same kind of life you have up to now. If that were to happen, we’d have to seal your magic again, just like when you were a baby.” At first, Luna didn’t understand what these words meant.


      Her father’s magic allowed him to create and manipulate plants. Her brother’s magic allowed him to dig up the earth and alter the soil. Her mother’s magic allowed her to reinforce a nigh infinite number of objects and people. And as for Luna’s magic...


      “My magic impairs everything I touch... I don’t need this kind of power.”


      Luna had turned sixteen this year. Having been raised as a margrave’s daughter, she’d learned quite a bit about the world around her. So that was why she understood that she was completely useless to this territory.


      “If only my magic could reinforce things like mother’s can.”


      At present, Luna could only use her magic in limited ways, like impairing the hard skin of fruits to peel them, or impairing boulders blocking paths to break them apart. Moreover, her mother could easily solve both problems by reinforcing people with her magic. And in addition to that, unlike Luna, her mother could use her magic to reinforce things from a distance. Compared to her gifted family, there was pretty much nothing Luna was good for.


      And my power can be considered dangerous depending on the situation.


      When Luna was little, she hadn’t understood the meaning behind her father’s warning about never using her magic on people. Even after the seal on her magic was undone, she was only allowed to use her magic on plants, rocks, or fallen trees... Luna had been dissatisfied with this rule, so as an experiment, she’d used her magic on a living creature for the first time. She had captured a rootcutting crawler, a type of pest that damaged fields, and secretly tried her magic on it.


      “Get weaker.”


      The pest had become unbelievably frail, disintegrating into an unrecognizable liquid right on top of Luna’s palm. It was a repulsive memory that traumatized her to this day. Ever since, Luna had followed her father’s instructions to the letter.


      ***


      One day, a certain marriage proposal for Luna arrived. Since she was now of marriageable age, she was apparently being proposed to from left and right. All of her hopeful suitors wanted to forge ties with her father, a highly influential figure in Desnim. Her elder brother was likewise receiving an endless barrage of young noblewomen’s portraits. He was fed up with it, but it looked like he would be choosing someone soon.


      My brother’s so lucky! He gets to stay home here in Sutrena. In contrast, Luna would have to marry into another family; there was a high chance that her future husband was going to be the lord of another territory. She wouldn’t be able to stay in this relaxed, comfortable land forever. I need to brace myself. My childhood friend Quatro said he already got engaged to a distant relative of his.


      It seemed that Luna’s parents were closely examining all proposals that came her way and screening the candidates. She was now in her father’s room, with a young man’s portrait before her. Her mother was standing next to her father, watching Luna’s reaction.


      “He’s very enthusiastic, but if you’re against the marriage, we will respect your wishes, Luna,” her mother told her.


      “Um, the name written here is Herme Desnim...as in one of the nation’s twin princes who have been studying abroad?” Luna had played with Herme many times as a kid, since her mother was good friends with the queen.


      But he was always messing with me, and I haven’t seen him in years, especially not since he left to study abroad... They didn’t interact at all anymore.


      “Becoming the crown princess is beyond me, though.”


      “Don’t worry, it’s his older brother Prince Mark who will accede to the throne. Prince Herme will leave the royal family and be granted a new territory. He said he’d love to have your assistance,” her father explained.


      “I-I see.” Prince Herme must have grown into an eccentric person if he wanted Luna’s useless power.


      “How do you want to respond? We’ve also received an invitation from the palace. Would you like to meet with him?”


      Luna could trust someone she’d played with in her childhood more than a complete stranger, but... As far as she could remember, Prince Herme had been a little brat. Thanks to his transfer magic, he could suddenly appear behind people and scare them. It was a convenient magic that allowed him to instantly move to any place he’d been to before.


      To begin with, is it true that Prince Herme is enthusiastic about this marriage? In any case, considering her father’s position, it would be best if she met Prince Herme once. Her mother had mentioned that he was very eager, but she had a feeling he didn’t see her as a member of the opposite sex. Perhaps it would be best to persuade Prince Herme to live true to his heart.


      Managing a new territory would be a heavy burden on Luna. There should be someone better suited for the job than her. A young lady like her mother was surely out there somewhere.


      For now, Luna agreed to meet with the prince, and soon she headed to the royal palace with her mother.


