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			Chapter 1

			Your Castle's Little Person ~Please Give Me Food, I'll Work!~

			"I'm... hungry."

'Huh?'

"........"

'What? Huh? Wai, wai, wait!'

In that moment, her consciousness suddenly surfaced.

"Haaaaah!!"

In the dim darkness, *she* awoke.

"Kah... ugh, what, where am I?"

She was in a shabby, dusty room. The floor was grimy, and it seemed she had collapsed right here. In the narrow room containing only a crude bed, she took a great, deep breath. She was starting to calm down. This was an unused room in a corner of the castle.

And she was Sagami Chihiro. In modern Japan, she had been a single woman in her late twenties, living the high life. She remembered up to the point she died in a traffic accident. Does this mean I've been reborn?

Piecing together the few fragments of this child's memories she possessed, it seemed something had happened and she had been abandoned here.

"Is this some kind of light novel? And I'm on the verge of starving to death? Where's my reincarnation bonus?!"

She looked at her own small hands. Was she two, or three? Why was she left in a place like this?

After gathering the fragmented, dreamlike memories, she finally understood.

"Ahhh. The Eighth Princess. The one who failed to die."

From her memories since birth, she had apparently been a frail princess. A wet nurse had raised her for about two years, but she was unable to even walk properly. Abandoned by her parents, she was left here. How much time had passed since then? Just as she was about to die of hunger and thirst, her memories from her past life returned. Or perhaps they had just been sleeping within this child all along. In her wavering consciousness, she felt as if she had been encouraging the hungry child.

"I wonder if this child died."

Perhaps her memories returned because this child's soul had passed on. Or maybe it was the instinct to not die that awakened me. She didn't know the reason.

But this much she could declare.

...Like hell I'm going to die!!

Biting her dry, chapped lips, clinging to a consciousness that threatened to grow hazy if she let her guard down, Chihiro began to move to save her present self.

Dragging a body that groaned with a pain that had gone beyond hunger, she crawled to the door. She clung to the door and pushed down on the knob. It opened with a *kacha* sound.

"It's not locked. Good."

Using a body that could barely even walk, she dragged herself out and carefully surveyed her surroundings. It was a sturdy, stone-built corridor. It felt like a basement workshop area. After a short distance, she found a well in a room ahead and plunged her face into the water that had collected in a bucket. She gulped down the water, quenching her parched throat, and finally began to feel human again.

"Is this... a laundry area?"

This was an unknown world where she understood nothing. Where was this place? Was it Earth, or another world? Or somewhere else entirely?

But in a corner of her memory, there was an image of parents wearing crowns and soldiers holding spears. It was a scene impossible in modern society. Since it was an infant's memory, it wasn't very clear.

"I wonder if it's another world. I'd really rather not start out with a toddler survival game."

And she was just barely a toddler. Only just weaned. The fact that she was locked in without the door being bolted must mean she was a truly weak child. They must not have dreamed she could open it. To be abandoned in a corner of the castle despite her parents being the king and queen. Well, I guess it can't be helped for an Eighth Princess. There were seven other healthy princesses. A frail princess who couldn't even walk at two years old was probably seen as no better than dust, a waste to raise.

"First, food. I smell something good."

An aroma of food had been faintly drifting by for a while now. For a stomach on the verge of starvation, it was agony.

Being a toddler, she once again began to drag herself along the stone-paved corridor.

"It's so far..."

After crawling for several dozen minutes until she was out of breath, she reached a place where she could sense people. It appeared to be a kitchen, and people bustled in and out from time to time. Peeking out from the shadows, Chihiro wondered what to do.

She had been abandoned, and she was sure it had been a woman who looked like a maid who had locked this child in that room. The maids passing before her now wore similar uniforms.

Isn't it bad if I'm found? I might be taken back to that room, and this time they might lock the door. If that happened, it would be instant game over. A straight path to a bad end.

After thinking for a moment, Chihiro squeezed under a large nearby shelf, pressing herself flat against the floor. They probably wouldn't find me here. I'll wait until the people are gone and sneak some food.

To think I was reacting to a smell from this far away. Starvation is a scary thing.

The water she had doused her head with earlier dripped from her hair, forming a small puddle beneath her cheek. A tiny tear mixed in with it.

I'm so hungry... so hungry.

It was so empty and sad that Chihiro couldn't stop the tears from spilling out. Why was I even born? If I was going to suffer such a miserable fate, it would have been better if they had just killed me outright.

Did they not want to get their own hands dirty?

Thinking of the feelings of the small child who must have met her end in a state of confusion and sorrow, her tears began to boil with rage.

I absolutely will not die. I will survive.

And I'll bring divine punishment upon those who abandoned a helpless child to die.

As she thought these things, exhausted as she was, she lost the battle against the encroaching drowsiness and drifted off to sleep.

"Honya?"

Feeling something cold, Chihiro opened her eyes. The room was bright, and she was wrapped in a blanket, lying on a long bench.

"Huh?"

As Chihiro blinked in confusion, a cheerful voice called out to her.

"Oh, you're awake?"

A man in a white chef's coat was looking at her with a broad grin. When Chihiro stirred, trying to sit up, something fell from her forehead with a soft thud. She glanced down to see it was a damp cloth. The man picked up the cloth and wiped her face.

"You're so dirty. Whose kid are you? Didn't your dad or mom tell you not to come inside the castle?"

Many servants lived in the castle with their families. The man seemed to think she was one of their children. He let out an exasperated sigh at the silent, staring child and brought out some soup and bread for her.

"Here's what's left from last night's staff meal. Go on, eat up."

Steaming soup and soft-looking bread.

As Chihiro stared at the simple meal, tears once again spilled from her eyes.

"Hey, hey, what's wrong?"

Ignoring the man who was panicking at the child who had suddenly burst into tears, Chihiro sipped the soup and chewed the bread. She couldn't get it into her mouth properly, and it spilled from the corners, but she continued to eat desperately through her sobs. On top of being at an age where she was transitioning from baby food to toddler food, her stomach, weakened from extreme starvation, was rejecting the food. Forcibly suppressing the urge to vomit, Chihiro slowly swallowed the soup, bit by bit.

I don't want to die, I don't want to die, I have to eat.

"...It's deli-shush."

The man was speechless at the sight of the child eating while sobbing and hiccuping, but he wiped her runny nose and gave a pained, bitter smile.

"Is it good?"

"Gud."

Watched over by the man, Chihiro had her first meal in this new life. It was a meal so delicious, it hardly seemed of this world.

"What's your name?"

"Chihiro."

"Chihiiro?"

"No, Chihiro."

"Chihiiro."

"...Fine, that's good enough."

His name was Adoris. He was a kitchen apprentice and had apparently come in first thing in the morning for prep work. That's when he found Chihiro's feet sticking out from under the shelf, dragged the hiding girl out, and wrapped her in a blanket like a bagworm to care for her.

"I mean, these tiny feet were just sticking out. It surprised me."

Laughing heartily, Adoris handed Chihiro a small basket. Inside it, sized for a small child to carry, was a bread sandwich with thinly sliced vegetables inside. It was like a sandwich, but unlike the ones she knew from Japan, the filling was thin and sparse.

"It's a cucumber sandwich. Take it with you. You can just have your dad or mom give the basket back."

He gave Chihiro's head, which was looking up blankly, a few gentle pats and went back to his work.

...Could he be a god?

Hugging the basket she was given, Chihiro bowed deeply.

"Thank you."

Hearing the faint voice, Adoris turned around, but the child was gone.

Chihiro was in a good mood, clutching the basket.

"It's food. I'll eat it carefully."

Then she suddenly wondered what to do next. She didn't want to go back to that room, but was there anywhere else she could sleep? As she toddled along, she realized her legs were starting to give way. In her memories, the child had only been able to cruise along furniture. Because Chihiro knew how to walk, she was doing so unconsciously, but that combined with her recent weakness made her walk like a newborn fawn.

"Gnnn, I need to find a place to settle down..."

Sitting down in the gap between the stairs and the wall, Chihiro heaved a deep sigh.

The sky outside was beginning to lighten. Soon, the people of the castle would start to stir.

"What should I do?"

She looked up at the ceiling without thinking, forgetting she was a small child. The weight of her head pulled her backward, and she fell flat on her back. *Sute-n*.

"Owwwwhhh."

Having hit the back of her head soundly, Chihiro writhed with teary eyes. Then, she rolled into a gap on the landing. *Koron*.

"Huh?"

It was the dead space under the stairs. Because the staircase had a gentle curve, there was a decent amount of space. A thought flashed in her head.

Wouldn't this make a good home?

Chihiro toddled around and set her sights on the staircase near the area where she had been confined. It was narrower than the last staircase, but people rarely came here. She entered the gap between the wall and the stairs in the same way, and sure enough, there was dead space there too. Though it was narrow, it was spacious enough for about five Chihiros to lie down side by side.

Score, housing problem solved!!

Overjoyed, she borrowed several freshly laundered sheets and blankets from the laundry room. If they got dirty, she could mix them in with the laundry and get new ones.

They abandoned me and neglected to raise me, so I'll consider this compensation.

However, the child who was already weak and utterly exhausted collapsed into a deep sleep as soon as she finished setting up her new home. It was probably also because her stomach was full. Her sated body unconsciously curled up in the warm blanket, and Chihiro let out happy little breaths as she slept.

She slept soundly, from dawn until sunset, and then well past midnight before she finally woke up.

"Whoa... I really slept. I must have been out for nearly a whole day."

But thanks to that, her exhaustion was gone. It was probably also due to having had water and food. Her body felt much lighter.

...Well, I am a toddler.

She suddenly felt thirsty and headed for the well in the laundry room. This time, however, there was no water in the tub. Figuring she probably couldn't work the well herself, she toddled toward the kitchen. The castle was deserted late at night. The kitchen she peeked into was also pitch black. But Chihiro's eyes, having wandered in the darkness, could just barely make out the faint outlines and colors of things.

"The washing area is... here."

There was a well next to the stone sink. Beside it were several large jars.

"Is it this?"

When she slid off the wooden lid, she found it was filled to the brim with clear water. Her throat made a gulping sound. Chihiro looked for a cup and poured some water into it.

*Gulp, gulp, gulp, gulp*. Ahhh, delicious.

After downing it all at once, she found herself staring at the cup.

I'd like a water pitcher. And a cup, and a small plate too.

She looked around and found a pitcher and some cups overturned on a table. There were quite a few, perhaps for staff meals. There were large and small plates as well.

I'll just borrow a few.

One pitcher, two cups, two small plates. They were all made of wood, so they were light, but for her small body, they were heavy enough. She made several trips, carrying them to her home under the stairs. While she was at it, she rummaged through the laundry room, found some washed and folded napkins, and borrowed a few of those as well.

"With this, I have the bare minimum for a civilized life."

She spread a blanket on the stone floor, then laid a sheet over it so she could relax barefoot. The back third of the space was her bed. She made a thick mattress by folding a blanket twice and wrapping it in a sheet. She folded the edge of the blanket a little more to make a pillow-like shape. Then she folded another blanket in half, wrapped it in a sheet, and that became her comforter.

My body is small, so it's easy to make do with substitutes. So helpful.

It seemed to be a season where it got a little chilly at night, though she didn't know the exact time. She was lucky it was a pleasant time of year.

A tiny living space, like something from a game of house. A dry smile crossed her face at her own circumstances, and then Chihiro suddenly felt hungry. She took out the basket from Adoris and pulled out a sandwich.

I slept for almost a whole day. No wonder I'm hungry.

She stuffed the sandwich into her mouth and chewed as thoroughly as she could. This body's digestive system was weak, and more than anything, she was practically an infant. If she ate normally, she could suffer from indigestion. Chihiro chewed until it was nearly liquid before slowly swallowing.

Just doing that made her jaw ache. But she had to eat. She didn't want to die.

Children can die from the smallest things. It was better to be overcautious. As she chewed diligently, she glanced at the basket. Inside were three sandwiches and three orange wedges. Probably a normal single serving. For this body, she could make it last for two meals, but it was a terribly precarious situation. What should she do?

Then, it hit her again.

I'll get food from Adoris. I'll offer to help with something and ask for a meal as my wages.

And so began the exchange between the young kitchen apprentice and the little child who would later be known as the Hermit.

Chihiro showed up at the kitchen first thing every morning.

"You're here again."

"Mhm."

She would hand the basket to Adoris and start peeling the potatoes that had been prepared on the floor.

To the child who said she wanted food and asked to help, Adoris had assigned the task of peeling vegetables. Her manner of speaking was proper and her attitude was poised. Though she looked small, Adoris figured she was probably four or five and let her try using a knife. To his surprise, Chihiro began peeling the skins smoothly and without any trouble.

Instant asset. Hired.

Impressed by how Chihiro worked precisely according to his instructions, Adoris entrusted her with simple tasks, and his morning prep work began to finish much faster.

And Chihiro's wages were paid in kind.

Watching the child happily accept the basket, Adoris's face would break into a smile. While feeding her the leftovers from the previous night's staff meal, he explained the contents of the basket.

"Today's is a ham sandwich. There's a boiled egg and an apple in there too."

Adoris's chest ached with a small pang at the sight of Chihiro's beaming smile. He had vaguely suspected it, but for her to be this happy over something like this. She really must not come from a decent home.

There were parents in the world who abused and overworked their children.

Thinking back, maybe she had been hiding from her parents under that shelf. Her gaunt, filthy appearance had been pitiful. So pitiful that he had given her a meal without a second thought.

Watching her toddling figure walk away, Adoris frowned with a sense of helplessness.

In reality, it was far worse than mere abuse, but even Adoris couldn't have imagined that Chihiro had been confined and was on the verge of dying from starvation and dehydration.

After Chihiro left, the cooks came bustling into the kitchen. They spotted Adoris standing in the hallway and called out to him.

"What are you doing? Is the prep work done?"

"Yeah, it's done."

"Well now, you've been fast lately. You're getting good."

A large man, built like a bear, clapped Adoris on the shoulder. Looking up at the man, Adoris wondered what to do. It wasn't good to stick his nose into another family's business. But it was just too pitiful to see such a small child coming every day, starving for food. From the looks of it, she probably wasn't being fed properly. When he first met her, she was gaunt and her eyes were hollow.

"Hey, Head Chef. I've got something to talk to you about later."

Seeing Adoris's serious expression, the man called Head Chef raised a single eyebrow.

"What is it? What's this talk?"

"Actually..."

Adoris told him the story of the little child, bit by bit.

How she had been sleeping under a shelf as if hiding. How she was gaunt and filthy and didn't seem to be properly cared for. How she helped with the kitchen prep work every day for food. Adoris told him everything he had seen of the child so far.

"I want to do something to help her... but I can't think of anything. She works so hard, you know. In that tiny little body. When I think about how hungry she must be for food, it's just too sad."

Listening to the story, the head chef unconsciously stroked his chin. A small child. Most of the castle servants commuted, but some were granted houses or rooms. But they had their own designated sections in the outer castle grounds where they lived. They were not supposed to come into the main castle area often.

Did she wander in without knowing? What are her parents doing? Ah, they don't sound like decent parents, that's for sure.

Adoris said that since she spoke well and could handle a knife, she looked small but was probably around four or five. At that age, they couldn't hire her as a worker. They would need her parents' permission. And from what he could guess from the story, her parents seemed like no-good people, and they probably wouldn't agree even if he asked. The head chef looked up at the ceiling and thought for a moment.

"For now, let's meet her."

The head chef flashed a mischievous grin. Adoris felt a wave of relief and grabbed the head chef's hand, pleading with him to help. The head chef nodded in response and visited the kitchen early the next day.

"Hey. Is this the one?"

Chihiro looked up at the large, bear-like man who had appeared out of nowhere, her mouth hanging open.

"Yes. Chihiiro, this is the head chef in charge here. His name is Drago-san."

Startled by the sudden appearance of the huge man, Chihiro, upon being introduced to the head chef, hastily stood up and greeted him.

"Pleased to meet you. My name is Chihiro. I'm indebted to Adoris-san."

The small child bowed politely.

Drago narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

Her speech was indeed fluent. Her greeting was proper. However, this...

"How old are you?"

"Probably... two or three?"

"What?"

It was Adoris who was surprised by Chihiro's answer.

She used a knife so skillfully. He had thought she was four or five. Ignoring Adoris, the head chef looked at the carrots she had been peeling. They were peeled thinly and cleanly. Indeed, looking at this, no one would think she was two or three. For children of this age, a year makes a big difference. Her speech was polite and she seemed to have been educated. Even a seven-year-old who had been baptized probably couldn't respond this well. If they were a commoner. It was no wonder Adoris had been mistaken.

The head chef crouched down to meet Chihiro's eyes.

"You, where are your parents?"

"...I don't have any."

Her parents were the king and queen. But she didn't want to think of them, who had likely abandoned her, as her parents.

"You don't have any? Then how did you get here?"

Drago stared straight at her. Beside them, Adoris watched Chihiro anxiously, looking worried. How should she explain? She herself didn't know the circumstances that led to her current situation. This child's memories were vague and didn't make much sense. Which was natural, since they were an infant's memories. By piecing together the fragments, she understood that her parents were the king and queen and that a maid had locked her in that room.

"...I don't know. I was in a room deep inside for a long time. I was hungry... so, so hungry."

She couldn't say any more, and Chihiro began to cry with hiccuping sobs.

She truly didn't understand, so it couldn't be helped. In fact, she was the one who wanted to ask.

The head chef patted Chihiro's head and had her lead him to that room. The head chef's large hand held her small one, and Chihiro guided them to the room where she had been confined.

"This is the place."

Past the kitchen and the laundry room, further in, was the room. It was in the semi-basement, a small, damp room. A single, grimy bed was the only thing in the empty, desolate space.

A child had been abandoned in a place like this.

The reason was unknown, but it was not right.

"No parents, no food... You did well to survive. You're a tough one."

At the unexpected words, Chihiro looked up at Drago.

Drago looked at her gently and lifted her into his arms.

"If you don't have parents, I'll be your dad. From today on, you're my child."

Staring at Drago's beaming face in disbelief, Chihiro couldn't suppress the pounding in her chest. A child needed a guardian. But she had no one. She had been lucky enough to meet Adoris by chance. She had thought that alone was the greatest of fortunes. Because she could get food.

And yet, she could have a parent? Really?

She was a child of the utmost suspicion. He would become such a child's parent?

Chihiro hesitantly placed a hand on Drago's cheek. Grasping that small hand, Drago laughed cheerfully.

"...Daddy?"

"Yeah!"

Her face crumpled in an instant, and tears began to fall. She threw her arms around Drago's neck. Patting the small, trembling back, Drago was furious with whoever had abandoned such a young child. One wrong move and she would have died. Or perhaps... they intended for her to die?

His anger grew at the thought, and Drago, still holding Chihiro tightly, stormed away from the place with heavy steps. Adoris, watching the head chef's retreating back as he carried Chihiro towards the residential quarters, froze at the unexpected turn of events.

Huh? She's going to be the head chef's child? The head chef is single, right? Can he really take care of her?

Though left behind, Adoris was glad that the child he had been worried about was now under the protection of a reliable man. It was a different outcome than he had imagined, but in a way, it was the best possible ending.

Adoris, watching them go with a gentle expression, could not have predicted the storm that was to come.

Chihiro was a child of the royal family. He did not yet know that as she grew, problems would begin to surface.



		
			Chapter 2

			The Kitchen's Little Person

			"This is my house."

The place he brought her to was a small mansion built within the castle's outer walls. Small, yet it was five times the size of a standard single-family home in Japan.

Chihiro stared blankly at the neat little mansion before her.

My name is Sagami Chihiro. I was supposed to have died in a traffic accident on Earth, but when I came to, I was inside a child on the brink of death. I struggled desperately, not wanting to die, and was taken in by some kind cooks. And now here I am. It seems this is another world.

The large man, built like a bear, who held Chihiro in his arms, laughed cheerfully. He was Drago, the head chef of the palace. He was a strange man, willing to take in a mysterious child with no parents and no place to live.

"From today on, this is Chihiiro's home. Remember that."

With those words, Drago opened the door.

Doesn't he lock it? Is that just how this world is?

As Drago opened the door with a *kachari*, she saw a spacious interior with double doors straight ahead. To the left and right were staircases leading to the second floor.

This would be a mansion in Japan. I've seen places like this on TV. This is not the home of a mere cook.

Placed down on the thick carpet, Chihiro clung uncertainly to Drago's leg. Looking down at her gently, Drago called out.

"Naya, are you here?"

As Drago called towards the back of the house, the patter of footsteps was heard, and a man and a woman appeared.

And Chihiro couldn't help but stare.

"We apologize for the wait, Master."

The two bowed respectfully.

One was an elderly man. His brown hair, mixed with white, was neatly combed back, and his posture was impeccable. His name was Naya. He was apparently the butler here.

And then there was another. Red hair and pink eyes. She was a maid named Sasha. On her head were large, fox-like ears, and swaying behind her skirt was a fluffy, fluffy tail.

She was a beast-human!!

Uwaaaah, she's the real deal! Not cosplay! Her ears are twitching, *piku piku*!!

Drago gave a wry smile at Chihiro, who was frozen, wide-eyed, and explained to the two before him.

"This is Chihiiro, who's in my care from today. She's my daughter. Please treat her well."

He then stared into space for a moment before glancing at Chihiro.

"She is a daughter, right?"

That's what you're asking now?!

Seeing Chihiro nod with a sullen look, Drago seemed relieved. Oh, he's actually kind of cute. Even if he looks like a bear.

Drago instructed them to give the dirty Chihiro a bath and tasked the butler with procuring children's clothes. Then he himself returned to the kitchen to finish his work.

Until the bath was ready, Chihiro was made to sit in a small chair. Before her were tea and dried fruits. At the long-awaited taste of something sweet, her mouth began to water. It is sweet, right?

"Time to eat."

She joyfully popped one into her mouth and chewed a few times. Chihiro tilted her head with a complicated expression.

It's not very sweet. This is just the fruit version of dried vegetables.

Her disappointment as great as her expectations had been, Chihiro was picked up by Sasha and carried to the bath. Chihiro was still chewing wistfully.

The bath was... yeah, it was normal. Soaking in the tub, she let out a sigh of relief.

A bath really is nice. It's only been a little over ten days since I escaped that room, but I was filthy from even before that. I took sponge baths when there was water in the laundry tub, but other than that, I could only wipe myself down.

As the little girl relaxed, *mofuun*, Sasha carefully washed her hair with warm water. The itchiness on her scalp was gone, leaving her feeling clean, refreshed, and completely satisfied.

After asking a few questions, she learned that Drago was a skilled cook, and for his service, he had been granted the title of baron and a mansion. It was a peerage for one generation only, so it had nothing to do with Chihiro. He had his salary as head chef and a pension as a noble, so he seemed to be quite well-off.

I see. So supporting one more person like me is no problem.

After hearing various things and being given a tour of the mansion, Chihiro was just starting her nap when Drago returned for a moment. He looked worriedly at the napping Chihiro's face, and then his own expression suddenly froze. Drago's eyes widened, his thoughts coming to a halt.

A lovely child, washed clean, sleeping peacefully, *suyosuyo*.

Staring at her with an expression of shock, he returned to the kitchen with unsteady steps.

"This is bad."

"Huh?"

Though flustered, Drago had completed his work. He started whispering to Adoris, who was cleaning up.

"Do you remember the color of Chihiiro's eyes?"

"Her eyes? Uh, I think they were a light brown. Like milk tea."

"I wish they were brown..."

"Heah?"

Adoris tilted his head at Drago's grave expression.

"What's wrong? Chihiiro's hair and eyes are both light brown, right?"

"Not brown, gold."

"What??"

"When I bathed her and washed her, it turned out her hair was blond."

"Whaaaat?!"

The two stared at each other in silence.

Blond hair was the mark of the royal family. This meant Chihiiro had royal blood. But they hadn't heard of anything happening to any of the princesses. If such a small princess went missing, it should have caused a huge uproar.

"The princesses who haven't been baptized are in the Inner Palace. They shouldn't be coming to the back of the castle like this."

"The Inner Palace has its own kitchens. I've only heard rumors, but age-wise, she could be the Seventh Princess or the Eighth Princess."

"The Sixth Princess too. I hear she's twins with the Seventh."

"...If one of them disappeared, it would have been a huge fuss by now, right?"

"Right."

The two looked up at the ceiling with serious faces. The only other possibility was...

"...An illegitimate child?"

"That's about the only thing it could be."

An illegitimate child born from the dalliances of some high and mighty person.

"Either the mother who couldn't raise her abandoned her, or someone tried to destroy the evidence of an affair."

"Either way, it's not good..."

A chill ran down their spines. The latter possibility was more likely. Because Chihiiro had been confined in that room. If she had been a normal child of her age and couldn't escape that room, she would have certainly died. What if that was the parent's intention?

"...We have to hide her."

"Thank you."

Adoris bowed his head to Drago, who was fully prepared to shelter her.

"Hm?"

"For not abandoning Chihiiro."

At those words, Drago's face twisted into a fierce scowl.

"Of course! How could I stand by and watch an innocent child die?! If it comes down to it, I'll carry her and run!"

Adoris broke into a smile watching Drago, whose eyes were blazing with anger as he huffed and puffed.

He had not chosen the wrong person to consult. He would surely protect Chihiiro well.

Adoris gave the bear-like man, who was practically shouting for them to bring it on, an exasperated look.

No, it would be best if they didn't come at all, you know?

He fixed him with a deadpan stare, retorting only in his mind.

"And so, this."

The next morning, Drago dressed Chihiro in a hooded poncho Naya had prepared. It was a light green poncho, a cute thing with dark green leaves and small orange flowers embroidered on the hem. The little girl gave a twirl to show it off, and Drago nodded with a goofy smile.

"You must not show your hair to people. Hide it with the hood. Understand?"

Ah, so there's something about it. A bad reason.

Understanding without needing an explanation, Chihiro nodded her small head several times. Drago touched her cheek and stared intently at her.

"Her eyes, too... They could pass for brown, I guess. But they have a golden sheen, don't they?"