      ***


      Luna’s meeting with Prince Herme was going to take place in a room inside the royal palace; the whole building always looked magnificent to her. The queen personally led Luna and her mother to a meal slightly more extravagant than normal, even by the palace’s standards. Queen Latriche had a slender figure, a dignified manner of speaking, and rare magic—she was Luna’s ideal.


      “Lady Agnes, Lady Luna, thank you for agreeing to this meeting. However, my fool of a son—one of the essential parties—hasn’t arrived yet... My sincerest apologies.”


      Luna felt sympathy for the embarrassed queen while she thought about Herme.


      See? I knew it. Prince Herme isn’t interested in me. Everything my father said was a lie... Luna had never exactly believed the prince was fond of her, but she still felt a little dejected to get confirmation. The part about him needing her help to manage a new territory was probably equally baseless.


      I’m sure he only wants to forge ties with my father, just like the rest of my suitors do. This sucks. Luna had thought she understood her circumstances to a certain extent, but she couldn’t deny that deep down, she had been harboring some hope that this proposal would be different. Said hope had been now smashed to bits, though.


      “I think he’ll be here soon, so let us begin our meal first,” the queen suggested, her feelings of awkwardness apparent.


      Luna and her mother nodded in response.


      As the servants were about to serve the appetizers, the door opened and a dazzling young man entered the room. He had blond hair like his father’s, light purple eyes like his mother’s, and was tall and slender—an impeccably handsome young man. He had changed a lot from his childhood. But in contrast to his glamorous looks, he was expressionless and his emotions were unreadable. Luna concluded that he was most likely dissatisfied with this meeting.


      If he was against this, he shouldn’t have proposed to me to begin with. That way, I wouldn’t have needed to make the long trip from Sutrena to the capital! In fact, since he can use transfer magic, he could have come to pick me up. He could have returned here instantly. Luna’s opinion of Herme got worse and worse.


      The prince only offered a formal greeting and promptly took his seat. An uncomfortable silence fell as the food was served. The queen was the one to bravely get the conversation going.


      “Ahem. This is my son Herme; he’s two years older than Lady Luna. He was studying abroad in my motherland until recently.”


      “This is my daughter Luna. She has a good head on her shoulders and is always helping me out.” As Luna’s mother replied with a smile, she seemed to be observing Luna and Herme. Perhaps something was on her mind after seeing his behavior.


      The meal began without Herme saying a single word, and neither did Luna.


      There’s no point in talking to such a rude person.


      With the meeting going so poorly, both the queen and Luna’s mother seemed to be deep in thought. When the meal was over, it seemed that everyone would go their separate ways. During such meetings, the parents would typically tell their children that the rest was up to them, but both mothers seemed to have concluded that this wasn’t going to work. Luna felt relieved.


      Luna and her mother stood up, expressed their gratitude, and started heading to their room. However, just before they were about to exit the room, Herme suddenly got out of his seat and quickly walked up to Luna.


      “I’ll be borrowing her.”


      “Huh?”


      Before her mother could reply, Herme took Luna by the hand and left the room. Luna was confused as the prince briskly led her down the palace’s corridors.


      “H-Hey, wait!” Luna protested as she stumbled over her feet.


      Herme glanced back at her then started walking more slowly toward the first floor of the palace. It looked like he was matching his pace to Luna’s.


      “Hey, what’s up with you all of a sudden?” Overwhelmed, Luna unconsciously spoke to Herme informally, just like when they’d been children. Though it seemed that Herme wasn’t as casual with her anymore.


      “It’s not sudden. I’ve been planning to speak with you.”


      “But you didn’t talk to me once during our meal. You were quiet because you dislike me, right?”


      Herme looked startled as he faced Luna again.


      “No, I—”


      “Then why were you sitting there looking all sullen?” When Luna asked this, glaring at Herme, his cheeks blushed faintly and he averted his gaze; she couldn’t understand him at all.


      “In...of...mo...” he mumbled.


      “I can’t hear you.”


      “How can I chat with the girl I like in front of my mother?! I was too embarrassed!” Herme suddenly turned his face away, his ears all red. He was blushing so hard anyone could notice.


      Watching him made Luna’s ears blush too.