Gold? Chihiro had not yet seen her own reflection. She had only seen her bangs, so she knew her hair was blond. I wonder if my eyes are gold too.

As the child tilted her head, Drago hugged her tightly and tried to leave the house, still carrying her. The startled butler stopped him with all his might.

"Master, you have work to do! We will take care of the young mistress!"

"But, if something happens... Chihiiro is so cute, and so light. What if she gets kidnapped?"

"This is the royal palace, sir! Who do you think would kidnap her?!"

In fact, someone had tried to kill Chihiiro.

Swallowing the words that rose to his throat, Drago reluctantly... truly reluctantly, handed Chihiro over to Sasha.

"I'll be back early. Be a good girl, okay?"

"Okay. See you later, Daddy."

She waved her little maple-leaf hand, a soft smile on her face.

Something warm spread through Drago's chest.

Daddy. Daddy. Daddy. That's right, I'm a dad now.

Ahhhh, are all children this cute? Or is Chihiiro just especially cute? It must be the latter. My Chihiro is the cutest in the world!!

"Chihiiro, you should come with me after all!"

"That is quite enough, sir!!"

Thrown out by the butler's roar, Drago headed to the kitchen, on the verge of tears.

"Honestly, the Master..."

Grumbling to himself, Naya looked down gently at Chihiro and took her into his arms from Sasha.

"It's 'Father,' you know? You are now a baron's daughter, young mistress. Please call him 'Father.'"

"Faw-ther."

Oops, I messed it up.

My toddler enunciation...

Even when I'm careful, I slip up sometimes.

Naya let out a snort of laughter at the child who was pulling at her own mouth and cheeks. He carried her to the living room. He sat her down on the sofa and began to talk about various things to come.

"As a baron's daughter, young mistress, you must be educated. This means studies and lessons. Do you understand?"

Chihiro nodded slowly.

His eyes widened slightly at that. Naya recalled what Drago had said the previous night.

'That child is clever. Don't judge her by her appearance. She probably has the comprehension level of a student in the lower division of the nobles' academy.'

Drago had inferred that from Chihiro's greetings and demeanor.

Confirming this, Naya continued his explanation to Chihiro, as if probing her.

"Can you read? Can you do arithmetic?"

He then handed a book into Chihiro's small hands. It was a thin book made of thick paper.

They have paper books. This civilization must be quite advanced.

Chihiro turned the page and her eyes widened slightly.

There were phonetic guides written above the characters. But they weren't printed on the paper. They were floating above the surface of the book.

Is this my reincarnation bonus? Not having trouble with the language is important.

"One day, a mother, in a field, a little bird, found."

Though halting, she was reading. Naya's eyes widened in admiration. Just as he was about to say something, Sasha came rushing in from the back, looking a little flustered and holding a wooden tag.

"Naya-sama, this doesn't add up."

Sasha had brought five tags with numbers written on them. She laid them out on the table one by one and placed a hand on her cheek in confusion.

"The total on the wooden tags doesn't match the amount in the cash box."

Naya picked up the tags and took out a calculating device, checking them one by one. The calculator, made of leather cords with knots, seemed difficult to use and was taking time. Peeking at it from the side, Chihiro pointed at the tags.

"Here. The number is wrong. Here too."

She could read the numbers. However, here they used character-based numerals like in Japan, and there didn't seem to be a simpler system like Arabic numerals. You would understand if you tried to do three-digit multiplication using Japanese kanji numerals. The columns don't line up, making it hard to calculate. The same thing was happening here.

"This one, three hundred fifty and two thousand two hundred, that's six hundred seventy-five thousand and..."

Chihiro did the calculations in her head, adding them up as she spoke. She had attended an abacus school for six years until she started middle school. She held a second-grade certification in abacus. Mental arithmetic was her specialty. She rattled off the calculations one after another, and before they knew it, all the incorrect numbers had been identified.

"So many... I must file a complaint. Sasha, bring me some stationery."

It seemed they were being overcharged for ingredients. Glancing at the visibly angry Naya, Chihiro tapped the wooden tags with her finger.

"This is for dealing with commoners, right? Are you going through a merchant?"

"No... we purchase directly from the farmers."

"The fractions are being rounded up with rough estimates, aren't they? Can't you let it slide?"

If they were commoners, and farmers at that, it was doubtful they could do arithmetic properly. There were some large amounts, but most were just small fractions. It was possible they couldn't calculate well and just gave a rough figure.

Explaining this to Naya, Chihiro dangled her legs and grinned.

"From next time, let's prepare a calculation sheet for our transactions. We know the quantities, so we can do that, right? We shouldn't be unreasonable with the farmers."

The smirking toddler left Naya speechless, breaking out in a cold sweat. Just how old are you?

This is taking age fraud too far, isn't it? That off-the-charts arithmetic, that tone, that explanation. You're definitely lying about your age, aren't you?? Ahhh, and not just your age, your status too!

This child before him was without a doubt someone who had received a high-level education. Possibly higher than that of nobles or royalty. Higher than royalty? That's impossible. It can't be...

But the reality is right here in front of me. So impossible is not impossible.

With a somewhat distant, philosophical look in his eyes, Naya suddenly remembered the picture book from earlier.

"Young mistress, you seem to be good at arithmetic, but are you not skilled at reading and writing?"

Chihiro's eyes darted around as if troubled.

Seeing this, Naya felt a sense of relief and nodded in understanding. That's right. Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. You get good at what you love. There's still plenty of time.

To turn the small child into a fine lady, Naya arranged for tutors. But at that moment, he didn't realize that his mind was already being clouded by the extraordinary child.

Hiring a private tutor for a two-year-old was something even nobles didn't do. Until their baptism, it was normal for them to learn from their families or by observing, a very relaxed process.

In his interactions with Chihiro, Naya's sense of normalcy had completely vanished.

"I see, Chihiiro is clever."

After hearing the story from Naya, Drago beamed and ruffled Chihiro's hair. That afternoon, a merchant came by, and they bought underwear and clothes for Chihiro. They then went into town and bought study supplies. The bulky items were arranged for delivery, and they took a leisurely tour of the city in a carriage.

In terms of era, it was like Earth's Middle Ages. You know, that transitional period like the Renaissance, where old and new things coexisted. That was the impression the city gave.

With Chihiro on his lap, Drago took out a small box from his pocket. From inside, he took out a thin necklace and put it around Chihiro's neck. The pendant was a cute apple motif. The embossed apple sparkled brightly.

"This is my crest. Since it's only for one generation, I chose something familiar. Chihiro Giorge. That is your name."

With that, Drago flipped the pendant over. There, in elegant script, was written 'Chihiro Giorge'.

"If anything happens, show them this. It will serve as your identification."

And there was more, a single document. Placed on the table, it was the adoption paper for Drago and Chihiro.

"I said I was taking in a child from a distant relative, and the civil official recommended it. With this, Chihihiro is officially my daughter."

Drago's smile was full of affection. Overcome with emotion, Chihiro hugged him, unable to speak.

A sting went up the back of her nose. To think she had met such wonderful people.

She had thought she was unlucky with parents in this life, but she had been blessed with enough good fortune to make up for it and more.

I want to do something. What can I do?

Alright!! I'll work for my meals. I have to earn my keep!

From the next day, the little person appeared in the kitchen again.

If potatoes or carrots were left out, they would be neatly peeled before anyone knew it.

A light green shadow darted through the deserted kitchen. Before long, the dishes were all washed.

One mysterious phenomenon occurred after another.

Among the perplexed cooks, only Adoris covered his mouth, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter.

Drago tried to catch the little person, running around, but for some reason, he always lost sight of her near the back staircase. And on the neck of the giggling little person, a beautiful apple pendant was said to shine.



		
			Chapter 3

			The Royal Brother's Little Person

			"Chihiiro, you don't have to help. Why don't you stay at the mansion and have a snack and relax?"

"He who does not work, neither shall he eat, Daddy."

"Daddy... ahhh, Chihiiro, you're so responsible! To think of working when you're so small!"

Drago hugged Chihiro tightly, rubbing his cheek against hers with his bushy, bear-like beard.

Around the time the little person's identity became known in the kitchen, and the cooks were smiling wryly at the heartwarming sight of the parent and child.

On the outskirts of the country, a suspicious group got out of a carriage. They looked around, and after confirming no one was watching, they entered an old private house. In the reception room of the house were several women. Dressed in ladies' maid uniforms, they looked at the men who had entered with suspicious eyes.

"Where is Fatimah-sama? Why isn't she here?"

One of the women narrowed her eyes dangerously.

"...We failed. The knights caught on, and we couldn't start the riot."

The woman who had spoken shot to her feet, her face pale.

"No! I left Fatimah-sama locked in the designated room. How long do you think it's been since then? She'll die!"

"...It can't be helped. She was unlucky."

"Don't mess with me! Do you have any idea how much trouble we went through to raise her?! It took us ten years! A chance like this will never come again!!"

The woman who screamed in a rage was named Cyril. She was a lady's maid serving the Second Consort. The women with her were also maids who had served in the castle. They, along with Cyril, were foreign spies who had infiltrated the country.

The world that had prospered through magic, Arcadia. However, that magic was in decline, and now it remained only in this kingdom. The reason was unknown. Before they knew it, people had lost their magic, the ancient civilization built on magic had fallen into ruin, and people had built a new civilization through trial and error. Amidst all this, only one country, Frontier, had maintained its magical civilization. Upon investigation, it was discovered that the royal family of this country, who possessed golden irises rare even in this world, along with their direct descendants and nobles, had not lost their magic and were maintaining and operating the magical tools that formed the foundation of the country. Learning this, the surrounding countries tried various means to get their hands on Frontier's royalty... but all their attempts ended in failure.

Frontier, which could wield magic, and the surrounding countries, which had lost magic and could not. The difference in military power was obvious. Prosperous and peaceful, Frontier did not like war and would do nothing unless provoked. It was a gentle country dedicated to self-defense. Starting a war would only earn their disfavor. It was meaningless. On the other hand, trade and diplomacy were also useless. As mentioned before, Frontier was prosperous and peaceful. There was no area where other countries could gain an advantage. They showed no interest in political marriages, and Frontier was completely independent, a step above other countries.

This was all because their magical civilization was alive.

Because they had magic, their army was strong. Because they had magic, their land was fertile. Because they had magic, their lives were easy and the people were at peace.

To seize even a small part of that bounty, many spies had infiltrated Frontier.

Every day, as they infiltrated and investigated, they were awed by Frontier's wealth. It was a world of difference from their own homeland. It was presumptuous to even compare. Seared by the flames of jealousy and envy, they endured for ten long years.

Finally, an opportunity arrived.

The Second Consort, whom she served, and the Queen became pregnant. Furthermore, they gave birth one day apart. This chance could not be missed. The Queen's labor began, and most of the court physicians and key personnel went to her side. In turn, the Consort also went into labor, and her delivery was attended by a young doctor and Cyril's fellow maids.

Now, they could steal the newborn child and escape. People's attention was on the Queen. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance. They would get their hands on the magic-wielding baby and flee.

With this plan in mind, Cyril watched over the birth, but then an unexpected situation arose.

The Consort's child was a twin.

Come to think of it, her previous birth had also been twins. Perhaps she came from a family with a tendency for multiple births. A boy and a girl were born. Cyril unhesitatingly picked up the girl with the blond hair, which indicated high magic power, and killed the doctor to silence him.

As a result, she loudly announced the birth of a prince to the Consort, and hid the princess within the castle, which was celebrating the birth of the Second Prince.

A princess whose very birth was unknown.

They had secretly raised her, sometimes swapping her with the prince to walk around the castle or meet the king. Cyril concocted a drug to slow the princess's brain development and raise her to be simple-minded. Eventually, she was to become a vessel to bear the children of their country's royalty. Once they took her back to their country, they could brainwash and train her to be obedient.

But that too had its limits. The princess was now two years old. If this continued, she would begin to question her own circumstances. They had to take her away before that. A chance like this would never come again.

She contacted her allies outside and planned to create several riots as a diversion for the knights, while they stole the princess from the castle. As a lady's maid, she couldn't make any big moves. Even if she moved secretly, an acquaintance might question her. The same went for the other maids. If someone who worked in the Inner Palace appeared in the outer castle, it would definitely draw attention.

So they dressed in inconspicuous clothing, pretending to be on a secret excursion, and fled the castle. They locked the princess in a room in the back of the laundry area, and the men before them were supposed to secure the princess the next day under the cover of the riots.

Believing this, Cyril had hidden in this house on the outskirts of the country.

"We'll have to start over from scratch. We need to train a new spy..."

It had been almost a month since then. There was no way a simple-minded child, drugged as she was, could escape on her own, and they had chosen an isolated place to confine her. She couldn't hope for help from others either.

By now, Fatimah-sama must be...

Fatimah was the name Cyril had given her. It was the name of a prophet who, long ago, was said to have received a divine message. She had given her that name in the hope that she would become the maiden who would save their country.

Mourning the princess who was surely dead by now, Cyril prayed silently all night.

She did not know that the princess was running around full of life.

The little person continues to go her own way.

"Do you have things like shugar, or honey?"

Looking up at Drago, Chihiro tilted her head.

Chihiro spoke normally. She wielded words fluently. But the words that came from her short tongue sounded to those around her like the hiragana script version, causing their faces to relax into a smile.

Drago and the cooks, who were watching the little person with warm, fuzzy feelings, repeated the words she had asked.

"Honey is hard to come by. And what's shugar? Is it an ingredient?"

At the question, Chihiro was dumbfounded.

They don't have it? They don't have sugar?

The word 'shock' was written all over the little person's face, and the people around her looked at each other in a panic.

"What's shugar? Do you know?"

"I don't know, what should we do?"

"We should have a little honey, right? Go get it!"

The cooks bustled about in a fluster, and then they presented a small pot before Chihiro. When she opened the lid, she saw the familiar amber-colored liquid. Chihiro let out a sigh of relief.

"Honey is very precious. Even the king rarely gets to taste it."

Drago spoke to Chihiro with a serious face, as if to impress upon her.

"Precious?"

"That's right."

Closing the lid of the pot, Drago lifted Chihiro into his arms. He left the kitchen, went up the stairs behind the laundry area, and took Chihiro to a terrace with a good view.

"You see that forest over there?"

At his words, Chihiro strained her eyes.

Sure enough, far beyond the city, she could see a wide expanse of smoky, budding green.

Is that a forest?

"In deep forests like that, there are beehives, and you can get honey from them. But in the forest, there are ferocious beasts and monsters. You can't go in unless you're with the knights."

I see. So that's why it's so rare.

"Don't you do beekeeping?"

"Beekeeping?"

"Raising bees and having them share their honey."

Drago's eyes widened as he stared at Chihiro. Her little hands were patting his cheeks, *pechi pechi*.

Raising bees to get honey? Is such a thing possible? It was a child's idea. She was probably thinking in a way where all the animals in the forest were her friends. That was cute in its own way, but he had to teach her properly. Bees were dangerous creatures. If you weren't careful, you could get into big trouble.

"Chihiiro, listen carefully."

"Hm?"

"Bees are very scary creatures. They have stingers and they sting, and sometimes they bite. So you must not go near them."

Drago stated this firmly, intending to establish his adult authority, but contrary to his expectations, Chihiro just tilted her head in confusion.

"So?"

Huh? You'll get stung, you know? Isn't it painful and scary?

This time, Drago's mouth hung open in a daze. Unconcerned, Chihiro's lips curved into a grin. If she knew it existed, things were simple. If there was no sugar, then honey it was.

"Chihiiro? Hello? What are you thinking? Tell Daddy."

Sensing something ominous from the smirking child, Drago gently shook Chihiro, whom he was holding. Noticing this, Chihiro stared at Drago for a moment. His furrowed brow, his worried eyes.

Ah, this is no good. If I tell him, he'll oppose it with all his might.

And so Chihiro quietly averted her gaze from Drago.

"Hello! Chihiiro? Please don't be silent!"

Drago's desperate pleas did not reach Chihiro. Her mind was completely filled with plans on how to get honey and bees.

"Chihiiro is up to something. Keep a close eye on her."

With a fixed stare, Drago instructed Naya and Sasha, and then went off to work in the kitchen, repeatedly looking back at the mansion.

The two who were told looked at each other and communicated with their eyes.

Up to something? The young mistress? No way. What can she do, being so small?

They nodded to each other and closed the mansion door.

Chihiro's mornings were filled with studies and lessons with her tutor. In the afternoon, she had free time, and she spent it as she pleased, running around the servants' residential area or helping out in the castle kitchen.

After finishing her studies, which left her teachers wide-eyed, Chihiro called for Naya and asked to plant flowers in the garden.

"Flowers, you say? What kind would you like? A flower bed? Potted plants?"

"I want a flower field. So wild species would be better than ornamental ones. Things like wild roses, raspberries, and wild strawberries. Things that bloom in all seasons and have edible fruits would be good."

Naya thought for a moment and then smiled brightly. The part about edible fruits made it seem like it was more about the sweets than the flowers. Wild strawberries were indeed delicious.

"Very well. Fortunately, the garden is spacious, so we shall create a flower field to your liking, young mistress."

"Yay!"

Her face lit up, and Chihiro pulled Naya along, wanting to go buy seedlings.

"Please wait. We do not sell wild seedlings. We will put in a request to have them collected."

"Collected? A request?"

"Yes. We will request adventurers to collect them. Things like raspberries are only found in the forest. For normal flowers, some are cultivated and sold, but for wild species, you have to go to the forest."

Adventurers?? Here it is, the other-world staple!!

"I want to go with them! I want to see adventurers!"

"Eeeeeh?!"

Chihiro ran circles around the surprised and flustered Naya, throwing a tantrum until he said 'yes'. In the end, it was decided that they would ask for Drago's permission, and Chihiro's mouth twisted into a pout.

There's no way I'll get it.

With practiced steps, Chihiro headed to the kitchen and, clinging to a sliver of hope, told Drago about the flower field.

"No."

I knew it.

Drago's brow was furrowed in anger, his arms crossed. There was no room for discussion. Dejected and disheartened, Chihiro trudged out of the kitchen. Watching her go, Drago's chest ached.

No, but the forest is dangerous. Even if adventurers are guarding her, you never know what might happen. I have to be firm here!

Still, the image of the little person's dejected back was burned into the minds of the kitchen staff.

On her way to the servants' residential area, Chihiro sat down in front of a flower bed. A small back, curled up like a marimo moss ball. Someone spotted her and called out.

"Oh? Who might you be?"

Startled by the sudden voice, Chihiro hurriedly pulled her hood down low over her face and cautiously looked behind her. There stood a man with light brown hair. From his elegant clothes, he appeared to be of high status. He looked to be in his early twenties. His grayish-blue eyes were fixed on Chihiro.

"I am Chihiro, daughter of Baron Giorge."

"Chihiiro?"

"...Yes."

Again. She was getting used to being asked to repeat her name these days.

"I am Romel Regret. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

As he introduced himself, his eyes widened slightly at Chihiro, who greeted him with the curtsy she had just learned.

This child before him was, by all appearances, a toddler. Three? Or maybe even two? Well, well, she was quite something.

And her slightly somber mood concerned him.

"What were you doing here? You seem down."

"It's nothing. I'm fine."

Is that how a toddler responds?

His eyes curved into a slight smile. Romel persisted, and managed to get the story out of Chihiro.

"I see. Well, of course the head chef would object. The forest is truly dangerous, you know?"

"I know. I heard. But..."

The child's face scrunched up. Romel couldn't help but let out a small laugh. This kind of attitude was childish and cute.

"Very well. I shall lend you a hand."

"Heah?"

Romel gave a small nod to the child, who was looking up at him with a dumbfounded expression. His eyes were filled with the curiosity of someone who had found something interesting.

"Tomorrow, be ready to go out. We'll have a fun picnic in the forest starting around noon."

Chihiro was so confused she could only blink her eyes.

"Hello, Chihiiro. It's a lovely day."

"...Hello, Regret-sama."

The next day, just after she had finished lunch, he really did come.

With a line of knights behind him.

Naya, Sasha, and Chihiro were all dumbfounded.

What in the world is going on???

Romel's eyes narrowed with a look of triumph at the stunned child.

"I promised, didn't I? That I would lend a hand. If the knights are escorting us, even the head chef can't complain. Let's go to the forest, Chihiiro."

No, forget complaining, mobilizing the knights for a child's whim is strange, isn't it? Is it not strange? Is this normal???

She glanced up at Naya and the others, and sure enough, the two of them were frozen solid, their eyes wide.

See! It's not normal!

"We're going to the forest, right? Chihiiro?"

Yes, this is one of those situations where I have no right to refuse, isn't it? You're quite a high-ranking person, aren't you?

His eyes were full of innocent curiosity. His tone was that of someone used to ordering those of lower status. An atmosphere that brooked no argument.

It's pointless to resist. Oh well. I wanted to go to the forest anyway.

When Chihiro looked up at Romel and gave a big nod, he broke into a satisfied grin. He then lifted Chihiro onto the horse in front of him and mounted.

"I will be taking the young lady into my care. We shall be back by evening, so inform the baron."

"Wha... huh? Y, young mistress?"

Flustered and muttering incoherently, Naya hurried out of the door. Chihiro smiled at him and waved her small hand.

"We're off, Naya. We'll be back early."

Holding Chihiro with one arm, Romel spurred his horse forward. The knights followed suit, urging their horses on.

Watching the group disappear into the distance in an instant, the blood drained from Naya's face.

Kidnapping...? No, that's not it.

"Master... Sasha, inform the Master! His Highness the King's Younger Brother has taken the young mistress..."

Taken the young mistress? What should he report? From the looks of it, they seemed to be acquainted. They were calling each other by name, and the young mistress had gotten on the horse without any fuss.

Ahhhhh, honestly! That young mistress!!

How should he tell Drago? Naya ran his hands through his neatly styled hair, messing it up completely.

"Are you of high rank, Regret-sama?"

"You can call me Romel. High, I suppose you could say that. I am royalty, after all. But I don't possess the golden irises, you see. I have almost no official duties and just live in the palace. Like a freeloader, I suppose."

Golden irises?

As Chihiro tilted her head, Romel's hand moved towards it.

"It's a lovely day, isn't it? Aren't you hot?"

Sensing Romel's intention, Chihiro hurriedly clutched her head.

"My faw-ther shaid I shouldn't show my face!"

Oops, I messed up!

She could feel Romel shaking behind her.

Is he angry? Was I disrespectful??

After staying still for a while, Chihiro noticed that the surrounding knights were also shaking. They had turned their faces away and were covering their mouths.

What is it?

Timidly, Chihiro looked up at Romel while still holding her head. Romel had an indescribable expression on his face, his mouth twitching into a grin.

Unconsciously, Chihiro leaned her head against Romel. At the small-animal-like gesture, Romel couldn't hold it in any longer and burst out laughing. The knights followed suit, and gentle laughter echoed around them.

What is this cute creature? I could watch her forever and not get tired. 'My faw-ther'. So the mature-sounding child messes up when she's flustered. A good discovery.

Romel's chuckles wouldn't stop. The knights were the same. As they rode at a light canter, the toddler, who showed no fear or intimidation, leaned skillfully against Romel, looking around with curiosity.

"Why did the head chef tell you not to show your face?"

At the question, Chihiro thought for a moment.

He was actually talking about her hair, but if she said that, he would probably get curious. Face, face, face... Daddy, I'm borrowing your overprotectiveness.

"He said I'd get kidnapped if I showed my face."

Instantly, Romel's face became serious. Though Chihiro couldn't see it.

She was indeed a very cute child. He could understand the head chef's worry. If she were in the city, she would be kidnapped in an instant.

Romel, looking convinced, glanced at his surroundings, and the knights gave him a slight nod.

Right?

With the forest now close by, Romel tightened his arm around Chihiro. Unaware of the gentle force, as if to protect her, Chihiro turned her admiring eyes to the lush, green forest.

An other-world forest. I wonder what kind of plants and animals are in there.

Unable to contain her excitement, Chihiro's eyes sparkled with anticipation as she disappeared into the forest with the knights.

Little did she know, this was the beginning of her inhuman life.

The forest simply swallowed her up, silently watching over her.



		
			Chapter 4

			His Royal Highness the King's Brother's Little Person

			"It was wild strawberry seedlings you wanted, wasn’t it?"

They stopped their horses at the edge of the forest, and the knights took something out and struck it against the ground. What appeared were several dozen timbers, each about two meters tall. Before the wide-eyed little girl’s gaze, the logs began to move on their own, forming a long, single-file fence. They tied their horses up and down its length, and the knights sprinkled a blue powder around the fence.

"Preparations complete, Your Highness."

Over a dozen knights stood at crisp attention.

Romel nodded to them and lifted Chihiro into his arms.

Her eyes widened and she froze. He narrowed his eyes in amusement.

"...Your Highness?"

"Ah, did I not mention it? I am the king’s fourth younger brother."

You never told me that! In fact, you kept it a secret on purpose, didn’t you, with that smug look on your face! You’re not hiding it at all, you jerk!

Chihiro inwardly cursed the cheerful-looking Romel. He held the sulking girl as the group entered the forest together.

"Seedlings, eh. Can you spot any, Harold?" Romel called out to the knight walking ahead of them as they proceeded down a small path in the woods.

The knight called Harold furrowed his brow in thought and muttered softly, "I’m afraid I’m not very good with plants."

He had fiery red hair and dull indigo eyes. He was probably about the same age as Drago, maybe forty, maybe not quite. He was a handsome, rugged older man. In response to his words, Chihiro looked around and saw the other knights shrugging their shoulders with perplexed expressions.

"Hmm. Perhaps I should have brought a gardener."

Are you kidding me? That’s the most important part!!

Why would you come to collect seedlings without bringing a specialist!

Back on Earth, Chihiro had been a country girl who ran through the fields and mountains, picking and eating wild strawberries and currants. She had some knowledge, but it wasn’t guaranteed to apply here. This was a world with magical power, magic, and monsters. The basic principles were wildly different, and the ecosystem was surely not the same.

Chihiro puffed out her cheeks and pulled on Romel’s ear with a gunununu. At her squirrel-like expression, everyone around them burst out laughing, and Chihiro, flustered with embarrassment, lightly tapped Romel’s head, pechi pechi.

"Ow, ow, I’m sorry. Here, I’ll give you this."

Though it couldn’t have hurt much, Romel cried out dramatically and offered Chihiro a small package. She took it and opened it quizzically, her eyes flashing with excitement a moment later.

Isn’t this a sweet??

Wrapped in thin paper was a baked good, and it smelled faintly of butter.

"Fuoohhh, it’s a sweet!"

Romel burst out laughing again at Chihiro’s wide-eyed surprise. He laughed aloud, his shoulders shaking.

"Fuoohhh? You’re a funny one, you really are."

It couldn’t be helped. She had been on the verge of death, unable to get not just sweets but any food at all. Even now that food was no longer a problem, she still craved something sweet. It might be a luxury, but for Chihiro, who had grown accustomed to the abundance of modern Japan, her current environment was harsh. Sweets here meant either fresh fruit or dried fruit. They had butter and fresh cream, but the lack of sweetness made them completely different things. There was no way Chihiro could use honey, a delicacy even for royalty and nobles. She spent her days eating fruit while fantasizing about sweet pastries.

Chihiro picked up the baked good and brought it to her lips with eyes full of anticipation. Then she chewed a few times.

There goes my hope for something sweet again. Give me a break with this letdown. I’m so disappointed!

The baked good wasn’t sweet. Or rather, it was sweet, but only in the sense that the faint sweetness of the wheat was accentuated by the saltiness of the butter.

It was like something between a cracker and a biscuit.

Her disappointment was as great as her anticipation had been, and Chihiro’s head drooped in dejection.

"Oh? That’s odd. Is it not good?"

Chihiro, her gaze lost in the distance, managed a weak smile for the flustered Romel.

"It’s delicious. Thank you very much."

No, you definitely don’t think so, do you???

Romel, who had expected she would be delighted, was dismayed by the little girl’s sighing reaction.

Baked goods like this could only be made by royalty and nobility. Butter and cheese were expensive. They weren’t entirely out of reach for commoners, but they would never think to use them in a pastry. It was precisely because they were expensive that they were served at meals. The very concept of a snack was foreign to commoners. If they got hungry, they would munch on a piece of fruit. That was normal.

When the little girl had cried out that it was a sweet, he had thought, as expected of the head chef’s daughter. He must dote on her. He had assumed Drago was giving his daughter the same sweets he made for the royals and nobles.

But the result was a letdown.

The little girl was so disappointed she couldn’t hide it.

Was he giving her different sweets? Something more delicious than this? I’ll interrogate him when I get back!!

In reality, she was just comparing it to the sweets of another world, but Romel, ignorant of this, was fuming at the head chef out of misplaced frustration.

"Ah, that’s it!"

After walking a little further, Chihiro pointed at a familiar flower. Amidst large, rustling leaves, tiny white flowers bloomed here and there. It probably wasn’t their peak blooming season yet. The plant, covered in numerous buds, had leaves and flowers with the characteristic shape of the rose family.

Chihiro had Romel put her down, and she dashed off at full speed. Staring at it up close, the little girl’s face broke into a grin.

"It’s a wild raspberry! I found it!"

"This? Hmm, it’s quite large."

The overgrown raspberry bush was about two meters tall, even taller than Romel.

"We should be able to just pull it out by the roots. I’m counting on you."

At Romel’s instruction, several knights, holding shovels that appeared from nowhere, nodded.

"I was wondering earlier, where are you getting those from? The lumber and the shovels."

"Ah, you don’t know yet. It’s magic. We seal them into these small spheres. Many of the knights are nobles, so a lot of them can use magic."

Hoaaah, classic isekai staple, take two.

"Can I use it too? Magic!"

Met with her sparkling gaze, Romel was at a loss for words. Though he was a baronet, the head chef was a commoner. His magical power was only enough for simple daily life magic useful in cooking. But that was still magic, wasn't it? Especially for a child this young. Even that much would surely make her happy.

"Well, if you work hard, I’m sure you’ll be able to use it."

Romel nodded with an indulgent smile. Just as Chihiro was about to clasp her hands and jump for joy, her eyes froze on the knights’ movements.

"Nooo, you’ll damage the roots!"

The knights were thrusting their shovels directly under the raspberry bush’s main stalk. Several shovels were already stuck in the ground.

"Aaaahhh, ah... it’s no good, this one’s a goner."

Chihiro rushed over and confirmed that many of the main roots had been severed. She judged that this particular plant was unsalvageable. Wild raspberries are tough and highly reproductive plants. They can easily sprout new shoots even if their roots are cut. However, this plant was finished. Just as they are highly reproductive, it was also a characteristic of wild raspberries to give up quickly. It would soon weaken, and this plant would wither and die.

"Can’t be helped. Let’s collect the roots and take some basal shoots. We might be able to propagate them with cuttings or grafting."

If you plant the roots, they’ll sprout on their own next year. In fact, they’re such terrifying plants that if you don’t isolate them by digging a deep perimeter, they’ll reproduce explosively and cover the ground. Wild strawberries are as tenacious as any invasive plant.

"You’re quite knowledgeable. Cuttings? Grafting?"

Chihiro gave a rough explanation to the tilting-headed Romel, and she went on to acquire many other plants, including trailing blackberries, currants, and silverberries. The knights, now more cautious, followed Chihiro’s instructions, inserting their shovels far from the plants and loosening the soil to collect the roots in a ball.

"Collecting plants is quite a laborious task, isn’t it?" a knight murmured while taking a break.

Chihiro gave him a soft smile. At the cute, age-appropriate smile, the knight’s face relaxed as well.

"That’s what makes it fun. If you put in the effort, they respond. The soil here is good. The forest seems happy."

The little girl took a deep breath, and her eyes, bathed in the sunlight, flashed a brilliant gold.

Huh?

The knight’s heart gave a great thump, and he stared at Chihiro anew. The little girl’s eyes, now looking back at the ground, were a light brown. A truly pale amber, like milk tea.

Was I seeing things? But...

He couldn’t shake the feeling. The knight hesitantly reached for Chihiro’s hood.

At that moment, a piercing buzz from many wings echoed all around them.

"Huh? What’s that?"

"Draw swords!" Harold shouted at the top of his lungs. Instantly, the knights drew their blades and formed a protective circle around Chihiro and the others.

"We were careless. It seems we’ve stepped into their territory," Harold said.

Without delay, Romel pulled Chihiro into his arms, crouching low and scanning their surroundings. The strength in his arms as he held her revealed his tension.

What? Did something bad show up???

"If you take down one of those, they’ll swarm you. Don’t move a muscle, Chihiro."

She held her breath and looked toward the source of the buzzing. There was a large bee.

Heh? A bee?

It was a honeybee with a rather cute appearance. The only thing was, its size was extraordinary. It was about the size of a human baby.

Dad, your explanation was way too vague! If I’d known they were like that, I never would have thought about beekeeping!!

Even with its cute appearance, its size alone was terrifying enough. And it stings? It bites? Of course that’s dangerous! A stinger that size is practically a knife!

"This is bad. They’re the masters of this forest, so it’s trouble if we hurt them."

Forest Master? The bees?

But it somehow made sense. Insects overwhelm larger creatures with their threatening numbers. Just like how tiny termites can bring down a large building.

As Chihiro fearfully stared at the bee, the bee stared back at her. For some reason, she felt like she was being watched.

"I may not be strong enough, but I’ll give it a try. Someone take Chihiro."

Romel handed her to a nearby knight and walked quietly toward the dozens of bees surrounding them.

"What? What’s he going to do? Is it dangerous?"

The knight frowned and explained to the little girl who was flailing her arms and legs and looking up at him.

Basically, he was going to offer his magical power as an apology for trespassing on their territory. Monsters are fond of magical power. The reason they attack humans is to obtain it. In other words, they see us as prey. So, by releasing and giving them magical power itself, intelligent monsters will supposedly let you go. The bees called masters were that type of creature.

"With normal monsters, we’d just defeat them and be done with it. But we can’t defeat them. If we harm them, the entire country will be attacked."

A chill ran down Chihiro’s spine. She’d seen an old movie like that once. Countless bees attacking and swarming people.

Why... if I had known this forest was so dangerous.

...Though she probably would have come even if she had known. But if she were alone, it would have been her own responsibility, and she would have just ended up being eaten.

"Anyone from this country would never enter their territory. This time... well, we got carried away... This is our failure. What was the point of us coming along?"

In other words, the knights, who should have known the forest well, had been led deep into the woods by Chihiro.

So it’s my fault.

Because I was running around, their senses were dulled.

As Romel chanted something, a haze like heat shimmer began to form around him. The large bees swarmed it, and in an instant, Romel was no longer visible.

Is he okay? Over there...

Her heart was pounding. Baku baku. Something was wrong. Something felt strange.

Chihiro clutched her chest, her eyes wide. In her vision, the cluster of bees wavered, and Romel, freed from the swarm, collapsed to the ground.

"Your Highness!"

What happened?

It was Harold who shouted. But he didn’t move. No, he couldn’t move. Based on what he had said earlier, they couldn’t attack the bees. Yet the bees were moving closer to the fallen Romel. The shimmering magical power had already vanished from his body.

No way... no way, no way, no way!!

Chihiro started running before she could even think.

Are they going to eat him? Romel??

She could hear the knights screaming behind her, but who cares about that!! Right in front of me, a person is about to be eaten!!

"Stooooop!!"

Tumbling and stumbling, Chihiro threw herself over Romel as if she were flying. Her hood fell off, and her golden hair glittered brilliantly in the sun. Heedless of that, a golden haze spread out from her body, covering the area. The startled bees swarmed the golden mist as if competing for it. More bees arrived from deeper in the forest, following suit, and soon the surroundings were plunged into darkness by the ever-increasing swarm.

"What’s happening...?"

Completely surrounded by hundreds, thousands of bees, the knights could only watch, helpless to do anything.

Amidst the chaos, a single bee flew in with a particularly loud buzz. The surrounding bees made way for the massive creature, which was easily the size of an adult. And through the gap, the two figures at the center became visible.

"Your Highness! Young lady Baroness! Are you alright?!"

Romel gave a small wave to the shouting Harold.

Seeing Harold’s relief, Romel looked at Chihiro, who was still draped over him.

Why. Why is it you?

He stroked Chihiro’s hair, her hood now off, confirming its texture and color. Platinum blonde, almost silvery white. The lighter the color, the higher the magical power.

Your eyes were light too, now that I think about it.

He patted the back of Chihiro, who was clutching his clothes tightly and wouldn't let go, and gave a wry smile.

"Chihiro. It’s alright. You can get up now."

At his words, Chihiro lifted her head and was struck speechless by the sight of the tremendous swarm of bees thronging around them.

Where did so many of them come from?

"Romel, it’s okay! I won’t let them eat you!"

Chihiro clung to him in a tight hug. Romel felt his eyes grow warm at the feel of the still-trembling little girl.

Ah, you were trying to save me... I’m beaten.

*We do not eat people, how rude.*

Huh?

Chihiro looked around, bewildered.

"Bees don’t eat people. It’s a different story if you attack them, though. They’re intelligent creatures."

*That is correct. That man simply used too much of his magical power, so my children were trying to return a little of it.*

A disembodied voice seemed to be speaking in stereo.

"Heh? So, I misunderstood?"

Romel nodded with a wry smile. Chihiro’s face turned bright red, and she apologized to the bees.

"I’m sorry! I thought for sure you were going to eat Romel... Oh man, this is so embarrassing!"

*Indeed. By the way, you can hear my voice, can you not?*

"Huh? Yeah, I can hear you."

Suddenly, the air stirred. The buzzing of wings grew even sharper.

*I came, sensing golden magical power. Just as I thought. It has been a long time since a king has visited. It is a pleasure to meet you. Shall we form a new pact?*

"Hoeh? A pact? What’s that?"

*.......We are starting from there, are we?*

She introduced herself as Queen Merda and descended before Chihiro. At the arrival of the adult-sized bee, both Romel and Chihiro’s faces froze.

And then she told them. About the ancient pacts that bound this world, and how it came to be.

"So you’re saying every forest has a master, and one pact is formed for each forest?"

*That is correct. The conditions are that one’s magical power must be high, and it must be golden. We call such a person a king.*

Such individuals with high magical power were extremely rare, and not many pacts had been formed. It was said to happen about once every few hundred years. According to the pact, the king who forms it becomes the master of the Forest Master, and they remain together until the king’s life ends. It was an honor for a Forest Master to serve someone with high magical power and receive a share of that power, which in turn allowed them to revitalize the forest.

Merda puffed out her chest, wiggled her hands... or perhaps they were legs, wakya wakya, and brought her face pressingly close to Chihiro.

*Therefore, by all means, let us forge a new pact, my King!!*

Merda’s breath was heavy, her compound eyes gleaming.

Well, I’m not a king yet, and in fact I’m the Eighth Princess. And a discarded one at that.

"Ah, I don’t really get it, so I’ll put that on hold. I’ll do some more research. About the pacts, and the Forest Masters."

Romel watched the little girl try to brush it off with a polite smile, and he became certain.

You can converse with the Queen. Really, why is it you?

He couldn’t understand what the one person and one creature were talking about. Only a golden king could converse with a Forest Master. Or perhaps a queen, this time?

If a new pact was formed, Frontier would be safe for a while longer.

Other countries did not know. They could not be told.

Romel looked up at the sky, his gaze distant.

To think that the deep forests scattered across the world, and the masters dwelling within them, were the source of magical power. If a forest was revitalized and its master was healthy, the land around it would be filled with magical power.

A pact once every few hundred years.

The surrounding countries had forgotten this over the long course of time. Pushed by the wave of modernization, they had killed the Forest Masters, branding them as vicious monsters, and cleared the forests.

By the time our country realized it, it was already too late.

In most countries, the forests were gone, and with them, magic and magical power. To reveal this now would only create new conflicts and envy. If they had only investigated a little and gathered some data, they would have seen that rich lands radiated out from the forests. Even without that, our country’s Forest Master is a creature that soars through the sky and boasts numbers in the thousands. It cannot be defeated as easily as those in other countries. That threat was probably a blessing in disguise. Thanks to it, the records of the golden king born every few hundred years were not lost.

But...

Why is it you? Who in the world are you?

The two of them were still chattering away, wachawacha. One of them drooped her head dejectedly.

*If a pact is not made, then I must return the magical power I received. And I was so looking forward to the forest becoming bountiful...*

Merda’s shoulders slumped, and she began to cry, gusugusu. Chihiro clapped her hands with a pon.

"Honey!"

*Pardon?*

"You don’t have to return that magical power stuff from before, so give me honey instead. We’ll call it even."

*Is such a thing sufficient?*

"Yup!"

She had started working on the flower garden with the intention of starting a bee farm anyway. If she could get honey like this, in exchange for magical power, there was nothing better.

Merda agreed with a smile that looked like it deserved a gold star, and after a short while, she returned carrying a large mass. It was a long, hexagonal tube, about fifty centimeters in diameter and a meter long. It was a brown cylinder filled to the brim with honey.

*If something like this is acceptable, please take it anytime.*

Merda beamed. The goddess has arrived.

Chihiro, whooping with joy, was oblivious to the uneasy gazes around her. Or to the fact that her hood had fallen off, exposing her magnificent golden hair.

Suspicious gazes, a mix of astonishment and admiration.

As for Romel and Harold, their expressions were dark smiles that went beyond menacing.

"Well now. Chihiro? Sorry to interrupt your celebration, but could we have a little talk?"

"Heh?"

The Little Person finally realized the situation, but it was too late.

The now-silent Little Person was placed on the horse of the King’s brother, who sighed with cold eyes, and pokkuri pokkuri, they made their way home.

Around that time, in the outer palace grounds, Drago was said to have been pacing around with a grim face like a bear before hibernation.

The legend of the Little Person had only just begun.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Royal Knights' Little Person

			"Now then. Why don’t you tell me everything?"

Romel, his wide smile shadowed by a dark cloud, questioned Drago cheerfully. The knights standing in a line behind him also stared at Drago with intimidating, fixed gazes.

Today I went to the forest with Romel.

Well, after a lot of things happened, the kitchen staff found us on our way back and apparently informed Drago.

"Isn’t that them?"

"It is, the Little Person’s on the horse! Get the head chef!"

The cooks were in a flurry of panic.

Watching them from a distance, Romel looked at Chihiro with a puzzled expression.

"Little Person?"

"...It’s my nickname."

"Hmm. Well, I suppose it fits. It’s cute."

Uwah... I feel a chill coming from behind me.

And just as they arrived, Drago, who must have sprinted from the kitchens, came running towards them, his eyes half-filled with tears.

"Chihiirooo!!"

He snatched her up in a hug and glared at Romel, growling with a face that would make an oni proud.

"Your Highness the King’s brother... what is the meaning of this, taking her without a word?"

"I promised Chihiro yesterday that I would come and get her."

"Is that true?"

"Yeah. But I didn’t think he was serious."

"How cruel. Is that how you see me?"

While they were bickering back and forth, Romel muttered something in a low voice only Drago could hear.

"I have something to discuss regarding what’s under your daughter’s hood."

At the smirk twisting Romel's lips, Drago and Chihiro froze as if caught in an arctic blizzard.

And that brings us to the present.

"Why is a child of the royal family here? Who are the parents?"

"I do not know. I found her in a corner of the royal palace. She is my foster child."

"You found her?"

Drago nodded emphatically and explained the circumstances.

"...And that is why I believe she may be the unacknowledged child of someone of high birth."

As Romel listened to the explanation, he couldn’t deny the possibility. She possessed the royal luminescence so clearly. There was no doubt she was the child of someone in the direct line. But if that was the case, it had to be someone living secluded within the palace. Otherwise, it would be impossible to abandon her in a corner of the castle.

Raised in secret, abandoned in secret.

Everything must have taken place within the royal palace. Even the birth.

Was such a thing possible?

And then, recalling a time when such a thing might have been possible, he held his head in his hands. Judging by Chihiro’s age, he was probably right.

"Ah... ah, that’s it. It’s not impossible."

"Your Highness?"

"It was when the Eighth Princess and the Second Prince were born. Things were chaotic back then, and the Inner Palace was filled with the cries of babies. If Chihiro had been mixed in, we might not have noticed."

Chihiro’s face involuntarily tensed.

...But I was abandoned.

Reacting to the thought, Chihiro’s face twisted in disgust. Her expression was unfitting for a child, exuding a sharp, cruel aura. The knights who saw it widened their eyes slightly. Drago, noticing their reaction, followed their gaze to Chihiro, and Romel, drawn by Drago’s glance, was also struck speechless by the grim atmosphere.

"Chihiro?"

Drago called out to her tentatively. Seeing him, the little girl broke into a soft smile.

"What is it, Papa?"

"Pa... Chihiro, what happened to ‘Papa-sama’?"

"Forget it!"

"Papa-sama? What are you talking about, Chihiro?"

"Nothing!"

Ah, that’s the usual Chihiro. What was that murderous look from before? For a child to make a face like that, what in the world happened?

Romel let out a small sigh of relief, understanding that the situation was not impossible.

"Well, assuming that’s the case, why didn’t you inform the royal family? With such a splendid luminescence, she would have been immediately protected and cherished."

At Romel’s words, Chihiro unconsciously grabbed Drago’s sleeve. Drago patted the small, tightly clenched hand and looked straight at Romel.

"Chihiro was nearly killed. She was locked in a filthy room and left for days without food or water."

Romel’s eyes widened in shock. Ignoring him, Drago continued.

"Fortunately, one of my apprentices found her and she escaped harm. But when she was first found, Chihiro was a filthy child, emaciated, with hollow eyes. She was so dirty you couldn’t even tell she had blonde hair."

"Who... who did that?"

"I don’t know. All Chihiro remembers is being locked up by a woman in a maid’s uniform. If by some chance she hadn’t been able to escape from that room, Chihiro would have died of hunger and thirst. In fact, it seems she was locked in for that very purpose."

That meant... Romel swallowed hard. Drago, standing before him, gave a small nod.

"There is someone in the royal family who wishes for Chihiro’s death."

That’s why he didn’t inform the palace. What a dreadful situation... This must be reported to His Majesty the King in strict confidence, and quickly.

Romel pressed a hand to his mouth with a grave expression, while Drago’s eyes narrowed menacingly. The knights looked at the little girl with pitying gazes.

It was settled that this information would be kept a strict secret among those present, and Romel would consult with the King to decide Chihiro’s fate.

"However, she is my daughter now. I’ll thank you not to interfere."

Chihiro looked up at Drago, who puffed out his chest as if the conversation was over, and jumped down from the sofa. Then, she ran te-te-ke-te towards the kitchen.

"Chihiro? What are you doing?"

The little girl turned back with a broad, innocent smile and pointed at the kitchen while stomping her feet.

"I got honey from Merda! I want to make sweets, help me, Papa!"

"Honey?? That’s quite a valuable item. Who is this Merda? I must thank them."

Drago stood up in surprise. Romel gestured for him to sit back down and looked up at him with half-lidded, steady eyes.

"Queen Merda. The Forest Master."

"The Forest Master..."

"Haaaaahhh??"

The knights nodded as if it were only natural at Drago’s cry of shock.

But there was no stopping the Little Person’s rampage.

"Is this right?"

"Yup, now into the pot."

Chihiro had Drago make a meringue by whipping egg whites and honey until stiff peaks formed. Then, she used a spoon to drop scoops of the meringue into boiling water. After a while, they floated to the top, and she scooped them out with a mesh ladle, placed them in a bowl of cold water to cool, and then set them on a sieve to drain. She had made some apple jam earlier, which she thinned with apple juice to make a sauce. She poured it over the poached meringue, and it was done.

"It’s ready!"

"Hoh. What an interesting cooking method. It looks delicious."

"Hmm. May I have some as well?"

The two men were fascinated by the dish they had never seen before.

"Sure, everyone, have some! It’s honey we all got together."

With that, she lined up plates, portioned out the meringue, and poured the sauce over it. The knights, though a little apprehensive about the unfamiliar dish, took a bite as soon as Romel nodded. The pure white, wobbly meringue with the yellow sauce. The tartness of the apple tickled their nostrils, and the indescribable flavor left them all wide-eyed and speechless. Above all, it was sweet. The meringue that melted like snow and the tart sauce were both sweet and mellow, with a superb texture.

"It’s delicious! Sweet things really are special, aren’t they!"

Everyone present smiled at the kyakkya-ing little girl, but also looked at her with a strange curiosity. It was certainly delicious. A masterpiece. But this was a flavor that could only be achieved with a large amount of honey. Chihiro had made it as if she knew this, as if it were a matter of course. Where had she learned this? Not even royalty could eat such a luxurious dish.

Numerous questions popped into their heads.

But before them, the Little Person was busily making something else. She mixed softened butter and honey, then added the leftover egg yolks from the meringue. She had Drago take over when it was time to mix in the flour. She rolled the kneaded dough into a log, cut it into equal pieces, flattened each piece with the bottom of a cup, creating round discs with an indentation in the middle. She made many of these on a baking sheet, filled the indentations with jam, and had Drago bake them in the oven.

After a short while, a fragrant, sweet aroma wafted through the air, once again tickling their nostrils.

"Jam cookies are ready♪"

What came out was a baked good similar to the one Romel had given her. After letting them cool a bit, the Little Person once again served them to everyone. Romel bit into one with a soft kashu sound and froze, his eyes round.

...So this is what she was comparing it to. I can understand her disappointment now.

It was softer and fluffier than the sweet Romel had given her, with a crisp texture, and above all, it was sweet. The jam in the center was tart and incredibly moreish.

This pretty much confirms it.

This little girl knows what she’s doing. She must have eaten it and made it before. This isn't an unknown dish to her, but a perfectly normal one.

Just standing there, she was no different from the Eighth Princess. But her contents were off the charts.

And she was the golden queen, acknowledged by the Forest Master.

Inside this small body lies a vast amount of knowledge.

The Little Person’s rampage planted a seed of suspicion in Romel’s heart. He might one day arrive at the correct answer, but that is a story for another time.

"Harold-san."

"Well now, if it isn’t the young lady Baroness."

Lately, Chihiro had started venturing into the knights’ quarters. While it was fun to observe the knights, her real purpose was different.

"Ah, it’s the Little Person."

"Eh? The Little Person? She’s finally here!"

"Seriously? This is the first time I’ve seen her!"

Knights began to gather from all over, warawara. Their goal was the sweets Chihiro brought with her. Apparently, the knights who got a taste last time had asked for more, and she had been secretly supplying them. The secret got out, and they were pressed to reveal the source. As a result, at the request of Commander Harold, Chihiro was now delivering sweets to the knight order. Of course, it wasn’t for free. A pack of three large cookies, a slice of pound cake, or a small, rolled-up crepe. Each cost five copper coins. That price included the cost of ingredients and labor.

"Alright everyone, the Kobito-san brand sweets are here!"

Kobito-san brand sweets. That was the latest craze among the knights.

"What’s on the menu today?"

"This is the only thing I look forward to."

The knights lined up with smiles on their faces.

"The cookies are jam and nut. The cakes are plain and dried fruit, and the crepes are apple and custard cream."

"Ooh, that sounds delicious!"

"Wait, wait, wait, only three items per person!"

"A crepe, please. Two with custard cream."

"I want one of all of them! Ugh."

The knights’ secret shop was doing a booming business again today.

"That was quite something again today, my lady."

Naya and Sasha were the ones who had helped carry the sweets.

These two were loyal to Drago and had kept everything about Chihiro a secret. They had known from the beginning that Chihiro was a blonde-haired royal, yet they hadn’t panicked at all. Since Drago said she was his daughter, then she was the young lady of the house. She was nothing else. They had apparently accepted it with refreshing clarity. Today, too, they had followed her to sell to the knights, carrying a mountain of sweets. The knights had offered to come and pick them up, but they had staunchly refused, their hackles raised at the thought of them coming to their house in such a conspicuous manner.

"My lady, you really don’t need to be doing things like this. For the knights to be so impudent."

"It can’t be helped. The young lady’s sweets are wonderfully dreamlike."

"Well, that is... she is the master’s daughter, after all."