      The girl he likes?! Wh-Wh-Wh-What does he mean?! And how should I respond here?!


      The sight of the two of them fidgeting in the middle of the hallway must have looked comical to any spectators. But Luna was in utter confusion and couldn’t stay calm.


      The pair remained flustered for some time, until a young man who was the spitting image of Herme walked up to them from the other end of the corridor. It was Mark, the crown prince and Herme’s older twin brother. Mark cocked his head in confusion as he observed them, blushing and agonizing as they were.


      “What are you doing? Is this some kind of new game?”


      “As if!”


      Watching Herme starting to recover from his embarrassment, Mark’s expression shifted to one of realization.


      “Oh, I seeeee! You’re overjoyed because your longtime wish has finally come true. It has been quite a while, hasn’t it? You’ve been harboring these feelings since your first meeting, so...how many years does that make?”


      “Y-You’re wrong! Luna was only a baby when we first met!” Herme’s face turned an even deeper shade of red.


      “Wh-What do you mean?”


      Mark scratched his head when he saw Luna’s confusion.


      “Aaah, I suppose Herme isn’t very upfront. His feelings haven’t gotten through yet, huh?” Mark responded, further confusing Luna. “You see, Lady Luna, Herme is usually much more collected, but he’s become a hot mess in front of you.”


      “Huh?”


      “In short, he’s had a crush on you ever since we’ve been little. After overcoming Nazelbart’s fearsome trials, he’s finally been allowed to propose to you. I believe he’s on cloud nine at the moment, though he doesn’t look like it.”


      “A crush on me?! All this time?” The words didn’t feel right to Luna.


      “When we were little, Herme kept teasing you, right? All of that was how he childishly expressed his affection for you. Herme was also a kid back then, so he didn’t know how to properly convey his feelings.”


      Luna was left slack-jawed in surprise.


      “Wh-What... What on earth...? I had no idea.”


      “I’m not going to say you must get engaged to him, but as his twin brother, I’d really like for you to talk with him a bit more.” Mark patted his brother’s shoulder and elegantly walked away.


      Please don’t leave after dropping this bomb on me. Luna pursed her lips, glaring in Mark’s direction. You’re telling me that Prince Herme has liked me ever since we were kids?! Also, isn’t it simply incredible that he overcame my overprotective father’s trials? Luna knew that her father doted on his children. That was true for her brother Solis, of course, but he was especially soft on her. Her father was normally gentle, but he had a bit of a mean side to him too. Herme had probably been subjected to some fairly severe trials to earn Nazelbart’s approval.


      “U-Um...” When Luna timidly spoke to Herme, he swiftly reacted, his face still red as a beet. “Did you propose to me because you’re really in love with me?”


      “Yes. I knew that having Nazelbart as my father-in-law would be trouble, but I still couldn’t imagine marrying anyone but you.”


      Luna had been convinced that Herme was after her father’s influence, but... My father was actually a negative factor!


      Herme curtly offered Luna his hand and led her out of the corridor and into the palace courtyard. The garden was adorned with rare flowers that bloomed at high elevation. In one corner was a gazebo, and inside it was a round white table with decorated chairs. When Herme led Luna to the gazebo, she politely took her seat.


      “I’d like to clarify some things about our earlier conversation. I want to get married to you of my own free will. I’m reluctant to take you away from Sutrena, but I’d like you to accompany me to the new territory I am being granted.”


      Seeing Herme’s serious expression, Luna held her breath, fidgeting with her hands under the table.


      “I’m not very useful. My magic is impairment, after all...”


      “I don’t particularly mind what kind of magic you have, but if I had to comment on it, I’d have to say your magic would be quite convenient, Luna. I heard you have a high mana capacity too.”


      “My magic is just an inferior variation of my mother’s, though.”


      “Is that so? Sutrena has Lady Agnes, so perhaps there was just no room for you to excel. My new territory is in a mountainous region, with large boulders everywhere. Many people there suffer from rockfalls,” Herme explained, earning Luna’s undivided attention. “For example, Lady Agnes would likely need to reinforce several people in order to destroy one boulder.”


      “Yes, that’s true.”


      “Your magic should be able to take out the boulder in one go.”


      “But...”


      “You should have more confidence in yourself. I believe there is still a lot of potential in your impairment magic.”