Naya sounded a little proud. As long as Drago acknowledged her, it seemed blood ties didn’t matter. The two of them treated her completely as his daughter. Chihiro felt a little embarrassed and skipped to hide her shyness.

Apparently, in this world, honey could only be obtained by taking it from monster bees. Not the Forest Master, but ordinary monsters. These monster bees, a threat due to their sheer numbers, were troublesome creatures that could attack nearby villages if provoked, and were designated as disaster-class monsters.

But that was in the past.

Monsters could no longer live in the surrounding countries that had lost their magic and magical power, and many had moved to the uninhabited frontiers. In exchange for a slight technological advancement, the other countries had lost the blessings of magic and monsters, everything. In fact, civilization had regressed with the loss of magic. Everything that had depended on daily life magic now had to be done physically. In such a situation, if other countries wanted to obtain honey, they had to rely on adventurers to fetch it from the frontier, making the honey available in Frontier extremely valuable. In Frontier, when the Forest Master built a new nest, they would give the old one to the humans. They would press it and obtain a decent amount of honey.

Because this happened once a year, Frontier had honey, albeit a precious commodity.

A delicacy that other countries drooled over.

The Forest Master was an intelligent creature, so if anyone tried to poach from them, that person’s country would be attacked. That was why other countries couldn’t interfere.

And Chihiro could use this precious honey as if it were water. If this became known, it would undoubtedly cause a huge uproar.

Therefore, the knights maintained an ironclad guard.

There was always a knight somewhere Chihiro couldn’t see or notice. The same went for the area around Drago’s mansion. Chihiro was a child of the royal family. These were natural precautions. Furthermore, she was the golden queen and controlled the Forest Master’s honey.

In the royal palace, she had become a figure of greater importance than even the King.

She herself was the only one who didn’t know. However, even an ironclad defense is not without its flaws, and cracks can appear anywhere.

"Are you the Little Person?"

As Chihiro was helping in the kitchen as usual, she suddenly heard a high-pitched voice. Turning around, she saw a boy of about seven. He was dressed in fine clothes and had an attendant behind him.

Ah, I have a really bad feeling about this.

"I asked if it was you. Answer me."

Seeing the silent little girl, the boy strode over and placed a hand on her shoulder.

"Hey, please don’t be rough!"

Adoris hurriedly stepped between them. The man who seemed to be an attendant then shouted at Adoris.

"Insolent fool! This is Lord Rallphred, the heir of Earl Main! Show some respect!"

"The Earl’s??"

The kitchen staff gasped.

Ignoring them, Rallphred looked at Chihiro.

"I hear the sweets you make are delicious. I shall take you on as my personal cook. You’re just a kitchen helper, aren’t you?"

Who’s the idiot that let this leak!!

She didn’t know who had told him, but Chihiro inwardly cursed the unknown fool and sighed to herself.

What should I do? In worlds like this, the tyranny of nobles is an unreasonable reality, right? Ah, I think I’m screwed.

As the silent little girl pondered, the impatient Rallphred tried to grab her shoulder again, but a large hand stopped him.

"That is enough, son of Earl Main."

The one who stopped him was a familiar knight. Dolphen, was that his name? She only remembered his goofy smile when he was eating her sweets, but with a serious face, he was a rather handsome knight.

"You’re just a knight, what do you think you’re doing to the young master...?"

"You fool, that’s the second son of the Marquis Kigris house!"

"Eh?"

While the attendants were fussing behind Rallphred, Dolphen lifted him up and ushered him out of the kitchen.

"Everyone in the castle kitchens, down to the lowest helper, is the property of His Majesty the King. Furthermore, this young lady is a cook favored by His Highness the King’s brother. To lay a hand on them would be an act of disrespect. Are you prepared for that?"

Not just His Majesty the King, but His Highness the King’s brother??

Moreover, the knight standing guard at the kitchen entrance was the son of a marquis. There was no way he could compete. The attendants soothed the reluctant Rallphred and fled as if their lives depended on it.

As Chihiro stared blankly at Dolphen after the trouble had passed like a gust of wind, he winked his pale blue eyes at her.

...He’s quite handsome.

Starting with this incident, Chihiro’s titles kept increasing. She went from being the kitchen’s Little Person to His Majesty the King’s property, His Highness the King’s brother’s favorite, the Royal Knights’ Little Person, and so on.

A knight was now permanently stationed at the kitchen entrance, much to the relief of the cooks.

But behind the scenes, the knights who had carelessly talked about the Kobito-san brand sweets during their guard duty for Rallphred received a stern warning from their commander for their lack of discretion.

The knight order may have been a bit lax, but the Little Person, immensely grateful for Dolphen’s help, continues to deliver sweets with a smile every day.

All sorts of things happen, but the Little Person is energetic every day.



		
			Chapter 6

			The Little Person in the Castle Town

			"An errand?"

"Yes."

"Be careful now."

"Thank you."

"Waiiit!!"

The knight who had been guarding Chihiro from a distance, so as not to be noticed, didn’t realize what was happening until she was about to leave through the gate.

The Little Person had passed through the gate and gone outside the castle. The distance he had kept proved to be his undoing, and the knight’s shout did not reach the gatekeeper.

The gatekeeper simply tilted his head in confusion at the sight of the knight sprinting towards him at full speed.

Rewinding time by about half an hour.

"Nfufun♪"

That day, Chihiro was counting the money in her small jar. The proceeds from the Kobito-san brand sweets. She gave the cost of ingredients to Naya, and the remaining net profit was five gold coins and two large silver coins. The other small change was set aside for making change, and with this, she intended to go out into the town. It had been about three months since she had regained her memories of her past life. A lot had happened, but Chihiro was giddy with excitement to enjoy her first bit of sightseeing in another world.

I’ve seen it before. You can get outside from what looks like a service entrance.

Dressed in plain clothes and a poncho, the Little Person left the mansion with a spring in her step.

And just as she had planned, when she said she was on an errand, the gatekeeper at the service entrance nodded cheerfully and gave her a pass token. The royal palace was strict about entry, but leaving was relatively easy.

"Be back before sunset, alright? You can’t get in without that token, so don’t lose it."

Going on an errand at such a young age. What a well-behaved child.

The gatekeeper watched with a smile as Chihiro ran off. And so, the Little Person’s adventure began.

"Stop her, stop her, stop her!!"

The gatekeeper stared wide-eyed at the knight running towards him, screaming, not understanding what he was being told. The knight rushed up and burst through the gate, but the Little Person was already gone. He collapsed weakly to his knees, staring blankly outside the walls. Just beyond the walls was the nobles’ district. Next came a row of high-end shops catering to the nobility, and beyond that was the castle town. Even for a child, it wasn’t that far.

"What have I done... What will I say to His Highness the King’s brother..."

His face pale, the knight staggered back towards the royal palace to report.

"Find her!!"

Romel shot to his feet upon receiving the report and shouted at the knights, gesturing sharply with his hand. They nodded emphatically and rushed out of the castle all at once. Watching them go, Romel sank weakly into his chair and clutched his head with trembling hands.

Why does she always do things like this?! I thought so when she was crouching in the flowerbeds, but she’s definitely the type to charge ahead!!

When Romel heard she wanted to go to the forest, he had felt an unsettling glint flicker in the little girl’s eyes. This one is going to cause trouble. If I leave her alone, she might just go to the forest by herself. That’s why he had offered to help. He was also curious. He wanted to see what she would do. He was sure it would be interesting.

His premonition had been spot on.

And then there was the matter of her golden luminescence and Queen Merda. He was truly, from the bottom of his heart, glad he had gone with her.

And now this, while I’m still trying to grasp the situation, gather information, and prepare to consult with my brother? Give me a break, will you?? A toddler with her looks is like wearing a sign that says ‘please kidnap me’! She might be a total mess on the inside, but does she have no awareness of her exquisite cuteness on the outside?? Didn’t Drago tell her?? That she’d be kidnapped if she showed her face. Ahhh, come on!!

Romel inwardly cursed, desperately suppressing the urge to scream.

"There seem to be a lot of knights out today."

"I wonder if there was an incident."

"How scary."

As the ladies received their goods at the general store, they left. Chihiro, who had been in their shadow, also tilted her head in wonder.

"Well, it’s none of our business. On an errand, are you? What do you need?" The portly shopkeeper narrowed his eyes at the adorable little girl.

"Um... a map of this area, please."

"A map? Can you read it?"

The Little Person nodded with a kokkuri.

"That’s impressive. Wait a moment, I have one that’s like a notebook, so you can take notes in it too. It’s easier to carry and more convenient."

They have something like that? They had notebooks and fountain pens too, civilization here is pretty advanced. Maybe an industrial revolution will happen someday.

Chihiro took out a silver coin from her crossbody bag and received the map. She properly received the correct change, and her face broke into a smile.

It was her first purchase in this world.

She left the general store and went sightseeing, map in hand. The notebook-style map had a thin leather cover and was shaped like a square folded in half. When opened, the first page was a two-page spread showing a map of the royal capital with the castle at the center. The next page was a magnified map of the area around the castle. The remaining dozen or so pages were blank. It was a type of notebook she had seen on Earth.

This is well made. This isn’t normal, is it?

Items with this kind of playful spirit are not usually made. You don’t get ideas like this unless you have a lot of leeway. They wouldn’t do something as wasteful as using leather. A map would just be a map, a notepad just a notepad, made with practicality in mind. In this world, which felt like the late Middle Ages, this country seemed to have a slightly different flavor.

It was prosperous, and the people’s faces were bright. It was proof that the country was being governed properly.

By that king and queen. ...Well, not that I care.

The king and queen in her memories were always smiling. She even remembered being held by them.

...And yet, they abandoned me.

She didn’t know the circumstances. But the wet nurse and maids who had been raising her had looked at her with tragic faces, and Cyril, who had always been with her, was the one who locked her in that room.

"...Cyril. That’s right, it was Cyril!"

She remembered. The maid’s name was Cyril. The maid who had always cherished and raised her. She might have been a personal attendant or something. She used to call Chihiro Fatimah-sama.

"Fatimah... is that my name, I wonder."

Chihiro hung her head, but she quickly pulled herself together.

This is depressing. It’s too late for that now.

Whatever the reason, the fact that I almost died doesn’t change. I’ll never forgive them, the King and Queen!!

The parties involved, unaware that she was a princess who had been made to disappear by a plot from a neighboring country, were earning the baseless resentment of the Little Person.

The misunderstood King and Queen were in tears.

"Alright, I’ve got the general idea. My destination is close."

The Little Person stood up straight and ran teketeke towards her destination. But just as she reached an intersection, she ran into something.

"Bohe."

She collided with a bosun, bounced off, and fell on her bottom. The boy who had been turning the corner hurriedly helped her up.

"Sorry, are you okay?"

"I’m fine. Thank you."

Her speech was a bit drawn out, but her manners were impeccable. The boy smiled gently and brushed the dust off Chihiro’s clothes.

"All alone here? Where are your parents?"

"I’m on an errand. I’m going here."

Chihiro opened the map she had just bought and pointed to a location.

"This place... why?"

"I’m going."

"I see."

The boy narrowed his eyes slightly, took Chihiro’s hand, and started walking.

"It’s my home. I’ll show you the way," he muttered, looking a little grumpy.

"This is it."

"Oh my..."

The place they arrived at was an orphanage. It was an even more dilapidated building than she had imagined. A few days ago, wondering what to do with the large sum of money she had unexpectedly acquired, Chihiro had thought of making a donation. For a noble, charity was a duty, and though her father hadn’t noticed, failing to do so could be seen as negligence. Her commoner-spirited father probably hadn’t even thought of it. So if she did it in his place, it would be credited to him. With that in mind, she had considered donating to a church or an orphanage.

She chose the orphanage since it seemed to be in more trouble... but what was this.

A soot-stained, old wooden building. There was a field next to it, a clear sign that they were trying to be self-sufficient.

"Going in?"

"Yeah."

Pushing open the creaky, poorly fitted door, Chihiro felt a little relieved when she went inside. Unlike the exterior, the inside was reasonably well-appointed. It was mostly handmade, but there were cushions on the chairs and patchwork tapestries on the walls, giving the orphanage a warm atmosphere.

"Is the director here?"

"...I’ll go get him."

The boy headed to the back and returned with a man. The kindly, white-haired man widened his eyes slightly at the sight of the little girl standing in the entrance.

"Well, what a lovely guest. I am the director, Barbes. How may I help you?"

The old man crouched down and smiled. Chihiro bowed her head and greeted him as well.

"I am Chihiro, daughter of Baron Giorge. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Well, well... Zack, please get some tea."

Though frozen in shock, the boy called Zack went to the back to make tea.

"I see. A donation."

"Yes. I have come on behalf of my father, the Baron. Please, accept this."

With that, Chihiro took out the five gold coins that had been wrapped in a clean cloth and spread them out on the table. The director stared at them with a surprised expression and pressed a hand to the corner of his eye.

"My apologies. Old men are prone to tears... Thank you very much. I wonder how many years it has been since we last received a donation from a noble."

Years? That can’t be. Visiting orphanages is part of their official duties, isn’t it? It’s a noble’s obligation, isn’t it? Your Majesty the King, what are you doing!

"Excuse me, but do nobles or members of the royal family not visit?"

At Chihiro’s question, the director shook his head slightly and began to speak with a heavy heart, saying it was an embarrassing story.

In short, it was apparently due to a falling out with the church.

Until about a dozen years ago, their relationship had been good, but they had a difference of opinion on how to treat the children and had parted ways. The church wanted to take in the clever children and raise them to be priests or sisters. The director argued that the children’s futures should be their own to decide, and he had become completely isolated. Basically, orphans were taken to the church. There, the church would take only the clever, promising children and push the rest onto the director. If he was so high and mighty, he should take them, they said. The orphanage at the church was the mainstream one, while this one was treated as if it didn’t exist. The church monopolized all donations and contributions, and official visits were only made there. The nobles and the King were probably unaware of this scheme. This orphanage was supported by donations from the townspeople.

She was so stunned she was speechless.

Are those in power destined to become corrupt everywhere?

Don’t mess with me.

The Little Person’s eyes gleamed menacingly.

"I understand the situation. I have an idea. Please give me some time."

The director saw a glimmer of hope in the little girl’s curving smile and looked at the toddler with an indescribable expression.

That’s right, the person before me is a toddler.

And yet, her words and demeanor were mature, and she exuded a presence that inspired unconditional trust. I will trust in this person.

Later, the director would tell the children that his decision at that time was a wise one. Zack would nod vigorously beside him.

"I’m home."

"Welcome back, my lady."

"Oh? And who is this?"

Behind the returned little girl was a boy. He was holding a large bundle of packages and standing there awkwardly.

"He helped carry my shopping."

"Is that so. Thank you for your help with my lady... huh? Shopping? Where on earth did you..."

It goes without saying that the Little Person, who subtly averted her gaze, was on the receiving end of Naya’s thunder.

"Take this back to the orphanage. I’ve written down how to do it in this letter."

"Are you sure about this? Isn’t this, like, a bad idea?"

"It’s fine. It’s mine to give. I was planning on expanding the business eventually anyway."

Chihiro’s idea was a pop-up shop for the Kobito-san brand sweets. She would give them the honey and entrust the entire process from production to sales to the orphanage, donating the net profits from the sales.

"Have the children from the orphanage come to learn how to make them. I’ll ask Papa to arrange it."

"Okay. I’ll learn too."

Papa? What happened to the noble-like demeanor from before? Is she a cat? Is that what she is?

While Zack stood there dumbfounded, Drago’s voice came from downstairs.

"Chihiro, I’m home!"

"It’s Papa! Welcome home!"

Zack chased after the toddler who ran off and peered down from the second-floor railing. There stood a man with a bushy beard, looking like a bear. The man, looking utterly content as he lifted his daughter, was nuzzling Chihiro’s cheek with a completely relaxed expression.

That’s the Baron? He’s different from what I imagined.

The little girl said something and pointed at Zack on the railing. The bear-like baron then beckoned to Zack. Zack complied, went down the stairs, and bowed deeply.

"I heard the story. You’ve done well. I’ll report to His Highness the King’s brother tomorrow. You should learn how to make the sweets from Chihiro here."

A large hand patted Zack’s head, and to his surprise, tears welled up in his eyes.

And so, the Kobito-san brand sweets pop-up shop plan steadily progressed.

Incidentally, in the knights’ quarters, when the gatekeeper from the service entrance informed them of the Little Person’s return, a mountain of exhausted knights was said to have formed. Having gone all out for nothing, they later received an apology cream puff from the Little Person when she found out, and the supposedly dejected knight order was said to have instantly recovered.

Sweets are the ultimate weapon.

"Right this way, Kobito-san brand sweets are over here!"

At the sales booth set up next to the orphanage, a wide array of sweets made on-site were for sale. Cookies, crepes, pound cakes. Furthermore, they sold lemonade and other fruit juices made with honey. The sweets were a bit pricey at one silver coin each, but the drinks were three copper coins. This was the Little Person’s suggestion, so that even those who couldn’t afford the sweets could enjoy a simple sweet treat. Crowds of people flocked there every day, and even with purchase limits, they heard the happy complaint that everything sold out in just a few hours. Some people heard it contained honey and asked for the honey itself, but the Little Person rejected this. They had received the seal of royal purveyance, so there were no incidents of nobles throwing their weight around. In fact, many surprising things happened, such as the townspeople volunteering to line up for them and helping to build the sales booth.

Why are so many people helping?

There was no malice in their smiles, and Zack couldn’t believe the reality before him.

"It’s obvious, isn’t it? I decided on the pop-up shop because I was counting on this."

At Zack’s report on their progress, the Little Person spread out the map she had bought at the general store.

"See, right here. The orphanage is on it, isn’t it?"

There, the orphanage that was supposed to have been erased by the church was clearly marked. With a message next to it.

*A piece of your love for them.*

"You guys are loved, you know."

The Little Person said she had decided to donate to the orphanage after seeing this. She had heard that the townspeople’s donations were supporting the orphanage. The townspeople’s care had brought about this good fortune.

Zack had been resentful, unable to do anything for the poor, struggling orphanage. The director wasn’t at fault, yet the church had abandoned them. It felt as if the whole world had become his enemy, and he had borne the isolated despair alone.

But that wasn’t the case. There were people right there, willing to lend a hand.

He had just been too foolish to notice.

That one line of message on this map was enough to show it. And indeed, the townspeople had supported the orphanage’s pop-up shop with all their might.

...I will repay them. It doesn’t matter how many years it takes. I want to repay their kindness.

Zack made up his mind.

Here, the first pastry chef of another world was born.

Over many years, he would borrow the Little Person’s knowledge and establish the new field of confectionery in this world. The royal family welcomed it, preferentially allocating honey for confectionery and monopolizing the trend of sweets that other countries did not have.

And behind the scenes, the Little Person smiled brightly.

"Sweets save the world, right♪"

Behind the Little Person, who gave a thumbs-up with her small body, His Highness the King’s brother let out a deep sigh.

No, if anything, they’re the spark that starts a war.

Romel thought it but didn’t say it aloud. He was, unexpectedly, a man who worried a great deal.

The Little Person is energetic today. She will surely be energetic tomorrow as well.



		
			Chapter 7

			His Majesty the King's Little Person

			"It can’t be..."

"It is the truth."

In an elegantly appointed room, His Royal Highness Romel, the King’s brother, sat on a sofa. Standing behind him was Harold, the Commander of the Knights. Across the marble table sat His Majesty the King. He had dark blond hair and golden eyes the color of ochre. Every bit the king in appearance, his face was filled with astonishment as he listened to Romel’s story. Romel, correctly predicting that the Little Person would cause another stir soon after the incident in the castle town, had sought an audience with the King, armed with all the information he had gathered so far.

And having heard the whole story, the King’s eyes widened.

"To think a child of the royal family was subjected to such a thing. Whose child is she? We must issue a stern warning."

Please listen to what I’m saying, brother.

Romel inwardly cursed the King, who was muttering in a daze.

"As I said, she was nearly killed. The father will not come forward. In fact, he might try to kill her again to conceal the truth."

The royals living in the palace are in a weak position. Those with the golden luminescence can be granted status and official duties, but the vast majority have looks that don’t even come close to gold, just like Romel. The golden luminescence is rare even among the direct royal line. Besides his older brother, only the sixth brother has blond hair. It’s that uncommon.

That’s why there are some who would not welcome their child possessing the golden luminescence. Among my brother’s current children, only the Second Prince is blond. As a baby, his hair was a light blond, but as he grew, it became a dark blond, much like my brother’s.

Now, imagine introducing Chihiro with her platinum blonde hair into that situation. It could very well lead to a succession dispute that would split the royal family in two. What’s more, she has been acknowledged by the Forest Master. I have kept this from my brother, but it will surely come to light eventually.

It’s understandable that a secluded royal, fearing this, would try to get rid of her. If they were ambitious, they might even consider replacing my brother, but there shouldn’t be any fool among the current royals who would want to start a civil war in this peaceful and prosperous Frontier. Even so, there was no need to kill her. If they had consulted us, we could have arranged for my brother to secretly adopt her, or found some other solution. Whoever it was, they were far too shortsighted.

"We must take her under royal protection immediately. Make the arrangements, Romel."

"I cannot."

"...What?"

The King looked at Romel, whose weary eyes were fixed on him, with a perplexed expression.

"She is currently the official daughter of Baron Giorge. This is a legitimate relationship recognized by the state. Not even Your Majesty the King can overturn it."

"Then, as my adopted child..."

"That is also not possible. He dotes on her very much. Without the Baron’s consent, she cannot be adopted. I doubt he would agree."

As Romel stated the facts calmly, it was not the King who interrupted, but the aide standing beside him.

"That is disrespectful. As a noble serving the country, should he not gladly comply with the King’s wishes?"

The aide, his face pale, glared at Romel.

This guy... was he the chancellor’s son? Dakken, was that his name, I think.

Romel let out an obvious sigh at Dakken, who was smirking defiantly.

"If a king’s tyranny were to prevail in all matters, what purpose would the law serve? It exists to protect the people from such injustice. Status and station are not for showing off. What kind of noble fails to protect the rights of those below them? Shame on you!!"

Shouted at by Romel, Dakken flinched. The King, looking at his brother who was seething with unconcealed rage, gave a small nod.

"You are right. That was a misstatement on my part."

"Our country is a nation of laws. Even Your Majesty the King is equal under them. For us to violate the most basic human right of parent and child is unacceptable. On the contrary, we must protect it."

"Then what should we do? We cannot leave things as they are."

After a moment of thought, Romel looked at his brother.

"How about the King and Queen become her guardians as foster parents?"

Romel’s words prompted an immediate, excessive reaction.

"Foolishness!!"

Once again, that idiot Dakken, who can’t read the room, interjected.

Foster parenthood was a system that also existed in the Middle Ages on Earth. It was a declaration of being a person’s guardian, carrying the same duties and responsibilities as a real parent. Few would take on this role, which involved only duties and no rights. It was all duties and responsibilities. There was no benefit to it, and unless one thought of the child as their own, no one would likely accept. Moreover, one could have any number of foster parents. Having multiple parents would undoubtedly be reassuring.

"What is so foolish? If you wish to be her parent, isn’t this convenient? You can watch over her, and you can exercise the King’s authority. It resolves everything neatly, doesn’t it?"

"That’s true, it’s not a bad idea. Protecting a child of the royal family is the top priority. That fundamental goal is achieved."

Dakken turned to the convinced King and continued, as if deeply offended.

"What are you saying?! I am speaking for Your Majesty’s sake... As a foster parent, you would have no rights whatsoever!"

"Be silent, Dakken. Since when did you become so great as to voice your opinion to His Majesty? You are the one who should know his place. To defy His Majesty’s wishes is outrageous."

Romel sneered with a smug look. His own words turned back on him as revenge, Dakken’s face flushed bright red.

Though a secluded royal, Romel had established his position as the King’s right-hand man through his own talent and effort. In terms of position, he was the head aide, but as a blood relative and the King’s brother, his voice carried more weight than the chancellor’s.

The cunning and craftiness of this man who had climbed to the top of the palace hierarchy on his own were exceptional, and a young upstart like Dakken was no match for him.

And so, in a secret meeting, the Little Person’s fate was decided.

"Foster parents?"

The baron and his daughter heard the results of the meeting.

The Little Person tilted her head, and Drago let out an undisguised sigh of relief.

"Good. Chihiro is mine. I will never let her go. You don’t have to get married, you can live with your papa forever."

The half-crying bear of a father hugged Chihiro tightly.

Well, as a daughter, I’m not sure about that.

Though perplexed, Chihiro found his affection endearing and ticklish, and she snuggled her cheek against Drago’s beard.

Romel watched the doting-parent theater unfold before him with a weary gaze and a wry smile.

"Well, because of that, there will be a formal contract and an audience in a few days. I’m counting on you. ...Also, I will be a foster parent too. Chihiro, you are to call me Papa-sama."

"Heh?"

"What??"

The baron and his daughter’s eyes widened in unison.

It’s strange how they resemble each other despite not being related by blood. Nurture over nature, as they say.

In Romel’s view, as he let out a small chuckle, was the Little Person shouting "No way!" at Drago, who was shouting for her to call him Papa-sama.

With matters heading toward a resolution, the day of the audience arrived.

"My lady, you look adorable."

"Like a fairy. It brings out your golden luminescence."

Chihiro twirled in front of the mirror.

Uwah... I look like an idol from the Showa era.

She wore a white, knee-length dress. The neckline was covered in sheer lace, and the overall shape was fluffy. A sash was tied at her waist, giving her a waistline despite her straight figure. From there, a skirt with many layers of petticoats flared out fluffily. The sash and accent color were powder orange. A golden apple dangled at her neck. An orange ribbon was also tied in her hair, which was still just past her shoulders, adding a touch of color.

"Are you ready?"

"Papa, am I cute?"

Chihiro swayed her body and lightly pinched the skirt, which had a fine orange floral pattern.

Drago was speechless.

Cute doesn’t even begin to describe it. A fairy? No, an angel? Was my child an angel all along???

This took all of 0.5 seconds.

Chihiro looked up at the frozen Drago with a radiant smile.

"You look handsome too, Papa! Just like a real nobleman!"

He is a nobleman, not just like one, my lady.

Naya and Sasha watched with lukewarm gazes.

It should come as no surprise that after this, Drago once again picked up the Little Person and threw a tantrum about not going to the palace.



		
			Chapter 8

			His Majesty the King's Little Person

			"You need not prostrate yourselves. Come forward as you are."

Unintimidated by the assembled nobles, the baron and his daughter walked to the front of the throne. All eyes were fixed on the little girl held in the baron’s arms. A concentrated barrage of gazes mixed with admiration and astonishment. Chihiro couldn’t help but twist her mouth.

I wonder if pandas and koalas feel like this.

Drago, having advanced before the King, set Chihiro down and offered his greetings.

"To be granted an audience and behold your noble countenance is the highest of honors, Your Majesty the King."

As her father delivered his address with confidence, Chihiro looked at him with a strange sense of envy, thinking that he really was a noble, even if a minor one. She then curtsied and gave her own greeting.

"My name ish Chihiro, daughter of Baron Giorge. It ish a pleasure."

Oh no, I totally messed that up! I blew it!

Her nerves frayed by the many impolite stares, she had become a little tense. She was too scared to lift her lowered head. She peeked at Drago and saw him frowning, his whiskers twitching furiously. As for Romel, standing next to the King, he had turned away, his shoulders shaking as he laughed heartily.

Damn you, if you’re going to laugh, just laugh out loud!

Perhaps because of her indignation, her tension suddenly vanished, and Chihiro raised her head as if nothing had happened. But the ridicule she had expected did not come. Instead, an admiring and favorable atmosphere filled the room. The King and Queen also widened their eyes slightly, staring intently at Chihiro.

"Well, well... this is..."

"Such a fine address for one so young. I am truly impressed."

"Indeed. My own daughters speak well, but they cannot manage such fluent phrasing. She is a fine child, Baron."

"She is my angel, Your Majesty."

Even here, Drago’s doting parent side was on full display.

However...

Chihiro looked at the King and Queen.

About three months had passed. Three months is a long time at this age. Chihiro, who had been close to two, was now nearly three. Even so, could they really forget a child they had held in their arms?

You’re the ones who abandoned me, right? And now you want to take me back? What’s your game? How can you smile like that?

From the King and Queen’s smiles, it seemed they truly thought of her as a different person, a baron’s daughter.

So the discarded princess is not even in a corner of your memories anymore, huh.

As anger welled up inside her, Chihiro’s smile deepened.

It was not the innocent smile of a child her age, but the smile of someone much older, who had tasted the bitterness of life. Ah, to these people, I’m not even worth remembering.

As soon as she realized this, her anger rapidly faded. All that remained was a deep sorrow that weighed heavily on her heart. A sorrow that was difficult to describe filled her small, young body.

I see. I was sad.

That feeling coursing through her body overflowed from her eyes. Large tears fell, and the little girl crumpled to the ground, causing the onlookers to panic.

"Chihiro???"

She clung to the chest of Drago, who rushed to pick her up, and cried silently, her tears falling in streams.

She had been scared, locked in that dark, filthy room. She was hungry and thirsty, crawling around the room, utterly terrified by an unknown fear. Her cowering body couldn’t even make a sound as she cried and cried. She was scared, lonely, and sad.

As the adult Chihiro, anger had come first, but now that it had dissipated, all that was left inside her was the desperate sorrow that the little girl once called Fatimah must have felt.

The tears wouldn’t stop.

"Go home... Papa."

"Hm?"

"I want to go home... I want to go home."

I don’t want to be here.

Fatimah’s sorrow was her own. When she thought of the girl who had been killed at the height of fear, without understanding why, her heart felt as if it were being brutally torn apart.

"I want to go home, I want to go home..."

Drago hugged the sobbing Chihiro and awkwardly patted her back.

"Alright, we’ll go home right away. The papers have been signed, after all. Your Majesty, my deepest apologies, I must take my leave!"

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Drago swiftly exited the audience chamber. The crowd of nobles was left dumbfounded.

You could have at least waited for His Majesty’s permission before leaving.

Romel let out a small sigh.

It was the height of rudeness, but for Drago, the Little Person was his top priority. Not even His Majesty the King could get in the way of that. Fortunately, His Majesty didn’t seem to mind much. In fact, he looked worried about Chihiro, who had suddenly burst into tears.

But... what in the world just happened? For her to burst into tears like that.

The people around him were saying things like she must have gotten scared surrounded by adults, a common occurrence with children, but Romel knew she was not that kind of soft child.

What really happened, Chihiro?

As he pondered, the image of the little girl who had flubbed her lines popped into his mind. He let out a small chuckle, and his face relaxed into a soft smile, his needless worries blown away.

He didn’t know what had happened, but there was no need to worry. After all, the Little Person had her Papa, the most dependable person in the world, by her side.

Around the time Romel was smiling, that Papa was heading home with a desperate look on his face.

"Naya! Sasha! A bath! And sweets! Tea... no, fruit juice too!!"

The two of them stared wide-eyed as Drago literally kicked the door open and burst in. Then they saw the sobbing Chihiro, and their eyes blazed.

"What happened?! Who made our young lady cry?! You were with her, Master, so why??"

Chihiro reached out her hands to the two who came rushing over.

"Nayaa... ahh, Sashaa... I hate the cashtleee."

"There, there, my lady, crying so much. Sasha is here for you. Let’s wash up in the bath."

"Naya is here too! I will prepare some delicious sweets, so please don’t cry. ...Master, we will speak later."

Drago felt uncomfortable under the two pairs of scornful, menacing eyes, facing unwarranted blame.

"Ahhh..."

Even in the bath, Chihiro clung to Sasha’s arm and wouldn’t stop crying. Sasha gently washed her with a cloth and smiled softly.

"It’s alright to cry. You mustn’t hold it in. Here."

Her face was wiped with a cloth soaked in warm water, and fresh tears streamed down Chihiro’s face. Until now, anger and hatred had taken precedence, and she hadn’t cried at all. She couldn’t. Perhaps as a backlash, the overflowing tears wouldn’t stop. Sasha hugged Chihiro, who was wiping her tears with her wet hands, getting her own upper body completely soaked. Regardless, Sasha held Chihiro as if she were singing to her.

"My lady is a good girl. So it’s okay to cry, laugh, or get angry. Everything about you is adorable. Sasha loves you very much, my lady."

"Ugh... I hate the cashtleee."

"Is that so. Then let’s not go there anymore."

"...Uah, ahh."

"It’s alright. Sasha and Naya are here. We won’t forgive anyone who makes our young lady cry."

"...Ah."

Held tightly by the soaking wet Sasha, Chihiro drifted off to sleep with a kotori. The comfort of the warm water must have helped. Sasha gazed fondly at the Little Person, who was sleeping soundly, supi supi.

"You must be tired, my lady."

At Sasha’s comforting words, it seemed for a moment that the Little Person smiled.

"She was crying that much, and you don’t know why???"

"I really don’t know, she just suddenly burst into tears."

When Sasha came down to the living room after putting Chihiro to bed, Drago was being interrogated by Naya. The two of them noticed Sasha coming down and hurriedly stood up from the sofa.

"My lady?"

"Chihiro??"

"She cried herself to sleep."

The two of them let out a sigh of relief.

"But I don’t understand. Why did she cry so much?"

Sasha looked at the puzzled Drago with a fixed gaze and stated firmly, "She said she hates the castle."

"Huh?"

"She kept crying, ‘I hate the castle, I hate the castle,’ over and over again."

Drago froze, his face a mask of shock.

So, is that it? Was it my fault for taking her to the castle? Huh? Could it be, did Chihiro come to hate me??

Drago shot up to run, but Naya held him back with a practiced hand, and Sasha assisted.

"Let me gooo! If I don’t apologize to Chihiro, she’ll hate meee!!"

"Do it tomorrow!"

"She’s already resting! Do you want to make her cry again?!"

"Uooohhh, Chihiirooo!!"

That night, a beastly roar could be heard from the Baron Giorge residence all through the night.

"Papa... sho loud..."

In the dreams of the sleeping Chihiro, a large bear appeared and held her. She felt safe in its shaggy embrace and slept even in her dream. The teary-eyed bear of a father did not know this.



		
			Chapter 9

			You are Everyone's Kobito-san

			"Sowwy."

"It's alright, Chihiro. I won't take you to the castle anymore. You don't have to come to the kitchens either, if you don't want to."

The Kobito-san was kneeling formally on the bed, her head bowed to the mattress. It was essentially a prostration, but because her body was so small, she just looked like she was squatting.

"It was my fault. I didn't realize how much you hated the castle. Now that I think about it, it's the place where you were nearly killed. It's only natural that you'd hate it."

Drago paced around the bed fretfully. As Chihiro remained in her bow, she thought to herself that he was half right and half wrong.

What she hated were the king and queen who tried to kill Fatimah. She didn't hate the castle itself, but if she went there, those two would be there. The mere thought of it made her feel sick.

But she couldn't explain that. If she did, her kind father would surely abandon his job and run away with her. They might be pursued. Drago might be punished. Naya and Sasha probably wouldn't get away unscathed either. And she herself would have to live the rest of her life hiding her hair.

*If I just endure it, everything will be fine.*

Her reality was a hopeless situation.

Her mind was that of an adult, but her immature body was honest. Just remembering the king and queen from that audience in the great hall made bile rise in her throat.

"...Ughhh."

"Chihiro???"

Her condition took a complete turn for the worse, and Chihiro was confined to her bed.

The news of the Kobito-san's illness spread in a flash, and many people came to visit her.

Today, too, someone rattled the knocker on the front door.

When Naya answered, Zack from the orphanage was standing there, his arms overflowing with goods. He was already a familiar face to the guard at the service gate and was known to be receiving instruction in confectionary making at the baron's house, so he had a free pass to enter the castle grounds, just like one of the commuting servants.

"Zack. What's all that?"

"These are the first plums from our field. They're sweet and sour and delicious, so I thought they might cheer up the little gourmand Kobito-san."

"Thank you."

"The rest is from everyone in town. They all know the Baron's daughter helped with the Dwarf-san brand sweets, and they're grateful. They asked me to bring these."

The basket he offered contained freshly baked bread, fruits, vegetables, and even a soup in a lantern-style container. Feeling the warmth of the people's sentiments in the gifts, Naya felt a prickling in his nose and couldn't help but press the corners of his eyes.

*My lady... so many people are worried about you.*

"Is someone here?"

a voice called to Naya from inside. Zack looked in curiously and saw several men sitting on a sofa.

"It's a get-well gift from the orphanage and the townspeople. Come to think of it, we haven't tried you yet, Zack."

"Tried me?"

With a weary smile, Naya nodded to Zack.

"My lady? May I come in?"

"...? Zack?? Sasha, open the door."

"Yes, my lady."

The door opened before Zack, and when he entered, he saw the Kobito-san lying weakly in bed. She was clearly gaunt, her exhaustion was palpable, and even the faint smile on her face lacked vitality.

"Why...?? You were so full of life just the other day!"

"Quietly, please."

"Ah..."

Gently chided, Zack hurriedly covered his mouth.

"I can't... eat food."

"You can't eat?"

"Even if I eat, I just throw it up... Haha, and I used to eat even when I was on the verge of death."

"Huh?"

Chihiro glanced at the pale-faced Zack, then looked out the window with an air of resignation.

It had been five days since the audience. She couldn't eat properly, and whatever she did eat, she brought back up. A terrible fatigue and weakness made even lifting an arm feel like a chore, and she sometimes ran a fever. Her young body was weakening by the minute.

Chihiro, raised on Earth where modern medicine flourished, knew what this condition was.

Autointoxication.

It was a condition brought on by psychological factors, causing repeated bouts of severe vomiting and fever. The treatment was to remove the mental stress, replenish fluids and glucose with oral rehydration solutions, glucose, or an IV drip, and rest quietly.

Unable to do any of those things, Chihiro was only getting worse. She was near the castle, a den of stress. There was no way for her to get better.

All she could manage to keep down was honey fruit water.

That pseudo-rehydration solution with a little salt mixed in was what currently sustained Chihiro's life. Sasha would feed it to her one spoonful at a time.

*Am I going to die? I thought I'd finally found some good fortune.*

She had overcome near starvation, only for things to turn out like this. She was surprisingly fragile, Chihiro thought with a self-deprecating smile.

As Chihiro was lost in her twilight thoughts, she suddenly noticed Zack by her bed. He was looking at her with the most earnest expression, his face on the verge of tears.

"Is there anything I can do? For me... I haven't been able to repay you for anything yet! Isn't there something?"

Something...

"I want to eat... udon."

"Eh?"

"When I get sick. I want to eat udon. The kind that's been boiled until it's super soft. With a beaten egg in it."

"What's that? I'll make it! Tell me how!"

"Flour... with salted water... add just enough to make it crumbly... then knead it... Knead it until it's really, really soft... Cut it into thin strips like string... then boil it in soup. Until it's super, super soft..."

After saying that much, Chihiro drifted off to sleep.

Sasha and Zack quietly slipped out of the room.

"You heard her?"

"Yeah."

"Can you make it?"

"I'll try."

Nodding firmly to Sasha, Zack went downstairs to borrow the kitchen.

"Naya-san, I'm borrowing the kitchen! And the ingredients!"

As Zack headed for the kitchen, the men sitting on the sofa turned to him with looks of astonishment.

"You were able to see her?"

"? Yeah."

"And talk to her?"

"I did. She said she wants to eat something called udon."

Instantly, the men stood up with a loud clatter.

The men there were His Highness Romel, the King's younger brother, Knight Captain Harold, and the kitchen apprentice Adoris. They had been secretly conferring, trying every trick in the book to get Chihiro to eat something. Drago had also been trying his best, but he had his duties in the kitchen. When he was working, he had to reluctantly let Adoris take over. Chihiro would throw up at the mere sight of them, so she couldn't even speak with them. They had been wracking their brains, trying all sorts of nutritious and easily digestible foods, but nothing had worked.

And now, a ray of light.

Zack was a boy of about ten. He was acquainted with the Kobito-san, so they had sent him to her room to give it a try. But they never imagined he would get to see her, talk to her, and even find out what she wanted to eat.

The men were all connected to the royal palace. The sight of them reminded Chihiro of the king and queen, which worsened her symptoms. But Zack was a commoner with no connection to the palace. He didn't remind her of the king, so her symptoms didn't appear.

"Udon...? What is that? Can you make it?"

"I dunno. But I'll make it. I heard the basic instructions."

Glancing briefly at Romel and the others, Zack entered the kitchen with practiced movements. It was a familiar place. He knew where everything was. Zack quickly gathered the ingredients, picturing the instructions he'd heard from Chihiro.

*Soft... knead it until it's really, really soft.*

Adoris came to offer his help, but Zack refused and just kept kneading the dough single-mindedly. However, a child's stamina is limited. In the end, Adoris had to take over, and Zack cursed his own powerlessness.

"Is this pasta? I feel like it's done already."

At Adoris's words, Zack fell into thought.

*No, it's different. There's no egg in the dough, and it won't become pasta without a binding agent. There's no way that Kobito-san doesn't know how to make pasta. Soft without a binder... The softness must be the important part.*

"More. It has to be kneaded until it's really, really soft."

"Alright!"

The two worked together, kneading continuously. On Adoris's recommendation that it was better to let the dough rest, they let it sit for about thirty minutes.

"Is this good?"

"I don't know, but probably?"

Before them was a glossy, springy dough. Adoris dusted the plump dough with flour and, with a practiced hand, rolled it out and cut it. It seemed like an easy job for him, a cook's apprentice, and Zack, unable to even help, gnashed his teeth in frustration.

"Boil this and the noodles are done. What's next?"

At his words, Zack remembered the rest.

"She said to simmer it in soup until it's super soft, then add a beaten egg."

"Soup? From scratch? Aw, man."

Adoris placed a hand on his forehead and furrowed his brow.

*Right. Soup takes time to make. I was so focused on the udon I forgot. My mistake.*

Naya tapped Zack on the shoulder as his face went pale.

"We have this."

In Naya's smiling hands was the soup in the lantern-style container. It was part of the gift from the townspeople. Once again, he was saved by the kindness of others. Zack accepted it as if in prayer, boiled the udon until it was falling apart, and finished it with the beaten egg.

"It's done... With this..."

*Will the Kobito-san feel a little better now?*

The noodles, coated in fluffy egg, were simmered so soft they could be cut with a spoon.

Carrying it, Zack headed for Chihiro's room.

"Seriously...?"

Chihiro stared intently at the bowl placed before her. It was, without a doubt, udon. That nostalgic food, boiled until mushy and coated in egg.

Sasha took the spoon, cooled a small amount, and brought it to Chihiro's lips. Just a tiny bit. As she tasted it, Chihiro's eyes narrowed. The udon was soft enough to be crushed with her tongue. It was a little salty, but for her right now, it was just right.

*A Western-style egg drop udon, maybe.*

It was similar to, yet different from, authentic udon, but the noodles were unmistakably udon. With tears welling in her eyes, Chihiro opened her mouth as if to hurry Sasha along.

The three men who had been watching from the shadows of the doorway looked at each other and broke into wide smiles. They had been hiding so as not to be noticed by Chihiro, but Adoris, overcome with joy, couldn't help but call out.

"Is it good?"

"You idiot!"

"Ah."

But it was too late. The Kobito-san had noticed the men. However, contrary to their expectations, she didn't throw up. Instead, she beamed with a huge smile.

"...S'yummy."

The men's eyes widened as they stared at her smile. It was the first time in a long while they had seen the Kobito-san's innocent grin.

And for Adoris, a nostalgic line he had heard somewhere before warmed his heart.

*Is it good?*

*S'yummy.*

A tattered little person, crying as she devoured a bowl of soup.

*It's been a few months since then. She's gotten so big.*

Watching Adoris's eyes soften with nostalgia, Chihiro felt a warmth spread through her own chest.

*How could I have been so foolish? This isn't enemy territory. I have so many friends here. There's no reason to feel weak when I'm surrounded by people who care about me so deeply. If it comes down to it, I can just run away by myself. That way, I won't get anyone else involved. Things will just go back to how they were at the castle before I came.*

Her only enemies were the king and queen.

With her worries completely blown away, the Kobito-san's symptoms subsided, and she quickly regained her strength.

A prayer for the king and queen, who had been designated as her sole enemies for an unjustifiable reason.

Sometime later, the cooks would witness Adoris asking a civil servant if a commoner could become a foster parent, only to be disciplined by Drago, but that was just another charming episode.

And so the Kobito-san is her cheerful self today, shaking her fist toward the castle, full of resentment.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Kobito-san's Knight

			"…And so, this was returned."

In His Majesty the King's private chambers, Romel presented an opened envelope. It was an invitation from the queen, addressed to the Kobito-san. The occasion was a tea party with the consorts and the princes. The foster parent contract was the same as an adoptive one. The child gained the same rights as a biological child. So the plan had been to have her meet the other children and the consorts, and to introduce her as a member of the family, but then this happened.

"According to the physician's diagnosis, it seems to be a psychosomatic illness. While one might think it's a matter of mindset, that's a cruel thing to ask of a young child."

"Psychosomatic... What is the cause?"

"...This is just a guess, but perhaps the memory of nearly dying in the castle has become a psychological scar."

It was a condition often seen in soldiers returning from war.

A wound inflicted upon the heart could one day suddenly start bleeding, causing them to remember a gruesome battlefield and become half-crazed, or even fall ill physically and mentally. Even grown men would scream and cry, losing all sense of themselves. A young child's heart would stand no chance.

The king was well aware of this illness.

"I see. So that's it... How terrible."

"Fortunately, she is calm now. However, we don't know what might trigger it again. Calling her to the royal palace would not be a wise move."

"You're right."

The two of them fell into a somber mood.

It was not far from the truth. And so, warmly watched over by those around her, the Kobito-san's peace was protected.

...Or so it should have been, but there is always someone who goes flying off in a completely unexpected direction.

"So you're the one who's my new little sister."

"Pardon?"

In front of Chihiro, who was eating a staff meal in the kitchens, stood a boy. He seemed a little older than Zack, with light purple hair and golden eyes. He observed Chihiro with curiosity, then sat down in the chair opposite her. As the surrounding cooks watched with bated breath, the boy looked at the little girl with a troubled expression.

"Why did you not accept my mother's invitation? She was saddened by it."

"...? What are you talking about?"

"The tea party. You don't know about it?"

"I haven't heard anything."

They blinked at each other. The boy looked up slightly, and Chihiro looked down slightly.

*So something like that arrived. Papa and the others probably turned it down out of consideration for me. But who is this guy?*

*They haven't told her. Then I'll just invite her here. It's the queen's tea party. She'll surely be delighted to come.*

As they were each lost in thought, Romel, having finished his talk with the king, arrived with Drago. He spotted the two sitting opposite each other and, for a moment, his face stiffened.

*What is this?*

Though his face was tense, Romel spoke to the boy before him.

"Your Highness? What are you doing here?"

"Ah, Uncle. Good timing."

The boy, addressed as 'Your Highness', smiled cheerfully at Romel.

"I heard I have a new sister. She wasn't coming to the tea party, so I came to ask her why."

"...Your Highness."

Romel looked at him with incredibly lukewarm eyes, as if looking at something pitiful, and gave a slight shake of his head. But the boy, not noticing, continued speaking to Chihiro.

"Chihiro, was it? I am Wilfe, eldest son of His Majesty the King. I'll be your older brother. I am the queen's firstborn. A pleasure to meet you."

Smiling gently at the dumbfounded child, he slowly reached out and pulled down the hood from Chihiro's head. A cascade of pale golden hair spread out. Wilfe's eyes curved into a smile as he nodded and then stroked her soft hair.

"I see, what magnificent golden hair. Befitting of my sister. And your eyes... they are close to a golden radiance."

For a moment, Chihiro froze, not understanding what was happening to her.

*Gross! Who just touches a girl's hair for the first time they meet???*

Hurriedly pulling her hood back up, she jumped off her chair and clung to Drago's leg. Her small hands gripped his trousers tightly, wrinkling the fabric.

*What is with this guy! So rude! Don't just touch people without permission!!*

Hiding behind Drago, Chihiro glared sharply at Wilfe. She looked just like a small animal hissing to intimidate him, which was incredibly cute. While the surrounding adults felt a warm glow, Wilfe looked rather displeased.

"What is the meaning of this attitude when your older brother has come to see you? It is rude."

*Who's my brother, who? It's just a formality... Ah, no, we're actually related by blood. Not that it matters.*

As Chihiro's eyes glazed over at the tangled relationship of biological parents being foster parents, Wilfe approached her again without any hesitation. Noticing this, Chihiro flinched with a yelp and fled like a rabbit.

"Hey, wait!"

The prince chased after the fleeing Kobito-san. The adults hurriedly followed, but at the back door where she had run, only a stunned Wilfe stood.

"Where did she go? She just vanished!"

From the kitchens, through the laundry area, and around the corner, the back area had only a back door leading outside and stairs leading up to a terrace. Since they hadn't heard the sound of footsteps on the stairs, the prince, who had gone out the back door, was surprised to find no sign of the Kobito-san anywhere. To the left and right were the long castle walls. In front was an open lawn. Where could that small child have disappeared to?

As the prince looked around, Romel, who had caught up, also scanned the area.

"Well, this is normal. Chihiro is good at running away."

"Indeed. She's never been caught by me, not even once."

Drago, too, had tried chasing Chihiro several times in the past to catch her secretly working in the kitchen, only to lose her in this very same spot.

"Why did she run? It was an invitation to the queen's tea party. And I, a prince, came in person... I don't understand."

*No, what I don't understand is your behavior.*

Romel's eyes narrowed slightly as a dark smile played on his lips.

"Those are my words exactly, Your Highness. Why are you here alone? What happened to your attendants? Did they not try to stop you?"

Wilfe's shoulders jumped with a start.

"Well..."

Extremely curious about his new sister, Wilfe had used the tea party invitation as a pretext to go see her. His attendants had tried to stop him, but he had shaken them off and come anyway. The uncle before him probably saw right through him. He was smirking slightly, his eyes fixed on Wilfe.

"Let's hear the details in your quarters, Your Highness."

With that, Romel unceremoniously escorted Wilfe away. A short while later, after everyone had left the back door area, Chihiro popped out.

"So much trouble. Oh well, I'm sure Papa and the others will handle it."

*I'm just a kid, so I'll leave the rest to you.*

Leaving all the trouble to the two who had left, she gave a smart salute in their direction, and the Kobito-san quickly scurried away from the royal palace.

As you may have guessed, in the dead space under the back stairs was Chihiro's secret base, and she always hid there when she ran away. It was the little home where the Kobito-san had lived for about ten days after escaping her predicament. It had since been further modified. A basket secretly borrowed from the kitchen was turned upside down to serve as a table where she stored honey and sweets. Sometimes, Chihiro would relax there and enjoy some tea.

It was a secret base, common for children, that was also useful for when she wanted to be alone.

The Kobito-san had no idea that this would lead to a great commotion later on.

"So why won't Chihiro come to Mother's tea party? Mother was so dejected."

Wilfe, after receiving a thorough lecture along with his attendants, snapped at Romel afterward.

"There are various circumstances. Your Highness, you must not, under any circumstances, question Chihiro about this. This is something we adults have decided. It is not Chihiro's decision."

Romel spoke to Wilfe as if reasoning with a child and brought the conversation to an end. Wilfe was not satisfied, but he understood the meaning of what was said. A small child like that wouldn't have the right to decide. On further reflection, it was likely the decision of the adults around her.

*I said something accusatory. I was in the wrong.*

Seeing the prince's shoulders slump dejectedly, his attendants tilted their heads in confusion.

And so, a few days passed, and the queen's tea party was held.

A tea party where fragrant tea and light refreshments were served.

Thin sandwiches and canapés. Artfully cut fruit and a small amount of honey. Among the usual menu items, this time there was something a little different.

In the center was a curious-looking food.

"This is called a Dwarf-san brand sweet, and it's very popular in the city. It's very sweet and delicious."

Sweet?

Everyone present stared in amazement.