      Herme’s brusque but gentlemanly words gradually eased the discomfort in Luna’s heart. Having someone need her help wasn’t a bad feeling. And then...


      ***


      The day after returning from the capital, Luna approached her father while he was elegantly enjoying a cup of tea in his manor.


      “Father, I am going to accept Prince Herme’s proposal.”


      “Mngh!” Her father almost spit out his tea but hastily gulped it down and started choking. “You don’t have to force yourself, Luna. Agnes reported that the meeting didn’t go very well,” he told her with tears in his eyes.


      “No, Prince Herme and I talked alone after that. It seems that he was just embarrassed to discuss such things in front of his mother, Queen Latriche.”


      “How childish. I don’t think it’s right to entrust Luna to a man like him...”


      “I’m going to marry him! Prince Herme and I are going to get married and manage his territory together!”


      While Luna was talking to her father, her mother also entered the room. She was grinning a little, leaving Luna wondering what she could be thinking.


      “My, you sound really eager, Luna. All right, I’ll contact Queen Latriche. Lord Nazel would oppose your fiancé no matter who he was, so don’t worry about him.”


      “Agnes?!”


      “It’s rare for Luna to say she wants to do something of her own accord. I’ll be lonely, but also a bit happy. I was also around Luna’s age when I got engaged to Lord Nazel. Oh, I’ll definitely come visit your territory on Geni.”


      With her mother’s intervention, the engagement progressed smoothly. At the end of the day, Luna’s father was the weakest against his wife—far too weak indeed.


      And so Luna and Herme got engaged without incident and got married the following year. The couple faced hardships in the unfamiliar land, but they used their magic together and their territory was gradually developed. Luna was happy because her magic was helping people, and above all, because Herme cherished her.


      As time passed, Luna’s inferiority complex about her magic faded and she grew skilled at using it, until she was using her impairment willingly. Since she could impair and destroy anything, the people started affectionately calling her “Lady Destruction.” In the future, the sons of the sculptors of Sutrena would casually make their way to Luna’s territory and start building “Statues of Lady Destruction” all over the place.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Many years passed. Solis grew into an adult, Luna got married, and Sutrena flourished more than ever. The soil across the entirety of Desnim became fertile, crops grew in abundance, and people’s lives started becoming more comfortable. After overcoming an extremely busy period in our lives, Lord Nazel and I were now relaxing and having tea on our garden terrace.


      “Aaah, the weather is so nice, Lord Nazel. And these tea cakes are delicious.”


      “I agree, Agnes. This year’s tea leaves are of excellent quality too.”


      It was like a conversation between a retired couple. Lord Nazel and I had discussed actually retiring once Solis was married and could manage Sutrena with stability. Our son was of marriageable age and was still constantly barraged by marriage proposals, but we’d decided to respect his wishes as much as we could. It looked like he hadn’t met his soulmate yet. He flew from place to place on his wyvern Ray, happily improving the soil with his magic. I trusted Solis, so I wasn’t particularly worried about him having an heir.


      “I can’t wait to have grandchildren.”


      “Agnes... I think it’s a bit early for that.”


      While Lord Nazel and I were chatting, Paul and Kelly arrived. Paul’s achievements in Sutrena and various other parts in Desnim had been recognized, and he’d also taken on the role of diplomat to Polpystan, so through his own efforts he’d been awarded the status of baron by King Bertrand. He’d also kept persistently courting Kelly—with the same intensity Torre had shown in pursuing Liliane—until she’d finally accepted his proposal. I’d been delighted when I heard the news and applauded my brother from the bottom of my heart. I’d been over the moon to have Kelly as my relative!


      I’m so happy you succeeded, Paul!


      And so, Kelly was now a noble. She’d unfortunately had to quit working at our estate, but as a baroness, she ran several clothing stores. Her businesses were incredibly popular and had even expanded into foreign markets. Kelly’s talent knew no limit.


      Incidentally, Connie, who’d had an unrequited crush on Kelly, was captured by and married to Furla, while Ryuk reconciled with his father, got married to a Polpystani noblewoman, and was now the principal of Masroono National School.