When one said sweet, it meant fruit or honey. Honey was only served at events like this queen-hosted tea party or at royal banquets. There were confections, but they were far from sweet. On Earth, they would be classified as snacks, not sweets.

It goes without saying that the queen's tea party was thrown into an uproar by the Dwarf-san brand sweets that were served.

"Isn't it strange that the commoners are monopolizing that?"

Sighing with open disgust was the First Consort, a woman named Anastasia. She had become completely captivated by the sweets she ate at the queen's tea party.

Even just remembering it sent a shiver down her spine. That rich, full flavor. That sweet, melt-in-your-mouth texture. A single taste of honey was a thrill, but those sweets were in a league of their own, a class above.

And those were sweets made by a commoner?

"Investigate. Find the source and who holds the rights. I shall purchase them for whatever price they name."

Nodding at the consort's words, the royal palace aides began to move.

Little did they know that this, too, would escalate the situation.

"It's about time I got some honey from Merda."

Chihiro looked down at her dwindling honey supply and sniffed.

The honey she had received from Merda, which went into her own sweets, was sold to the knight order, and was given to the orphanage, was disappearing in a flash.

Only about a fifth was left in the hexagonal beeswax container.

"Maybe I'll go for a bit."

It was about a thirty-minute horse ride to the forest. On a toddler's feet, it probably wouldn't take two hours. With that in mind, Chihiro put some money, a handkerchief, and a map into her usual shoulder bag and slipped out of the mansion.

But this was the Kobito-san with a prior record. It wouldn't be that easy.

"Um?"

"Yes?"

The gatekeeper stood his ground like a guardian king, unmoving but with a smile on his face.

"I want to go on an errand."

"To where?"

"...The forest?"

"Please have mercy, my lady!!"

The last time, he had unknowingly let the Baron's daughter pass, and when he learned that she was also a member of the royal family with the golden radiance, the gatekeeper prepared for his own death. Fortunately, it did not become a major incident and he was let off, but there was no way he could forget the terror of that moment.

The gatekeeper crouched down to meet the Kobito-san's eyes and recounted in detail the situation and his feelings at that time.

"So, please. Please do not leave the castle grounds. If you must go out, please be accompanied by an adult."

Feeling awkward in the face of the half-crying gatekeeper, Chihiro hastily left the scene. She was unaware that the knights who had been observing from a distance were preparing to jump out for an immediate response.

Without a destination, Chihiro sighed as she toddled along.

"Muu, honey..."

A little green teru teru bozu, shoulders slumped in disappointment. Dolphen chuckled at the sight and called out in a soft voice.

"What is the matter, my lady? You look so downcast."

Burnt brown hair and light blue eyes. Chihiro looked up at the handsome man who had appeared so casually and told him her sad story.

"Honey, is it? So you were receiving it from the Forest Master."

"Uh-huh. In exchange for my magic. She said I could take as much as I want."

Hearing this, Dolphen's eyes widened. To be granted something by a Forest Master was unheard of. If it were possible, it could only be for one person.

"The Golden King...?"

"Hmm? What?"

Dolphen immediately dropped to one knee before the child.

He had not accompanied her on her previous visit to the forest and, naturally, did not know about the exchange with the Forest Master, which had been kept secret among those involved. He had just learned for the first time where the honey for the Kobito-san's sweets was sourced from.

And she, called the Golden King, had turned around without any question.

*She knows that the name 'Golden King' refers to her.*

"My deepest apologies. I had no idea that you were the Orb of Light... Your wish is to visit the forest. Am I correct?"

"Uh-huh, I want to go to the forest."

The child nodded her small head obediently.

His eyes narrowing, looking at her as if she were dazzling, Dolphen nodded deeply with a radiant smile.

"As you wish. Unworthy as I am, I, Dolphen, would go to the land of the dead for the Orb of Light."

*How dramatic.*

Lifting the dazed Chihiro into his arms, Dolphen's mouth trembled slightly.

*What an honor. For a Golden King... no, a Queen, to descend in this age. To even have the honor of holding her in my arms like this. Ah, how adorable she is. I, Dolphen, will serve you with my entire being!*

The Golden King had already become a legend.

He knew they existed, but they appeared only once every few hundred years, if at all. It was no wonder they were deified. In Dolphen's family home, the house of a leading marquis, records of them were preserved along with many books. Having been steeped in those tales as he grew up, he was in ecstasy before the legend that had appeared before his very eyes.

And thus, the Kobito-san gained a loyal knight.

To head to the forest, Dolphen brought out his own horse, placed the Kobito-san on it, and galloped not through the service entrance but through the main gate. Brushing aside the shouts to stop, he charged forth, leaving the escort knights standing frozen and speechless.

"What the... huh?"

"He wasn't just letting her ride the horse...? You've got to be kidding me!"

They who had witnessed the entire scene had thought he was just cheering up the dejected Kobito-san by letting her ride the horse for a change of pace. They never imagined he would just gallop off.

"Report to His Highness...! Report to His Highness!"

Oblivious to the pale-faced escort knights, the Kobito-san rides on, to wherever she may go.

With her loyal knight in tow.

Her twin eyes sparkling with anticipation, the Kobito-san heads toward the distant, budding forest. She is full of energy today.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Kobito-san's Knight

			"Yah-haay!"

At the forest entrance, Dolphen set Chihiro down and tied his horse to a nearby tree. Then, a sharp buzzing sound came from deep within the forest, and the Forest Master's children appeared. Dolphen froze instinctively, but paying him no mind, Chihiro waved and greeted the giant honeybees that had arrived.

*Yah-haay? What could that be? A greeting for the Forest Master, perhaps?*

Before Dolphen, who was puzzling over words derived from the nuances and images of a modern Japanese person, the Kobito-san, swarmed by bees from both sides, tottered and nearly fell.

"Careful!"

Hurriedly supporting her and brushing away the swarming bees, Dolphen lifted Chihiro into his arms.

"You lot! That was dangerous! Lady Chihiro is delicate! Know your place!"

For a moment, an explosive atmosphere thick with anger hung in the air, but Chihiro's carefree voice dissipated the unsettling mood.

"Merda, I want honey!"

Instantly, a great buzzing of many wings echoed, and an exceptionally large shadow soared through the sky. The shadow circled once overhead, then, wrapped in a gentle breeze, it landed before Chihiro.

"Welcome, my King."

"I came to get some honey. Do you need magic?"

"By all means!"

"...How do I let my magic out?"

Chihiro stared at her own two hands and blinked her eyes rapidly. Her eyes narrowing at the adorable gesture, Dolphen smiled with an understanding look.

"You have not yet been taught. It is like this."

Still holding Chihiro, Dolphen murmured something. A mist then formed around him, which turned into a fog laden with water droplets.

"Whoaaa, that's amazing."

"My attribute is water. I use magic by chanting spells like this to draw out my magic power."

...thump.

*Huh? This feeling. It's like that time...*

Chihiro's heart grew restless and began to pound. It was the same feeling she had when Romel released his magic before. In that instant, her heart gave a great leap. Dokun.

"Whah??"

As Dolphen and the others watched, golden magic burst forth from Chihiro's entire body like ribbons. The light spread out into a sphere roughly five meters in radius, sparkling and twinkling. Captivated by the fantastical sight, Dolphen was lost for words. He stared up at the light in a daze.

*This is golden magic...*

Witnessing the legend firsthand, he bathed in the falling light, a pleasant sensation washing over him.

"Is this good? I don't know any spells, I'm surprised I could use it."

"It is more than enough. It is a great amount."

Merda was all smiles. Catching her murmur, Dolphen's eyes flew open. Right, Lady Chihiro had not chanted a spell. He had been so mesmerized by the beautiful and powerful magic that he had forgotten.

*Non-verbal casting? No, did she synchronize with my chant? Is such a thing even possible?*

Chihiro was completely unaware of Dolphen's gaze as he stared at her with astonishment.

"What should we do?"

"Ah... this is unexpected."

Before them were five of the beeswax containers she had received before. Each one was supported and suspended by three honeybees. They could tie one to the horse and carry it, but five was impossible.

"Is something the matter? Please, take as much as you like.♪"

It was a shame to refuse the exceptionally cheerful Merda, but they had no choice.

*Aargh, but it's such a waste.*

As Chihiro agonized between reason and desire, Dolphen whispered to her with an amused look.

"Shall I carry them for you?"

"Hah? This much?"

"Yes."

She had forgotten. About the existence of magic. The kind that could seal dozens of logs into a palm-sized orb. Dolphen, the second son of a marquis house, possessed more than enough magic to seal all of this.

"This should last for a while. That's a big help."

"My King. If you would like, I can have it delivered."

"Really?? ...Ah, never mind."

For a moment, Chihiro was about to agree, but she realized it would cause a huge commotion if these giant honeybees appeared in the city or at the castle. It was best to avoid unnecessary trouble.

The Kobito-san had grown a little.

Then she turned a thoughtful gaze toward Merda.

"Also. Can you stop with the 'King' thing? We're not master and servant, we're friends in a give-and-take relationship, right?"

"Then, what should I call you...?"

"Chihiro."

"Lady Chihiro, then. Understood."

"Right, right... huh?"

Chihiro lunged and clung to Merda.

"Call me that again! Call me Chihiro!"

"Is something wrong? Lady Chihiro."

*Are you serious? The first person who doesn't mishear my name is a monster!*

Merda's voice could only be heard by her. It was probably a telepathic exchange. That's why it got through regardless of pronunciation.

Called by her own name properly for the first time in a long while, the Kobito-san's eyes filled with tears.

"...hiro-sama."

"Hm?"

Unlike the trip there, the ride back was at a gentle, plodding pace. Atop the horse, Dolphen was muttering something. Chihiro couldn't help but ask him to repeat himself, and she blinked at Dolphen's serious and anxious face.

"Chiihiro-sama?"

"Eh?"

"No, that's not it, Chihhiro-sama?"

Haltingly, Dolphen murmured the Kobito-san's name, changing the intonation over and over.

Sensing his intention, Chihiro's eyes widened as far as they could go.

Dolphen was trying to say her name, Chihiro, correctly.

He had probably figured something out from her exchange with Merda earlier. Chihiro couldn't help but purse her lips. If she wasn't careful, she was going to cry.

"...It's Chihiro."

"Chii...hiro-sama."

"Chihiro."

"Chih...ro-sama?"

"That's it!"

"Chi...hiro-sama, Chihiro-sama."

"Uh-huh."

Dolphen's face bloomed into a radiant smile as he repeated the Kobito-san's name over and over, looking so very happy. As she replied to him, Chihiro couldn't stop the corners of her eyes from growing hot.

*Really... I'm so blessed with the people around me.*

Deeply appreciating her own good fortune, the Kobito-san let a small teardrop fall.

*I've gotten so sentimental. It's like a dam broke after that big cry.*

Blissful moments pass quickly.

Waiting for the two who returned in high spirits were the King's younger brother and the Knight Captain, wearing smiles of pure, demonic rage.

The two of them had no way of knowing the storm of lightning that was about to befall them.

She might get a little teary-eyed hearing her name pronounced with a nostalgic intonation, but the Kobito-san is doing great today.



		
			Chapter 12

			The Rose Embroidery and the Kobito-san

			"""There is nothing more we can teach her."""

Naya's eyes widened in surprise.

Before him stood three tutors for arithmetic, etiquette, and languages. They stood quietly with calm expressions on their faces.

"My lady's arithmetic skills are beyond the scope of a pleasantry. There is nothing more I can teach her."

"The same is true for her etiquette. My lady is a remarkably fast learner and has mastered all the basics. To go further would require a specialist in that field."

"Indeed. And languages as well. She has covered everything from the basics to advanced applications for common languages. Her concentration is admirable. I also believe a specialist in the field is now necessary."

These three were private tutors who taught the children of high-ranking nobles. The doting Drago had invited them, tutors of a caliber unbefitting a mere barony.

And all three of them were saying there was nothing left to teach?

It had been half a year since Chihiro was taken in. The season was now approaching autumn.

*My lady... Well, I suppose it cannot be helped.*

*The remaining tutors are for history, geography, and embroidery. It seems those will still take some time.*

Japanese people are greedy for knowledge. Their nature to pursue their interests to the very end did not seem to have changed even in another world. Moreover, Chihiro was a young child. She had an excess of time, and a toddler's brain cells were good at memorizing. Her senses were sharp, and she herself was surprised by her new body's ability to absorb information.

*I'd heard that toddlers learn quickly, but I never thought it would be to this extent. Every day is so much fun!*

Chihiro was happily learning many new things.

Well, with some exceptions.

"Let us use this as a reference for your needlework."

The handkerchief presented to her had a bird pattern on it. The embroidery, stitched with a complex array of threads in various colors and tempos, was nothing short of magnificent.

Here, satin stitch was the mainstream, and flat embroidery that mixed in things like the long and short stitch was common. It was likely for practical reasons. If it was too three-dimensional, it would be easy to snag and difficult to use. In its place, they focused on fine details, creating splendid motifs that looked almost like paintings.

*This kind of thing really comes down to talent. This might be tough for me.*

Chihiro stared at the handkerchief with a groan and began to push her needle through the fabric with faltering movements. She had been learning for half a year. She had become able to stitch reasonably well, but for these kinds of manual arts, experience was what mattered. It was important to repeat the process over and over, get the hang of it, and become familiar with it.

But while technique could be improved, a difference in talent was hard to overcome.

"You are stitching very well. However, it needs a little more color. Here, for example. Why don't you try mixing in some red?"

When she stitched as her teacher instructed, a strange thing happened. Chihiro's embroidery, which had had a hazy color palette, suddenly gained a strong presence.

*Ugh, I don't get it! I like bold, primary colors.*

Her small fingers were well-suited for this kind of work, but there was nothing she could do about her lack of motivation. The teacher smiled a warm smile at the child who was grumbling and moving her needle, and gently placed her fingers over Chihiro's small hand.

"It is not good to push yourself too hard. Let us take a short break. I will go and ask for some tea."

*This kind teacher brings tears to my eyes. I'm sorry for being such a poor student.*

As she watched her teacher leave the room, the Kobito-san pressed her hands together in prayer.

The Kobito-san did not know. She did not know that her teacher was practically giddy with excitement, her eyes wide at the progress of her embroidery.

The teacher, her green hair pulled back neatly, descended the stairs with a light, almost dancing step. Floating in her light purple eyes was joyous delight. When she was first asked to teach embroidery to a child not yet three, she thought it was some kind of joke. But the young child, who had impressed most of her assembled tutors, showed a talent for embroidery that was more than ordinary.

*My goodness, Lady Chihiro is a genius!*

The teacher's name was Catherine Lindas. She was the thirty-four-year-old wife of a count. Her children were now attending school and she had time on her hands, so she had begun to accept invitations to teach embroidery. It was famous that Catherine, who was the daughter of a lower-ranking baron, had captured the heart of a count's son with her skill in embroidery. Many nobles, hoping to be blessed with the same good fortune, desired her to instruct their daughters.

And among those many young ladies, Chihiro was the most outstanding.

The young Chihiro, not yet three, held her needle without any danger and proceeded as if she knew exactly what to do. Catherine's eyes had widened at the toddler who had already mastered the basics, and a thrill of joy ran down her spine.

Chihiro responded to everything she was taught.

The motifs she had been unable to express well at first were now quite respectable pieces of work. With a little help, they could be finished into something that would not be embarrassing to show to Her Majesty the Queen. All that was left was to keep practicing.

The Kobito-san did not know. She did not know that the handkerchief she was using as a model was a work by Catherine herself.

She was a master of embroidery renowned throughout the country. Who would look down on her for being told her work was inferior to that piece? Rather, Chihiro's embroidery, which was recognized by that very master with only a few touches, was without a doubt a masterpiece. And this was the work of a child who would turn three next season.

Chihiro did not know just how incredible this was. And because she didn't know, she would go on to cause even more of a stir.

It was the Kobito-san's quality.

"I have brought the tea."

Sasha, who had brought the requested tea and sweets, sensed the strange atmosphere in the room. The air was filled with tension. Chihiro was sitting in her chair, absorbed in her embroidery, while behind her, her teacher Catherine stood with a tense face, her eyes wide as she stared at the embroidery. The serious atmosphere made Sasha freeze as well, and for a while, silence filled the area. Then, the sound of a thread being snipped was heard, and with a huge smile, Chihiro held up her embroidery hoop.

"I'm done!"

On it were small, multicolored roses.

The roses, created using techniques like the couching stitch and the French knot stitch, stood out three-dimensionally. Several roses were bundled together and tied with a ribbon, and around them were scattered rose leaves and petals.

It was an embroidery style familiar to people from Earth. But in Frontier, where the satin stitch was mainstream, it was a completely non-existent way of stitching.

Embroidery that was not drawn on a surface, but created on a surface.

Her teacher Catherine, who had been watching with bated breath, took the embroidery hoop with a sigh of admiration. Then she ran her fingers over it as if tracing the design, lost in thought.

*I must inform Her Majesty the Queen about this.*

Relieved that the atmosphere in the room had finally returned to normal, Sasha brought in the tea. Her teacher Catherine watched the innocently happy Chihiro with a dubious look, comparing the clearly unhesitating and three-dimensional embroidery in her hands with the child before her.

*Where did Lady Chihiro learn this way of stitching?*

When her teacher Catherine returned after asking Sasha for tea, she found the child diligently moving her needle.

*Even though I said it was time for a break.*

Her concentration was so incredible that she didn't even notice Catherine had returned. This extraordinary focus was what helped her in so much of her learning. It was a level of concentration not found in a child. Her teacher Catherine quietly approached and peeked to see what she was stitching.

And she froze.

With deft movements, she was wrapping the thread and constructing one rose after another. She wasn't drawing. She was making.

*What is this? Is this even embroidery?*

She watched without a word for over ten minutes.

And this was the result.

More lustrous than normal embroidery, the clearly stitched piece had a beautiful and striking use of primary colors. Above all, it was simple. It would be perfect for teaching children. From the look of her handiwork, the technique was not that difficult. Embroidery that was drawn on a surface required skill and talent. Many young ladies struggled with it.

*This will become a trend. But where on earth did she learn such embroidery?*

Catherine had strong opinions when it came to embroidery. She had studied and practiced for years, even ordering works from faraway lands. And yet, this was an embroidery style that even Catherine did not know.

And so, the Kobito-san had planted a seed of suspicion in yet another person.

The Kobito-san's blunders never cease. She goes where the wind and her whims take her. She unconsciously steps on landmines.

It's a lively life, full of this and that, but the Kobito-san is doing great today.



		
			Chapter 13

			The Kobito-san in the Secret Base

			"How did it come to this..."

Chihiro was wrapped in a blanket, shivering. Her whole body ached, her muscles and joints screaming in protest. A terrible fever had made her body stiffen, and she trembled so hard her teeth chattered. With teary eyes and ragged breaths, Chihiro was curled up, unable to move.

The incident began yesterday morning.

"Hmm? Do I feel a little hot?"

It was mid-autumn, a time when the evening chill lingered into the next day. She placed a hand on her own forehead for a moment, but she couldn't really tell and decided it was probably her imagination. Chihiro hopped vigorously out of bed.

"Well, it's probably nothing. Sasha, breakfast!"

An unremarkable day was about to begin. ...Or so it should have.

"Aaaahhhhh!"

For some reason, the Kobito-san was sprinting out of the kitchen at full speed.

Behind her, several adults were in pursuit.

"Wait! We know you hold the rights to the Dwarf-san brand sweets! Present them to Lady Anastasia!"

"Stand back! This is a summons from Her Majesty the Queen! Baron's daughter, Her Majesty wishes to have lunch with you! Please come with us!"

"All of you, stop! Run, Lady Chihiro, quickly!"

*How did it come to this??*

That day, as Chihiro was eating her staff meal in the kitchen as usual, several attendants suddenly appeared before her.

*...Is there some rule in the royal palace to aim for staff mealtime?*

Chihiro's eyes narrowed, but it was simply that people had come to recognize that she was certain to be in the kitchen at that time.

From what she could gather from their rough explanations, it seemed she was being summoned by both the queen and the first consort. The two groups were glaring at each other, sparks flying between them. As she stared blankly up at the men squabbling over who would speak first, Dolphen entered the kitchen with a quizzical look on his face.

Since the honey incident, he had become the Kobito-san's personal guard and was always by Chihiro's side.

There had already been plans to assign a dedicated attendant to Chihiro, and then that incident happened. The Kobito-san was quite attached to him, and with Dolphen's own fervent request, the role of guard was informally decided to be his. The selection for others was still underway, apparently.

"What is all this noise? If it is between the queen and the first consort, the queen takes precedence, does she not?"

Dolphen glanced sternly at the attendants. From behind him came several more voices. There stood ladies dressed in fine dresses. They must have been uniforms, but they had a different air of elegance from the usual maid outfits.

*Are they ladies-in-waiting or court ladies?*

At the sight of a type of woman she had never seen before, the Kobito-san's interest was slightly piqued.

"This is troubling. If our business overlaps, Lady Anastasia will be angry with us."

"And we will be scolded by the queen."

*Ugh? How many of them are there? This is bad, isn't it?*

More maids and ladies-in-waiting appeared in droves after the main attendants, and the Kobito-san instinctively bolted. Dolphen, who was right behind her, let her escape and became a wall in the narrow passage.

However, he was outnumbered, and he couldn't hold them all back.

Pushing through the crowd of people, Dolphen emerged to find the attendants looking around in confusion. The people who had been chasing Chihiro had lost her at the usual spot.

"Huh... huh? Where did she go?"

"My lady?? Where are you??"

"Aaargh, Lady Anastasia is going to be so angry!"

"What will I tell the queen..."

Watching the frantic people search for the Kobito-san, Dolphen headed back to the kitchen.

He thought that if things quieted down, the Kobito-san would surely return to finish her meal.

Little did he know that this would become a decision of bitter regret, as Dolphen turned on his heel and left.

"This is a problem."

Listening to the voices of the people still searching for her, Chihiro lay down wearily on the bed in her secret base.

*Seriously, I'm so glad I have this place.*

Wrapped in a warm blanket, Chihiro drifted in and out of sleep. She hadn't been feeling well since the morning, her meal had been interrupted, and she was exhausted from the full-on sprint. Cocooned in the cozy blanket, she comfortably surrendered to her drowsiness.

Little did she know that the Giorge barony would be in an uproar that night.

"Chihiro hasn't come back??"

Nodding at lightning speed were Naya, Sasha, and Dolphen, lined up in the mansion's drawing room. All three were pale as ghosts.

A search party was immediately formed, and they searched high and low, but Chihiro could not be found.

To search this much and not find her, for her not to come out. It was impossible. This was an abnormal situation.

All involved were deathly pale. But none of them imagined that the Kobito-san was sleeping soundly, supi supi, in her secret base.

And so we return to the beginning.

Chihiro, who had carelessly fallen asleep, was unable to move the next morning due to a high fever. A terrifying chill had seized her, and her shivering body refused to obey. The cold was so intense that her breath came in gasps. Her whole body was curled up, and she could barely breathe.

Still, somehow trying to get out from behind the stairs, Chihiro crawled out of her blanket. But just lifting the blanket a little bit brought a freezing chill that assaulted her.

*Whoa, no no no no!!*

She thought about trying to roll out, blanket and all, but the blanket was surprisingly heavy and she couldn't do it well. It was an old-fashioned cotton blanket. Compared to modern ones, it was twice as thick. And since it was folded and crumpled, it was extremely difficult to roll in.

*Ah... I'm stuck.*

Having used up what little strength she had, Chihiro sobbed quietly. *If I can get out of here, I'll work on building up my stamina.* As such useless thoughts crossed her mind, a faint shout reached Chihiro's ears.

"Chihiroooo!! Where are you!!"

It was the rampaging Papa Bear.

Due to the emergency, the kitchen had been left to the other cooks, and Drago had been running around all night. Behind him ran Dolphen. Two burly men, their eyes wide as they ran about. Onlookers were taken aback, but their faces turned sympathetic when they learned the reason. It was not uncommon for a child to go missing. Most of them were never found, or were discovered later as corpses. If no body was found, one could guess what happened. They were no longer in this country. Kidnapping was also common.

The voices of the two men, running on without a care for the pitying looks, grew closer and closer.

*Papa's nearby!!*

"Papaaa, ahh, I'm here!"

Chihiro mustered all her strength and shouted. Perhaps they heard her, as a booming voice was followed by the sound of thudding footsteps. Dosu dosu.

"Here... Papa."

Panting heavily, Chihiro called for Drago again and again. But her voice was drowned out by Drago's shouts, and though they were close, they couldn't hear her.

"Chihiroooo!! Where are you!!"

"That's strange. I thought I heard a voice."

"Chihiroooo!!"

*Papa, you're so loud!*

Cursing him in her mind, the Kobito-san flicked a plate with her hand. The small wooden plate moved with little effort. A high-pitched clatter, kararan, echoed, and the two men snapped their heads toward the stairs.

"Chihiro??"

As if in response, the clattering sound came again. Karan.

"Where are you, Chihiro? What's wrong? Did something happen??"

The two men rushed around the stairs. Every time their footsteps passed by, Chihiro called out.

"Papa... here. Behind the stairs."

The two men, who had been listening intently for the faint voice, hurriedly searched behind the stairs. They found a gap between the wall and the stairs and peered into the darkness beyond.

"Chihiro!! Why are you in a place like that?!"

Chihiro was at the farthest point from the gap. Her face was flushed red and she was on the verge of tears, wrapped in a blanket and shivering violently.

"Papa... I'm cold."

She managed to drag herself a tiny bit closer, but her strength gave out and she curled up again. It was cold. Her hands were numb, and she couldn't stretch out her body. Chihiro didn't realize it, but her body, which had been shivering all night, had been robbed of its strength by the high fever. Confused by her trembling fingers, Chihiro cursed her own toddler body.

"Chihiro! This, grrr!!"

*Just hang on, Papa's gonna save you!*

Drago tried to force his way into the gap, but the less than thirty-centimeter opening would not let an adult pass. It was a tight squeeze even for Chihiro these days. There was no way Drago could get through.