      Speaking of schools, I’d been really surprised when the daughter of former princess Mia and Lord Davier came to study at our school in Sutrena. The two of them had been exiled and seemed to be happily living together on Peppel Island. Their daughter had eventually said that she wanted to improve the living conditions on Peppel Island and returned there. She was a serious girl who resembled Lord Davier, if I had to say.


      As for others...


      Lord Julian, Lord Nazel’s younger brother, also got married and was working hard as a duke.


      Ralph, Mia’s oldest child, was raised by Count and Countess Nasi and got married to Lorraine, their biological daughter.


      Prince Valen remained single and further dedicated himself to the advancement of Polpystani academics. He was apparently on relatively good terms with former Myzahni prince Rivage, who had eventually been moved from imprisonment to house arrest, and the two of them started analyzing the laws of heredity governing various types of magic.


      In Sutrena, Emilio refused an offer to become the high priest. His child with Miss Sonia inherited high-ranked appraisal magic and also received an offer to become the next high priest.


      Mister Henry continued working as Lord Nazel’s right-hand man, and after retiring as our wet nurse, Mrs. Holly started working as the housemother of the school’s dormitory. Now, our school had students from all across Desnim and even abroad, and students coming from afar all lived in the dormitory. With her magic to pass through objects, Mrs. Holly had become famous as “Madam Holly, the housemother who overlooks no wrongdoing,” among the students. As for her three sons, the oldest followed in his father’s footsteps, the middle one taught Manabeast Biology at the school, and the youngest one became Solis’s guard.


      I liked listening to what people had been up to recently, so our head butler Defi brought me all kinds of news. He continued working at our estate to this day.


      For some reason, Quatro, Torre and Liliane’s son, had grown fond of Defi and was now his apprentice. His sister Leleane was working as a knight.


      I can’t wait to see what the future has in store for everyone. Both Sutrena and the children would surely continue growing wonderfully.


      Kelly and Paul had been on a trip to Polpystan and had brought us our souvenirs today. We heard all kinds of stories about their time there.


      “And when we visited Masroono National School, we also met Ryuk and his wife.”


      “O-Oh, I see.” I had mixed feelings since I was familiar with their love lives, but I heard that Ryuk was living happily in the Duchy of Masroono with his wife, who was also the researcher type like him. I was happy for him.


      “Listening to you has made me also want to go on a trip,” I said. We hadn’t been on any outings recently.


      “Oh yeah. Agnes, how about we travel farther east than Suntogg this time?” Lord Nazel suggested, sounding like he’d just remembered something nice.


      “That sounds like fun. Are you perhaps heading there for work?”


      “I have a little bit, but mostly I’d just like to travel with you.”


      “Yes! I want to travel too. I’d love to drop by and see Queen Bianca along the way.”


      “It’s decided then. We’ll have to leave Sutrena for a while, but Solis is doing a good job, and Paul and Kelly are nearby, so I feel safe.”


      Yes, Paul’s territory was a part of Sutrena that Lord Nazel had ceded to him. Specifically, it was the area that had once been Zazame. It used to be a land brimming with ferocious manabeasts, but it had been transformed into a bountiful place surrounded by forests. Its local specialties included flowers, as well as various kinds of threads, fabrics, accessories, and clothing. It was said that you could sometimes see the fairylike baron flying above the flower fields alongside the descendants of Pidgy, his beloved carrier pigeon.


      “Lady Agnes, we’ll also keep an eye on Lord Solis, so please feel free to leave at any time,” Kelly said.


      “Yes, it’s your first trip in a while, after all,” Paul added with a nod. He always fully supported everything Kelly and Lord Nazel said. My little brother was very easy to understand.


      Paul and Kelly still had more souvenirs to hand out, so they happily left after talking to us for a little while longer.


      Our peaceful tea time returned once more, and we exchanged glances and smiled at each other. The lonely Lady Bumpkin was blessed with a wonderful husband and numerous friends. Lord Nazel, the slandered Lord Villain who’d once been a lonely animated doll, could now live freely and comfortably in Sutrena. This land was our tranquil haven. No matter where we went, I was sure that we would always return to it.


      ***


      Some time later, Lord Nazel and I decided to set out on our trip even earlier than planned. It was because everyone kept urging us to leave since we never took breaks. We’d been planning on riding Dunk, but Geni and his family tagged along too. Both Charite and Ray were raring to take flight.