*Papa... your face is scraped. Stop...*

Delirious with fever, Chihiro's consciousness began to fade again.

Seeing this, Drago's mind went completely blank.

"Chihiro!! Don't sleep! Wake up!"

He called out desperately, but in vain. The Kobito-san's head lolled to the side. Kotori. The bone-chilling cold of the stone enclosure mercilessly sapped the warmth from Chihiro's body. Her complexion gradually turned pale, and her lips slowly turned purple.

"Uwaaaah, Chihiro!!"

Attracted by the commotion from Drago and the others, people from the kitchen and outside gathered around. The place erupted into chaos when they learned that Chihiro was trapped in the gap behind the stairs.

"Let's break the stairs!"

"Don't be a fool! What if the fragments hit the Kobito-san?!"

"If we mess up and it collapses, she'll be crushed under the stones!"

"Then what are we supposed to do?!"

Romel, who had been informed of the situation, arrived at the chaotic back entrance.

"They found her?"

Romel, who had been overjoyed to hear that Chihiro had been found, turned pale when he was told the situation.

*Why is she in a place like that!*

Seeing Chihiro lying unconscious, delirious with fever, Romel knew there was not a moment to spare and ordered the wall of the adjacent room to be broken down. They were to chip away at it little by little so as not to endanger Chihiro. The gap between the wall and the stairs was about a meter deep. It would be an incredibly difficult task to widen it enough for an adult to pass through. To avoid sending fragments flying, they had to chip away at it, and progress was slow.

As the people stared at the slowly chipping wall, several black objects shot into their field of view. Shat.

*What was that?*

The wriggling things, mozo mozo, slipped through the gap in the blink of an eye and began to drag the Kobito-san out from inside.

"Chihiro!!"

Clutching the Kobito-san who had been brought to him, Drago stared in disbelief at the things that had saved Chihiro. The other people's faces also froze.

There, clustered together, were several plump, giant honeybees.

The bees buzzed, bu bu bu, and looked up at the people as if in accusation. And then, they noticed a large shadow at the back entrance.

"...Queen Merda."

Staring at Romel who was holding his breath, Merda's rage-filled compound eyes flickered with undisguised hatred. Noshin noshin, Merda entered through the back door, stood before the familiar King's brother, and glared down at him with open disgust.

"I sensed Lady Chihiro's magic fluctuating wildly... What in the world are you people doing?"

Merda's wings buzzed sharply. However, Merda's words did not reach anyone but Chihiro. Realizing this, she scrawled her thoughts onto the wall. Gari gari. Her sharp claws easily carved words into the stone. The people, who had been tilting their heads in confusion, read the words on the wall and hung their heads with faces that were a mixture of astonishment and shame.

The sight of people being lectured by a giant honeybee was quite surreal. The optional extra was the King's younger brother, struck dumb and trembling.

She instructed Drago to take the Kobito-san to a physician at once, and Merda's lecture continued until the King, who had been informed of the situation, arrived. Incidentally, Merda's wrath extended to the King as well, and His Majesty the King, who was lectured by Merda in a different location, was on the verge of tears.

It was known that the Forest Master was an intelligent magical beast, but no one had thought it was proficient enough to write. This new discovery sent the scholars into a frenzy of delight, but that is a trivial side story.

It goes without saying that when the King heard from Dolphen that the origin of the incident was the commotion in the kitchen, his thunder fell upon the queen and the first consort.

In a chain reaction, the fact that the Kobito-san was the Golden Queen was also revealed, and after being lectured by Merda, Romel, who was then lectured by the King, was probably the biggest victim.

It is a charming anecdote that a few days later, when a rash appeared all over Chihiro's body, there was a Papa Bear who let out another roar and ran around.

*Roseola... that explains the high fever.*

It was a common ailment in infants, but it occasionally appeared in young children.

*I seem to be doing whatever I want, but I guess I'm actually accumulating a lot of stress,* Chihiro thought, patting her own head.

*Oh well, kids get sick. That's just how it is. I'll work on building up my stamina so I can still move around even when I'm sick.*

And so the Kobito-san was positive, but in a completely different direction.

She didn't know it yet, but a few days later, iron bars would be installed in the gaps of all the stairs, and she would hang her head in dejection.

She gets sick, makes people worry, and gets lectured, but... The Kobito-san is her cheerful self today, running around the castle.



		
			Chapter 14

			The Bees and the Kobito-san

			"Is it not heavy?"

"I'm fine."

On the shoulder of the Kobito-san, who was walking alongside Dolphen, was a single honeybee. It was the smallest of Merda's children, about the size of a newborn, and it clung tightly to Chihiro, its wings occasionally buzzing, bu bu bu.

Feeling that the humans were unreliable after the recent incident, Merda had stationed her children all over the castle and had wrestled permission for it from His Majesty the King. She had insisted on assigning a guard bee to Chihiro as well, and respecting her wish that a large one would be a problem, she had assigned the smallest one.

Though its form was large, it was a honeybee. With its big eyes and fluffy torso. It goes without saying that the Kobito-san was overwhelmed by its adorable appearance.

"It seems like things were pretty intense back then. Not that I would know."

"...They were intense. I would rather not recall it."

With a distant look in his eyes, Dolphen watched a honeybee circling overhead.

Apparently, on that day, Queen Merda had flown to the royal palace with about a hundred of her children in tow.

An innumerable swarm of honeybees taking flight from the forest.

As they headed straight for the royal palace, the castle town was thrown into a major panic. There was not a single citizen who did not know of their terrifying legend. Wondering if the royal palace had done something to incur their wrath, the town was in an uproar. Furthermore, the honeybees that arrived flew all over the royal palace in search of the Kobito-san, causing people to scream and run, knights to stand frozen, unable to do anything, and ladies to faint and lose consciousness. And so on, their rampage had unleashed a storm of wailing and shrieking.

Just imagining it brought a lukewarm smile to Chihiro's face.

*Ah. I kind of expected that, which is why I refused Merda's offer to deliver the honey. I guess it was pointless.*

As a result, there were now many honeybees around the Kobito-san.

What she had feared had become a reality, but it all worked out in the end. Chihiro had received permission to leave the castle grounds as long as Dolphen and the guard bee were with her. It was a windfall.

"In a way, they are the strongest guards. We cannot say no. It is a thousand times better than having you sneak out on your own."

Romel's face was a mask of utter bitterness, a forced smile plastered on his lips.

*Aah, I'm so sorry.*

Sensing his hardship, the Kobito-san apologized only in her heart, as saying it out loud would likely earn her an unnecessary lecture. A wise decision.

And so, the Dwarf-san brand honey delivery service now came from time to time.

It began to be supplied to the royal palace as well, and with the Kobito-san releasing the recipe, the matter with the first consort was settled. All she wanted was to be able to eat sweet confections freely, and as long as she could get them, she didn't seem to care about the details.

The queen, too, had been told of the Kobito-san's circumstances after the incident, and a gift arrived with a card, saying how sorry she was. The fact that the contents were high-quality silk and a large amount of embroidery thread made Chihiro give a wry smile, but that too was a charming detail.

And so, normalcy returned to the royal palace, but the real story began here.

The Dwarf-san brand honey delivery service.

It began to be delivered directly to the orphanage as well, and this set in motion those with ill intentions.

"I am telling you to donate the honey. It is too fine a thing for an orphanage."

"I refuse. This was entrusted to us by the baron's daughter. It is not something that should be handled without her say."

The two men glared at each other across a crude wooden table.

One was the well-known orphanage director, Balbes. He stared at his opponent with a grim expression. The other was a man clad in the robes of a priest. He was a disagreeable-looking man, ostentatiously dressed in high-quality garments and lavish ornaments.

The man's name was Scalpis. He was a bishop who served as the director of the church's orphanage. He took a sip of the tea that was served and grimaced slightly.

"Why don't you pay a little more attention to your tea leaves? You have the money, do you not?"

"An ordinary life is sufficient. Excessive luxury warps the children."

The Dwarf-san brand sweets had brought great prosperity to the orphanage. The building had been rebuilt with sturdy stone and brick, and they had been able to hire teachers to educate the children. The orphanage itself had been improved, but Balbes's own life had not changed much. He was still using the same furniture and fixtures as before.

However, the children's lives had changed dramatically.

The poverty that had forced them to pinch every penny was gone, and they were now given sufficient food. Their clothes, while still remade from donated second-hand garments, were now made with better thread and fabric, so they could be tailored more beautifully than before. They even had fine outfits for special occasions, tailored for each age group.

An ordinary life, finally within reach.

The man before him probably did not know the reality of the orphanage before this. What Scalpis saw as crude tea leaves were, to Balbes, several ranks higher than what they used to have.

"In any case, I cannot give you the honey on my own authority."

Scalpis glared at the resolute Balbes with a resentful look.

Cutting the conversation short, Scalpis was shown out. As he left, he glanced at the sales area next to the orphanage. There, an array of sweets was lined up, and cheerful children were acting as vendors. The children, their faces beaming with smiles as they moved about briskly, only irritated him further, and he directed a look of hatred at the sales area.

He had insisted to Balbes that the church should be running that as well, but he had been flatly rejected. Balbes, saying it was no secret, had given Scalpis the recipe for the sweets. However, the key to that recipe was a large amount of honey. Knowing the recipe was useless if he couldn't make the same thing.

He had also gone directly to the baron's residence to make a request, but he had been turned away at the gate there as well. He was scornfully told that the church, with its abundant contributions and donations, had no need for it.

On display in the sales area was a sign indicating it was by appointment to the royal family.

A status symbol of the privileged class, a divine plaque rarely seen even in the high-end shops near the noble district.

It was unthinkable for a poor orphanage to possess such a thing.

It was a matter of the church's prestige. In fact, donations to the church's orphanage had been visibly decreasing.

*...I must do something.*

A dark light dwelled in Scalpis's eyes.

"Uwaaah!"

"H-help!"

"Hieeee!"

In the middle of the night, screams suddenly echoed through the orphanage.

Balbes, drawn by the sound of several deep screams, looked up at the heavens at the disastrous scene before him. Near the kitchen entrance of the orphanage, three men were rolling on the ground, screaming.

Swarming over them were giant honeybees.

With their sharp stingers, they cut, they stabbed, they bit. The men, who had apparently snuck in, were covered in blood and in tatters.

Though taken aback, the image of the disagreeable bishop who had visited yesterday floated in Balbes's mind.

*I thought he might pull something... but to resort to such direct action, is he a fool?*

The honeybees hovered, their wings buzzing sharply in a threatening manner.

Before them, the blood-soaked men huddled together, frozen with terror.

It was a chaotic situation just to look at.

Staring at the scene with a dry smile, the director told Zack to go and fetch the soldiers. Then he glared down at the men with contempt.

*The young lady must have anticipated this.*

He had been truly surprised when the Kobito-san had arrived with these honeybees a while ago. But now he understood. The honeybees were calm and gentle, and they quickly became friends with the children. Watching the children play innocently, the Kobito-san had prefaced her words by saying she hoped it wouldn't happen, and then explained a situation just like this.

"There are good-for-nothing people in the world, you know. It's better to be careful. And the bees seem to be having fun, too."

The honeybees, happily frolicking with the children.

They had been stationed to guard the orphanage, and they had done their job perfectly. Perhaps even too well.

The pitiful thieves were handed over to the soldiers, and the orphanage returned to sleep. Above the eaves of each entrance, a fluffy nightmare slumbered.

It was sometime after the incident that he heard that the thieves, interrogated by the soldiers, had confessed everything out of terror, and that the culprit, Scalpis, had been kicked out of the capital's church and sent to a strict monastery in a remote region.

It is a side story that a while later, the Kobito-san, having learned of this, was seen being carried to the orphanage by the honeybees, wrapped in something like a stork's bundle. And beneath them, Dolphen's horse was said to be galloping at full speed, its rider's face a mask of desperation.

Chihiro had wanted the bees to carry a swing for her, like in a certain spirit anime, but it hadn't worked out well, so as a last resort, she had them carry a giant drawstring bag she had made.

"It's the center of gravity, you know. With my toddler body, my head is heavy, so if I'm not careful, I'll flip over."

"Let's not do this, it's scary."

"I'll give you a ride too, Zack."

"No, thank you!!"

A giant drawstring bag flying around the royal palace.

For now, everyone who saw it screamed, but it would not be long before this became a part of daily life.

Dolphen and the people of the royal palace could not keep up with the jet-setting Kobito-san.

She succeeds in guarding the orphanage, fails at making a swing, and every day brings something new, but...

The Kobito-san is doing great today.



		
			Chapter 15

			The Forest's Bounty and the Kobito-san

			"Lady Chihiro, will you not be making a pilgrimage?"

"Huh? A pilgrimage?"

At Merda's unexpected words, Chihiro tilted her head.

*Pilgrimage, pilgrimage... Come to think of it, we had those on Earth. Like holy land pilgrimages. I guess the Ohenro pilgrimage counts too?*

Though in modern Japan, there were many pilgrimages with a different meaning.

As the Kobito-san's eyes grew distant, Merda explained with a complicated look on her face.

*For some reason, I can sense the subtleties of the honeybees these days. Or have I always been able to? Merda has been pretty expressive since we first met.*

According to her, those who became the Golden King would travel to the forests in various regions and form pacts with each of the Forest Masters. The forests that had formed pacts would be connected by golden magic, and when the connection formed a complete ring, it would resonate, creating a synergistic effect that filled the area within with rich magic.

"Whoa, really?"

"Yes. That is why I recommend a pilgrimage."

"Hey, Dolphen. Are there other forests in this country?"

"There are. We are in the center of Frontier, but there are forests in Geshbellista to the south and Adalusia to the west. And though it is not in this country, there is one in the neighboring country to the east, close to the border."

At his words, Chihiro recalled the regions she had learned about from books and maps. The southern and western regions were rich breadbaskets. The south, in particular, faced the sea and was famous for its abundant seafood.

It was only natural that the Kobito-san's mouth began to water as he explained with the map. The way she had latched onto Geshbellista, to the point of making her geography teacher recoil, was a fond memory. ...Right?

Conversely, the neighboring country to the east, Flawers, had a lot of wasteland and was famous as an advanced nation of tools. It was a vast land with many rugged mountains, and people lived on the few flat areas. The country was long and thin, and she remembered it well because she thought its shape was similar to Japan's. *This is the Kanto Plain, right?* It was her secret that she had been supplementing her knowledge with her own mental map. The specialty of such a country as Flawers was ore. Mines that produced not only iron, gold, and silver, but also many precious stones and gems were a blessing unique to a rugged, mountainous region. On the other hand, its national power was weak, and it was a precarious country that imported food through technological partnerships.

Recalling all this, the Kobito-san was picking up chestnuts in their burrs with the honeybees. Autumn had deepened, and the rich forest was full of bounty.

"I had no idea this was edible."

*No way.*

The Kobito-san couldn't help but look up at Dolphen with an exasperated expression.

Basically, people did not enter the forest unless they had a very good reason. There were monsters and beasts. Monsters, in particular, would attack humans on sight without question, so most people did not even go near the forest. The only ones who would come were adventurers who had accepted a quest.

As a result, the bounty of the forest was left untouched. What a waste.

*Well, I guess with a dangerous look like this, you wouldn't think it was edible.*

The Kobito-san gave a wry smile.

Inside the prickly burrs were sweet chestnuts. The ecosystem here was almost the same as on Earth. Having confirmed this after obtaining many things like raspberries, brambleberries, and gumi berries, Chihiro began to try other things. Wild grasses, mountain vegetables, and mushrooms. For each one, she would perform a patch test, then hold a small amount in her mouth. She would keep it there for about an hour, and if nothing happened, she would swallow it. If there were no abnormalities in her body after a full day, it passed. If both the toddler Chihiro and the adult Dolphen did this, there would be no mistake, and they could also determine differences, such as things that were fine for adults but bad for children.

As a result, all the plants that were the same as those on Earth were fine.

She might get burned one day, but someone had to take the first step. The book of wild grasses that was so useful during Japan's great famines was apparently written by the author who tasted them himself to judge. It was a necessary challenge.

The Kobito-san raised her fist, but there was no need for her to do it. She could have just collected and explained them and left the rest to someone else, but such a thought never even occurred to the curiosity-filled Kobito-san.

And Dolphen was oblivious to such dangers. Basically a muscle-head, he did not question Chihiro's actions. He simply followed along with whatever she wished, whatever she thought. He was a failure as a guard, but for the Kobito-san, he was a welcome guardian.

That was why she could come to the forest so freely and forage.

If the Kobito-san gave Dolphen even one of her innocent smiles, he would do anything for her. He was a cheap retainer.

"Alright, this should be enough."

Having gathered a huge pile of chestnuts, the Kobito-san was very pleased.

Dolphen and the honeybees had removed the burrs, so all that was left was to go home and cook.

*Roasted chestnuts, chestnuts in syrup, glacé, paste. Ooh, a Mont Blanc-like dessert would be good too.*

Unconsciously suppressing a smile, the Kobito-san danced, hyokotan, hyokotan. It was an unconscious movement, so her steps were awkward, but Dolphen, who was sealing the chestnuts, narrowed his eyes in amusement.

*It is because I get to see moments like this that I cannot quit being this one's guard.*

Witnessing the adorable sight of the Kobito-san, something only possible because he was always with her, Dolphen felt a sense of bliss. He lifted her into his arms, said goodbye to Merda, and left the forest.

"Hey, hey, Dolphen! Chestnuts are sweet and fluffy, you know. I'm so happy, we have so many. Let's all eat them together."

The Kobito-san spoke passionately, gesturing with her hands.

*Aaaaaah, how adorable she is. I, Dolphen, am full from just that smile alone.*

Reflected in the eyes of Dolphen, whose mouth was curved into a pleased grin, was the Kobito-san, her hands on her cheeks, smiling with a 'mufun' and squeezing her eyes shut, 'kyuu'.

Knocked out by her overwhelming cuteness, Dolphen froze for a moment, and Chihiro patted him with a puzzled look on her face.

Dolphen would be seen freezing like this in various places from time to time, but no one knew the reason, and his secret pleasure is still protected to this day.

Cuteness was justice.



		
			Chapter 16

			The Forest's Bounty and the Little Person

			"Sooo deliiiciousss♪"

Pressing a hand to her cheek as if to keep it from falling off, the Little Person choked back tears of emotion. Before her sat a Mont Blanc lookalike crafted by Drago. It was made with a pound cake base, piped with buttercream, filled with marrons glacés, and topped with a swirl of chestnut paste. Though a simple creation, it was a groundbreaking sweet in Frontier, a land that had lacked any truly dessert.like confections.

"This is excellent. It has a different flavor from custard cream. And this paste with chestnuts in it is just...."

Drago mumbled as if in a groan.

The royal palace was not lacking when it came to food, but what they didn't have, they didn't have. In a world where even honey was a luxury, sweets were the stuff of dreams.

In that case, she just had to make them herself!!

It was only natural that Chihiro, who had fortunately managed to secure a supply of honey from Queen Merda, would run around with all her might.

Chihiro had been rushing about to expand her repertoire of sweets. This time, she had outdone herself. The kitchen staff watched the child, her face a picture of pure bliss, and partook of the dessert themselves.

And they were left speechless.

It was a sweetness that defied all description. They never imagined these so called chestnuts were edible. In autumn, they fell everywhere, but everyone thought of them as nothing more than a spiky, dangerous nuisance. They were even said to be perilous nuts that exploded when roasted. Of course, no one ever dared to touch them.

To think such a sweet fruit was hidden inside.

The kitchen staff gazed at the small child moving her spoon in ecstasy. A faint suspicion flickered in their eyes.

How did she know? The ingredients, the recipe, and the way to eat it were all unknown to anyone else. Where could the Little Person have learned such things?

All sorts of questions swirled in their minds.

But... well, who cares.

The kitchen staff looked at one another and broke into broad smiles.

If it’s delicious, what does it matter?

Because she’s the Little Person, after all.

Such was the unspoken understanding that had begun to blossom in the kitchen. They were cooks. They constantly honed their skills and improved their quality. Into that battlefield had appeared an adorable little child. What complaint could they possibly have with the Little Person, who tottered around bringing sweet confections and serving up delectable treats? Her ideas had breathed new life into the kitchen. They would welcome her with open arms, not find fault with her.

Grinning, they gave thanks for the privilege of being the first to taste the exquisite sweet.

Because she's the Little Person, after all.

Of course, there were some distinguished individuals for whom this password did not work.

"What is this?"

"They say it is a Mont Blanc lookalike."

Anastasia’s eyes went wide at the dessert placed before her. A light grayish cream was mounded high. She poked it gingerly with her fork, then scooped a small portion into her mouth.

And fell silent. Her reaction was the same as the kitchen staff's.

Though her movements were as graceful as a small bird’s, the Mont Blanc on her plate vanished in the blink of an eye. After finishing, she set down her fork with a rapturous gaze.

My, oh my. ...This is exactly why I can't take my eyes off the kitchen.

Anastasia’s maids constantly visited the kitchen to monitor what was being made. That was how they had managed to obtain the Mont Blanc so quickly. Apparently, they had snatched it from a reluctant Drago, who had insisted it was just a prototype.

Anastasia stared at the empty plate and hung her head dejectedly.

I want more.

But there was no more. Once eaten, it was gone. That was only natural.

The king had strictly forbidden her from interfering with the kitchen, so Anastasia had no choice but to content herself with the occasional new sweet or the baked goods made for the royal family. Human desire knows no bounds. A spoonful of honey that would have once made her tremble with delight was now just another ingredient. After the thrill of baked goods came fresh desserts. And after that, cakes. New creations appeared one after another, captivating Anastasia.

Oh, what should I do? I want to eat more!!

Anastasia kicked her feet in frustration at the sheer deliciousness of it all, while her ladies-in-waiting watched over her with lukewarm eyes.

"Alrighty, now for the main event, Papa!!"

"The main event?"

With a wide grin, the Little Person brought out several types of mushrooms. Maitake, shimeji, and button mushrooms. Drago’s eyes widened at the heap of fungi presented before him. They ate mushrooms here as well, but they were a rare delicacy. After all, they grew only in the forest. If one wanted to eat them, they had to commission an adventurer to go and gather them. Adding the adventurer’s guild’s fee, the expense would easily surpass a gold coin. Not even the king would indulge in such a luxury for a single ingredient. That was why so many mushrooms grew freely in the forest. And the Little Person had abducted them.

"Where did you get these??"

"The forest."

"........"

He shouldn't have even asked.

"Well, alright. They look delicious. Should I grill them, or sauté them? My hands are itching to get started."

"Stew would be niiice."

"Stew?"

"Stew."

The baron and his daughter stared at each other in silence.

Ah, he gets it.

And so, the Little Person repeated the usual pattern.

"Sauté the flour in butter."

"Like this?"

"Yes, yes."

Drago made the white sauce, shaking the frying pan. Chihiro, standing on a tall stool, peered down at it.

"The chicken is done sautéing over here."

"The mushrooms are done, too."

"Okay, put them in the soup pot. Let it simmer until they're just covered."

The salted and peppered chicken and mushrooms were put into a stockpot, where they bubbled away with the bouillon inside.

"This looks delicious even on its own. It smells wonderful."

"Mhmm, the best is yet to come."

Frontier was a prosperous country. The cultivation of spices was also well-developed. They rarely had trouble with ingredients.

Except for things found only in specific places.

The forest really is just left alone, isn't it. Well, thanks to that, I can get plenty of things.

Chihiro had encountered beasts and monsters before. But since they were frightened of the giant bees and kept their distance, she had only ever seen them from afar. Thus, the teary-eyed mushrooms were abducted and now simmered gently in a pot.

"Oh, this looks delicious, too."

The finished dish was a mushroom cream stew.

They dished it out into bowls and everyone tried it.

The soup was thick and had a unique texture. The mushrooms were well-stewed and piping hot. Chihiro blew on hers, fuu fuu, and chewed the mushrooms with little huffs, hafu hafu.

Sooo deeeliciousss!

The Little Person writhed in agony from the modern flavors she hadn't tasted in so long. She kicked her feet, thoroughly pleased. However, she was not the only one.

The people around her were also slumped over the table, restlessly kicking their feet. Even Dolphen.

Ah, I get it, I get it. When you eat something delicious, you feel like dancing.

A gentle, warm feeling spread through Chihiro's chest. Gathering around the table like this and eating delicious food brought back nostalgic feelings from her previous life.

I was so unfilial, dying in a traffic accident like that. I wonder if everyone is doing well?

Her gaze drifted into the distance, and Chihiro looked out the window.

Autumn had deepened, and a cold wind, like a winter blast, occasionally blew through the empty space in her chest. I'm doing fine.

Even she didn't know to whom she had whispered those words.

She might get a little sad sometimes, but the Little Person is doing fine today too.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Secret Little Person

			"That child... she was real."

Among his few memories, that child was there.

A cute baby with fluffy, pale blond hair.

"It was real...."

The boy leaned against the window frame, on the verge of tears.

"Fatimah... where did you go?"

An infant’s astonishing memory.

His name was Theodore. He was Chihiro’s twin brother. The child, with dark blond hair much like the king’s, had a look of anguish in his eyes that was ill-suited for his age.

Cyril and the others had been careless. They never dreamed that a baby, having met another only a dozen or so times between birth and the age of two, would remember them. That was why they had left the two of them together when they were swapped.

That fleeting rendezvous of just a few minutes.

Theodore remembered it.

"She was really there."

It was his own little secret, one that no one else believed.

That it would later be revealed as the truth would not happen until the winter New Year's party.

Until then, Theodore was supposed to have agonized over this worry alone.

"Fatimah.....?"

But he found her.

The nostalgic face that was becoming hazy in his fading memory. A girl who looked so much like him.

"Eh?"

The girl who turned around was, without a doubt, the girl from his memory. She had grown bigger, but her features were the same.

From this point on, the needle of Theodore’s heart, which had been frozen in place so as not to forget Fatimah, began to move.

"Fatimah? It’s Fatimah, right? It wasn't a dream after all."

"Heh? Who might you be?"

"It’s Teo. I’m Teo. Theodore."

"Teo...."

Chihiro thought for a moment, dragging a net through her memories of Fatimah. Then, she remembered a baby she used to meet occasionally since she was very small.