      Everyone wants to venture out, huh?


      We made a stop in Suntogg to see Bianca and Leonardo for the first time in a while. I was surprised at how dignified and reliable they both looked; they also had three children.


      A grassland stretched out beyond Suntogg. Dunk loved grass, so she was naturally in high spirits at the sight. There were historic ruins farther in the distance, and different countries were located near them. Their religions were based on neither churches nor Convents—they were different ones altogether. To their north was a country covered in snow for most of the year, and to the south was a junglelike country very similar to Sutrena. Lord Nazel purchased several tropical plants in the southern country—they had been for sale from street stalls. We examined our “spoils” as we flew back home.


      “According to the locals, these are guavas and jackfruits,” Lord Nazel explained.


      “What a pleasant smell. What about these ones?” I asked.


      “Coconuts, rambutans, and passion fruits.”


      “They all look delicious...”


      We were planning on bringing these plants home. Lord Nazel could use his magic to make them ripen more slowly—it was very convenient.


      “Sutrena will now have an even higher variety of fruit. I bet they’re delicious as is, but I’m looking forward to seeing what new kinds of desserts will come out,” I said.


      “Thanks to Solis, we can now plant seeds and seedlings directly into Sutrena’s soil. I’m looking forward to having these seedlings grow.”


      “Lord Nazel, let’s cover all of Sutrena in fruit.”


      “You’re always so adorable, Agnes. I’m the happiest when I see you enjoying yourself.” The merry Lord Nazel kissed me on the cheek over and over.


      Thanks to Geni and his family coming along, we were able to distribute our luggage among them to transport it, which helped out a lot.


      We stand out a bit, though... We’d been dressed incognito for the entirety of our trip, but the wyverns attracted attention.


      Finally, on our way home, we stopped by Desnim’s capital and toured the city—we remained incognito for this part too. Geni and his family took our luggage and headed back to Sutrena ahead of us. The capital’s mountbeast stables were cramped, so it seemed like our wyverns didn’t like them much.


      We took a walk through the city until we arrived before the water fountain in the capital’s largest plaza. The fountain’s water sparkled in the midday light.


      “This place brings back memories,” I muttered quietly. Lord Nazel had found me here the day I’d been kicked out of my home. That I could be here right now was all thanks to him. “You came for me when I was all alone. You were my savior.”


      “It’s the other way around. I’d been planning on departing alone, but...you got married to me and accompanied me all the way to the frontier. That was my salvation.”


      We sat next to each other at the edge of the fountain. The afternoon sun was warm.


      “Agnes, I’m truly glad to be with you,” Lord Nazel suddenly said in a formal tone.


      As if in response to his gentle gaze, a smile naturally formed across my lips.


      “I’m also the happiest I could be when I’m with you, Lord Nazel.” I was truly blessed to be married to such a wonderful man. I could no longer even imagine my life without Lord Nazel.


      Lord Nazel suddenly turned to me and placed his hand on my cheek. I could feel the gentle warmth of his touch.


      “Let’s continue living happily forever, Agnes.”


      I gently cupped his hand on my cheek with both of mine.


      “Yes. I will make you the happiest person in the world, Lord Nazel.”


      “Um...sure. I’ll also make you happy, Agnes.”


      His earnest expression warmed my heart anew. Lord Nazel’s handsome face drew closer, and as soon as I closed my eyes, his lips gently met mine. A sense of joy slowly spread through my heart.

    

  

  
    [image: insert10]
  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you for purchasing volume 8 of Lady Bumpkin and Her Lord Villain. I hope you enjoy this volume as well. This book marks the end of Lady Bumpkin’s story. I’m truly happy that I was able to bring this story to its conclusion, thanks to all the readers accompanying me on this long journey. Thank you all so much!


      Agnes and Nazelbart will maintain their stable bond, their children will grow up well, and Sutrena will become even stronger. Even after putting the book away, I hope that at some point, you will remember Agnes in her “good old” heavy dress, or Paul flying through the sky.


      Finally, I would like to take this opportunity to offer my sincerest gratitude to my editor, who spared no effort to bring this story to life, to Kurodeko, for the wonderful cover and other illustrations, as well as all the staff who supported Lady Bumpkin.


      Ageha Sakura
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