They definitely called him that, Theodore-sama or something......

At that, the Little Person gasped.

He was also called the Second Prince... the Second Consort’s child.

Perhaps because they were the same age, she had a memory of them playing together sometimes.

You remember that? What an amazing memory, huh?

Chihiro was one to talk.

"I knew it, you were in the castle. Everyone said it was a dream, but it wasn’t a dream."

The Little Person stared with a fixed gaze at Theodore approaching her with a beaming face, and she slowly backed away. Theodore noticed and stopped in his tracks. A shadow of anxiety crossed his face.

"Um... you don’t remember? I used to play with you sometimes, ever since I was little."

As expected of royalty. You speak so well for your age.

Chihiro thought something Naya would surely scold her for, telling her to mind her own business, and gritted her back teeth.

Just then, Dolphen appeared, oblivious to the atmosphere.

"Chihiro-sama, the delivery of the sweets is finished... What. Your Highness? Why are you here?"

"Chihiro?"

"Yes. She is the daughter of Baron Giorge. The chef."

Dolphen spoke as if it were nothing.

"Eh? Fatimah is a baron’s daughter? But she was in the castle, right?"

"Fatimah?"

"It’s Fatimah, you know? Cyril and the others called her that."

Please stop....

Images of the King and Queen, Cyril, the wet nurse, and many other palace officials surfaced in Chihiro’s mind and came flooding out.

"What on earth is the meaning of...."

Just as a perplexed Dolphen was about to ask the prince, he heard a sound from behind. There was the Little Person, on her knees. Her eyes were wide and tearful, and she was clutching her chest, breathing in wheezing gasps, hyuu hyuu.

"Chihiro-sama??!!"

Dolphen rushed over in a panic, and Chihiro whispered softly.

"Going home... home..."

Beneath her ragged breaths, Chihiro mumbled as if squeezing the words out.

"Yes, yes, right away!!"

Dolphen swiftly scooped Chihiro up and gave a slight bow to Theodore.

"Your Highness, please excuse us."

"Ah, wait!"

No sooner were the words spoken than Dolphen was running toward the baron's mansion. Theodore, left behind, couldn't even hear the voices of his attendants calling him from behind.

"Fatimah....."

Theodore’s whisper was not heard by any ear.

"Chihiro?? What happened? Lord Kigris!!"

Hearing that Chihiro had collapsed, Drago came flying. He rushed to his daughter, who had been laid down, and looked at Dolphen with a worried face.

"I do not know. When I realized it, she seemed to be in distress..... Ah, His Highness Prince Theodore was beside her."

The eyes of the three members of the baron’s household flew open wide.

It’s the royal family again!!

As the three of them gnashed their teeth in frustration, they heard Chihiro's faint voice.

"Papa. I don't like the castle...."

Clenching the small hand that was weakly extended, Drago brought it to his cheek and nodded his head again and again.

"Yes, yes, you don’t have to go anymore. They promised that no royal family member other than the King's brother would approach you....."

A shadow fell over Drago’s face, and a dark light flickered in his sunken eyes.

"Resigning as head chef???"

"Yes. Please decide on or find a successor as soon as possible."

Drago spat the words out sullenly at the personnel official and quickly left the office. Staring after him in a daze, the official rushed to the King’s younger brother.

"Drago is quitting as head chef??"

"Yes, that is what he has said."

"Nonsense."

What on earth happened?

"I’ll try to hear him out first. Put that matter on hold for now."

"Understood."

The King’s brother immediately flew out of the room and headed for the kitchen.

On the way, he saw some people arguing a short distance away. He was about to ignore them and pass by, but he saw a small, blond figure among them.

Is that.....?

He clicked his tongue with resignation, and Romel approached the noisy attendants.

"Your Highness Prince Theodore. What are you doing in a place like this?"

"Ah, Your Highness, the King’s brother. What excellent timing."

Romel gave a light glare to the attendants, who looked openly relieved, silencing their unnecessary chatter, and crouched down in front of Theodore.

"Did something happen?"

Magnificent blond hair, just like the King's. Unfortunately, his eyes were hazel, but among the current King’s children, Theodore was the only one with blond hair.

The tearful child sniffled and desperately explained to Romel in a faltering voice.

"Fatimah... was here. Hic, she was really here."

"Fatimah?"

A suspicious Romel looked to the attendants for an explanation.

"Ah... It is a story from His Highness’s dreams."

"It’s not a dream!!"

"Aaargh!!" Theodore burst into tears. Romel entrusted him to a lady-in-waiting and heard the details.

"It is an imaginary friend His Highness has spoken of since he was very young."

With that preface, the attendants began their story.

Apparently, he had been saying things about a girl named Fatimah for a long time.

‘This is for Fatimah.’

‘When is Fatimah coming?’

‘I played with Fatimah today.’

And so on. The attendants had thought it a common and endearing childhood fantasy and had not denied it. However, at some point, he seemed to have stopped seeing this friend, and Theodore became emotionally unstable.

‘Where is Fatimah?’

‘Fatimah isn’t here.’

‘I want to see Fatimah.’

It was then that the attendants finally began to explain that she was an imaginary friend, a dream, and that he would stop seeing her as he grew older, but Theodore was not convinced.

He would wail that it wasn't a dream, that Fatimah was real, and that he wanted to see her. It had apparently been quite a difficult time for a while.

He had calmed down recently and had stopped talking about the girl, so they thought, ah, he has finally graduated from his dream friend. Then this commotion happened.

Romel also heard the story from Theodore, who was crying in the arms of the lady-in-waiting.

"Fatimah has fluffy blond hair. It's prettier than mine. Her eyes are pretty, too. She looks like me. She looks a lot like me."

At that, Romel's heart pounded loudly.

She looks like him? Come to think of it, His Highness also had light blond hair when he was born.

Yes, just like Chihiro.....

Thinking that far, Romel looked at Theodore. Now he had dark blond hair and boyish features, but looking back, the young prince had looked very similar to Chihiro.

Could it be? No, is it possible?

His Highness's friend who had always been there. And then disappeared.

"When did His Highness start saying that the girl was gone?"

"Eh? ...Well, I believe it was about half a year ago."

It matched the time Chihiro was found.

A clue about Chihiro was right here. As he thought, Chihiro had been raised secretly in the royal palace. Who? And for what purpose?

"Request an immediate audience with His Majesty the King. His Highness Prince Theodore will come along as well."

Romel had found the loose end of the tangled, twisted thread.

I will unravel it, no matter what. Just you wait, Chihiro.

His gloating face held nothing but wickedness.



		
			Chapter 18

			The Secret Little Person

			"You’re quitting as head chef??"

"That’s right."

"But why??"

Drago’s words sent the kitchen into an uproar.

He was a chef so exceptional he had been granted a peerage. One could even call him the standard bearer for the court chefs. Many cooks in the castle town admired Drago, and he was a charismatic figure of sorts. There was no one involved in cooking who did not know his name. Such a man was leaving the royal palace?

Unthinkable, the cooks thought as they exchanged glances.

Glancing at their complex expressions, Drago let out a long sigh and looked straight ahead.

"The royal family broke their promise. As a result, Chihiro has fallen ill again. I don’t want to burden her any more than this. I will leave the royal palace and live quietly with my daughter somewhere peaceful. I’m sorry."

Drago’s pained smile and explanation made the cooks understand with a collective, ah. They remembered well how the Little Person had once fallen ill from mental strain and could barely eat.

Did that happen again? A verbal promise is still a promise. What on earth is the royal family doing?

Though unsaid, their thoughts were the same.

Among the furiously indignant faces of the cooks, there was one person emanating an even more formidable aura of anger.

It was Adoris, who had been promoted from apprentice to cook.

She had finally gotten better.....

Children are fragile. The slightest thing can harm their bodies and lead to death. For such a small body to face near-death experiences so many times, it's just not right. They could at least remove the known cause, couldn't they? The royal family won't be troubled if they don't see Chihiro, right? Why can't they just leave her be!!

There might be accidental encounters, of course. But Chihiro doesn't go anywhere in the castle besides the kitchen. If they just avoided that place, there shouldn't be a problem.

Adoris did not know. He didn't know that Theodore, who had been looking out a window, had spotted the Little Person and jumped right out of it. By the time his attendants noticed, he was no longer at the windowsill. If they had been by his side, the mistake would not have happened. But when they frantically leaned out the window, Theodore was already running toward the knights’ training ground, visible in the distance, as if chasing someone.

In that brief gap of less than five minutes, the two had met. It could only be called bad timing.

"Theodore. Is this truly so?"

Lined up in the room were the King and Queen, the King's brother, and also Theodore and the Second Consort. All others had been dismissed.

"It is true. I often played with Fatimah."

"Hmm. Then, a royal child unknown to anyone was truly in the palace."

"Otherwise, there would be no reason for Chihiro to be found in the castle. A maid named Cyril supposedly called Chihiro by the name Fatimah. Upon investigation, she returned to her hometown half a year ago and has been out of contact since. Several other maids have also gone missing."

Romel spread out a stack of documents with a rustle.

Recorded there were the names of Cyril and the other missing persons.

"There were other missing persons as well, including doctors, pages, and knights. The timing varies, but they are concentrated around half a year ago."

Then he glared sharply at the consort.

"They are all people connected to you, Consort Habirush."

Facing Romel was a woman with pale blond hair. The slender, ephemeral-looking woman tilted her head in confusion.

"How dreadful."

As she delicately furrowed her brow, Romel felt a surge of intense frustration.

Why is someone like this a consort? Brother, you should have been a little more... No, I suppose it couldn't be helped. Just possessing the irises makes one a consort for sure.

Gentle or perhaps just clueless, Consort Habirush was a very faint person, indifferent to her surroundings and herself. She was like air, simply going with the flow. Ignorant, or rather, never thinking deeply about things, she just existed. She had no interest in anything, no attachments... well, she was attached to one thing.

Only to her child, Theodore. Since she was his mother, that was only natural, of course.

For that reason, one simply could not expect anything from her.

In a way, she was the abyss of the royal palace. When her circle was involved, investigations became extremely difficult. Since she would sign anything she was told to, there had been countless times when things were discovered later and everything fell into chaos.

This time was no different. She hired people because they had letters of introduction, and gave them permission to return home because they wanted to.

Investigate, I beg you!!

He had even placed one of his own men to support the incompetent consort, but he had vanished before they knew it. He was now on the list of missing persons. That was why the discovery of this matter was delayed.

"Cyril was a lady-in-waiting who entered the palace with you upon your marriage. The maids were the same. There shouldn't have been anything suspicious, yet they are at the center of this problem. What is the meaning of this?"

The other pages and knights were the same. They were people who had entered the palace upon her marriage. That was the only common thread. Or rather, that was a singularly peculiar commonality.

"I do not know. Cyril and the maids were attendants assigned by my father. Did something happen to her? Come to think of it, I have not seen her recently."

This is it!! Argh, come on!!

If you just look at her, she's a peerless beauty.....

Words are understood, but the conversation doesn't connect.

A person who lives in a dream world, where everything is vague, holds the rank of consort. It was like giving a sword to a madman.

"Mother, you know, I found Fatimah."

"Oh my, was she well?"

"Mmm, she didn't seem very well."

"Oh, I am worried."

"Yes, I wonder if I can see her again?"

"I wonder?"

The mother and son created a field of flowers in the space between dimensions, giggling and chuckling.

Everyone connected to Theodore's story had disappeared, yet this was the state of things.

As the others stared with fixed, damp eyes, one of the close aides spoke up.

"We found her, just one person!!"

"You found one!!"

Romel shot to his feet, and the room buzzed with excitement. They had found someone involved in Theodore’s story.

The person they welcomed in with racing hearts was Theodore’s wet nurse, Shaon. She entered the room with a pale face.

"There is something I wish to ask you. It is about a baby named Fatimah......"

Before he could finish, Shaon prostrated herself on the floor, pressing her forehead to it and crying out.

"I am so terribly sorry!! My child was taken hostage..... In exchange for a large sum of money, I kept silent about Fatimah-sama!!"

Without even needing to be asked, she got straight to the heart of the matter.

Romel and the others soothed the sobbing, incoherent Shaon and patiently listened to her story.

In short, she had been the wet nurse for Theodore and another baby. Hired as the wet nurse for Consort Habirush's child, she had been in the inner palace since the birth. Another baby was handed to her along with the prince. Watched by Cyril and the others, she had raised the child, vaguely sensing who the baby was, but she had kept silent.

This was because Shaon had been granted a room in the inner palace, where her six-month-old son was staying.

Cyril and her group took Shaon’s son hostage and forced a large sum of money on her, making her an accomplice. She was watched daily by knights and pages and was unable to move freely.

"There was nothing I could do..... Just as the princes were finally weaned, they disappeared."

Though she was well into eating solid food and should have been walking, Fatimah-sama could barely pull herself up to stand, let alone walk. Not only could she not walk, but she was always in a daze, and even her crawling was precarious beyond measure.

Something is wrong. Shouldn’t a doctor see her?

Just as Shaon was thinking this, Cyril disappeared with Fatimah-sama. Feeling a bad premonition, Shaon searched all over and learned that Cyril and the others had left the palace. She then requested leave herself and fled.

At that time, Shaon had had a narrow escape from death.

If she had not gone out to look for Cyril, she would have been found by Cyril on her return and killed to be silenced. Though she herself was unaware, a slight time difference had saved Shaon’s life.

Having locked Chihiro away and being short on time, Cyril and the others feared that the truth would be revealed through Shaon, so they hurriedly left the palace.

Their accomplice knights and pages were also hiding in the castle town to start a riot the next day.

This small turn of fortune, this near miss, was what allowed Shaon to stand here now.

"It was so frightening. I did not know what to make of Cyril and the others. They had knights and pages among their companions..... A woman’s slender arms were no match for them."

Silence filled the room.

Putting all this together... Chihiro was.

"My child? Theodore’s sibling?"

"Probably.... Now there are some differences between the boy and the girl, but when they were just born, the two of them were as alike as two peas in a pod."

"Good heavens."

The King was too stunned to move. Romel pressed a hand to his forehead, his eyes wide. Shaon nodded with tears in her eyes.

"Sibling? Is Fatimah my younger sister?"

Theodore’s eyes sparkled innocently. The light of curiosity in them was just like the Little Person’s.

While the palace officials were reeling in shock from the truth.

A small joy was bubbling up in the peaceful baron’s mansion. Chihiro had gotten up from her bed and was able to walk.

"Are you alright? Don’t push yourself."

The bear of a father held his beloved daughter, his face on the verge of tears.

"I'm okay. Let's eat?"

Nuzzling against Drago’s beard, the Little Person smiled innocently.

I’m getting used to this, I guess. ...Not that I want to get used to it.

Having skillfully weathered the wave of her own nervous illness, the Little Person made her comeback. Like wheat that stands up stronger each time it is trampled. I won't lose, you jerks. I'm going to be happy.

Hugging her reliable father, the Little Person gave a bright, cheerful laugh.

That smile, by a strange coincidence, was in sync with Theodore’s smile.

Crying, laughing, and being in sync.

Strange things may happen, but the Little Person is doing fine today too.



		
			Chapter 19

			Fatimah and the Little Person

			"What is it?"

"Who knows?"

Before the wide-eyed baron and his daughter stood the King's brother, his face a mask of displeasure.

It was a rare expression for him, a man who was always lighthearted and wore a suspicious grin. Romel noticed the two coming down from the second floor and gestured with his chin for them to sit.

Oooh. He seems to be in a bad mood.

Exchanging puzzled glances, Drago and Chihiro sat on the sofa. With an air of extreme exhaustion, Romel first spoke to Drago.

"I hear you wish to resign as head chef, but it is denied. Permission could not be granted under normal circumstances, but from now on, it absolutely cannot be granted."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Because you are Chihiro’s parent. You understand the reason, don’t you? Chihiro."

Suddenly addressed, Chihiro pressed her lips together.

What is he talking about? What is he saying?

Romel narrowed his eyes sharply at the wary Chihiro and gave a faint smile.

"See, a reaction to every word. It shows in every bit of your attitude, Chihiro."

When questioned, she tenses up. She considers. She observes.

None of it is the behavior of a toddler. And the fact that she behaves this way indicates that she understands her own situation.

Ah, why was it so obvious, yet I never noticed until now? Was I deceived by her small appearance?

Looking at Romel, who was laughing self-deprecatingly, Chihiro let out a small sigh in her heart.

I don’t know how much he knows, but it seems he’s figured out the core of it. Did he hear from the king? That they tried to dispose of the princess. Or maybe that kid named Theodore told him?

There was no point in thinking about it. Chihiro asked him straight out.

"Did you figure out who I am?"

"You’re Prince Theodore’s twin sister, right? Fatimah."

".....Yes. In that case, you have no reason to be attached to me anymore, do you? I am a princess the royal family cast aside. Please leave me be."

With a slightly weary look on her face, Chihiro glared at Romel as if exasperated. However, Romel’s expression was not what Chihiro had expected. She had thought he would surely mock her, or perhaps show some guilt, but the man was staring straight at Chihiro with a vacant look.

"Cast aside? The royal family, you? No way that happened!!"

Huh?

Unable to hide his indignation, Romel’s shout caused the flame of anger that had been smoldering in Chihiro’s heart to roar to life.

"No way? I was actually abandoned. I was left in a filthy room without food or water, hovering between life and death. Do you have any idea what that suffering was like??!!"

That’s right, Fatimah had suffered. A young child who had perished alone in a terror and despair that seemed not of this world. No matter the reason, there was no way that could be justified. At that moment, Fatimah had died.

And at her own thought, Chihiro was stunned.

She finally understood. Yes, at that moment, she had died. That was why *I* had surfaced. When Fatimah died and lost her sense of self, *I* was liberated.

Staring at her small hands, Chihiro’s face crumpled. Realizing the girl's death anew, her chest tightened as if it would be crushed.

"The royal palace killed Fatimah. You people did..... Why didn’t you help her? She was crying so much. She passed away all alone and lonely..... Fatimah....."

As Chihiro broke down sobbing, Drago supported her and glared at Romel with a look so fierce it could kill.

"That’s enough, we’ve had enough. The royal family does nothing but make my daughter cry. Leave us alone! Never bother us again!!"

What did he care about disrespect? What did royalty matter? There was nothing that should take precedence over his precious daughter!!

With open disgust, Drago picked Chihiro up and stormed up to the second floor with loud footsteps. Watching them go in a daze, Romel thought about Chihiro’s words.

Cast aside by the royal family. Hovering between life and death. Why didn't you help me.

His face twisted in pain.

That he didn't know was just a conclusion. It couldn't even serve as an excuse. The fact was, she had nearly died. If Drago and the others hadn't noticed, she would have certainly died. If she had died, the royal family would have said the same thing. Since we didn't know, it couldn't be helped. Though the gap between life and death is large, it ultimately leads to the same conclusion. For the person involved, it must amount to nothing more than a single phrase, don't mess with me.

Is it wrong for the royal family to seek her out now?

Now that we know, we want to do something. That thought isn't unnatural. In fact, it's reasonable. However, her will is not present in that equation. If she doesn't want it, leaving her alone is probably the right answer. Her biological father, the King, might not be convinced, but the fact is, because they didn't know, she suffered terribly. They abandoned a child who should have been protected. This fact cannot be overturned. If we are to insist that we did not know, then they can insist that we should leave them alone, that it's too late now.

Normally, that would be valid. If Chihiro were a commoner... or at least a noble.

One cannot intrude upon a parent child relationship that is already fully formed.

But she is royalty. And a Golden Queen who possesses the irises.

The royal family cannot simply leave this be.

Since she has been acknowledged by the Golden Queen and the Forest Master, her eyes will eventually turn into the golden irises. Without a doubt.

Aaaaargh, seriously, why did it have to be you!

"I’ll come back another time. Please give my regards to the baron and his daughter."

With that, Romel stood up and headed for the entrance.

And then he felt a piercing gaze and turned around.

There stood the butler and maid, their eyes fixed on Romel. Though well hidden, there was a faint disgust and hatred oozing out. The eyes staring at him had no warmth, and a chillingly cold gaze was directed at Romel.

Marked as an enemy, huh. Can't be helped. You're well loved, Chihiro.

For a girl wrapped in such deep affection, the royal family's interference must seem like it's too little, too late. It wouldn't be surprising if it looked like a façade full of hypocrisy.

In fact, if she hadn't possessed the golden irises, the matter might never have come to light, and the royal family might not have been so persistent. The mere existence of that possibility means it's game over. The baron and his household have won a decisive victory.

It's a complete loss, isn't it, brother.

As Romel’s slumped shoulders disappeared dejectedly, several pairs of large, silent eyes watched him go.

While the guard bees of the baron's mansion danced in victory, Chihiro was in Drago's arms, sleeping from exhaustion after crying.

She had cried for a while, and just when she started rubbing her eyes with a sleepy whimper, she fell asleep with a soft thud. She was truly adorable. Whether crying, laughing, or angry, Chihiro was cute, but Drago truly wished she wouldn't cry.

Won't she be lonely if she's alone when she wakes up?

After a moment's thought, he slipped into bed with her, still holding her. He cradled her head on his arm and held her close as he slept.

Papa is here. You don't have to worry about a thing.

Stroking Chihiro’s hair, which was stuck to her face with tears, Drago also fell asleep.

Needless to say, the next day, Sasha, who came to Chihiro’s room, found a bear in hibernation and brought down the thunder.

The fraying threads are slowly being untangled. When will they be repaired and woven into a new pattern?

Chihiro cries, Drago gets scolded, and Romel gets depressed.

It's a life far from peaceful. But today, the Little Person goes her own way.



		
			Chapter 20

			The Little Person's Thank You

			"Papa, can we talk for a little bit?"

With eyes as calm as the surface of still water, Chihiro looked up at Drago. A faint, unsettling ripple in that gaze made Drago’s heart pound. But he had no objections. Placing his beloved daughter on his lap, Drago sat down deep into the sofa.

"Is something wrong?"

Despite his shaggy, bear-like appearance, Drago’s eyes as he looked at Chihiro were gentle. He treated her with the utmost care, as if she were the most fragile, precious thing.

Still cradled sideways in his arms, Chihiro tightly gripped the front of Drago’s clothes.

"You know... about me...."

Chihiro once again told her story, from before she met Adoris and Drago. She omitted the part about reincarnation, but talked about being called Fatimah in the royal palace and being raised with care. About being suddenly abandoned and locked away. About feeling her life was in danger, escaping the room, and being found by Adoris.

Drago already knew the rest.

Breathing hard, her words faltering and stumbling, the small child spoke. Drago gently stroked her head and nodded again and again.

"That must have been hard. You did so well. You don't have to remember it anymore. You were so brave. God gave you to me, your Papa. That's why you had to go through such a painful thing. I'm sorry."

God gave me to Papa?

Chihiro was taken aback.

It was true that if not for that tragic situation, Chihiro would never have come to Drago. Paradoxically, it was because of that suffering that Chihiro was able to be found by him.

Thinking of it that way, that terrible memory softened a little.

Though if this really was all in the palm of God’s hand, she’d like to punch him. Couldn't there have been a better way.

As Chihiro pouted, she saw Drago’s conflicted face in her field of vision. With a troubled expression, Drago glanced at Chihiro.

"According to your story, you were the Eighth Princess... but the Eighth Princess is here, you know? Chihiro."

Drago’s words were a bombshell.

"Then who on earth am I?"

When she compared her memories with Drago’s explanation, a clear contradiction emerged. The King she had been told was her father. So she had thought the Queen beside him was her birth mother. But the Eighth Princess born to the official Queen was in the palace. And her name wasn't Fatimah.

Then Chihiro remembered what the King's brother had said earlier.

What did he say? Didn't he call Fatimah Theodore's twin sister?

In the sudden turn of events, she had let it pass by, but if she was Theodore's sister, they must be twins.

The consort gave birth to twins? I'm the consort's child??

It didn't add up. Something was wrong.

There's something I don't know.

"Naya, send a message to the palace. Ask if we can meet with the King's brother."

"Huh? Ah, very well."

"Chihiro?"

Drago looked at Chihiro with a puzzled expression.

"Let's hear what Romel has to say. We interrupted him yesterday."

Drago’s eyes widened. The ambiguous milky tea color had vanished from Chihiro’s pupils, and a brilliant, shining golden iris had emerged.

"Welcome."

When they sent a messenger to Romel, an affirmative reply came back immediately. The baron and his daughter hastened to the palace, were shown into Romel’s office, and sat on the sofa facing him.

"I want to know the information you have about me."

With a slightly surprised look, Romel nodded and explained to Chihiro what he was permitted to share.

That Cyril and her group had concealed the newborn Chihiro's existence. That they had threatened the wet nurse and raised her in secret in the palace. That something had happened, he didn’t know what, and they had abandoned Chihiro and disappeared from the palace.

"That's about as far as we've uncovered. We're still investigating, but most of the people involved are missing, so it's proving difficult."

Chihiro was dumbfounded.

Good heavens. The King and the others didn't even know I existed.

"I've made a promise that no one but me will approach you. He was complaining that he wanted to see you right away, but I've stopped him. I told him we should hear you out first."

Romel gave a wry smile.

And we were the ones who turned him away. Without even hearing him out properly.

She didn't know who Cyril and her group were or what they were trying to do. But they were the root of all evil.

Chihiro quietly closed her eyes.

This place is at a late medieval level of civilization at best. An era full of holes, where everything runs on manpower. One or two people can easily be hidden or disposed of. The Middle Ages on Earth were similar. Without rigorous scientific investigation or medical technology, crimes could succeed by chance. In Japan, it would be around the Warring States period. Anything could be concealed, buried in darkness. People could be condemned on a pretext. If you want something, you take it, and if someone is in your way, you kill them. A time when human life was thin and light. That's how it was on Earth.

Compared to Earth's Middle Ages, this is probably still better.

At least Frontier hadn't resorted to forceful measures. They had respected Chihiro’s wishes in every way. If they had wanted to, Chihiro would have long been abducted and locked away in the palace.

A king in this era was someone with that kind of power.

Chihiro didn't know. She didn't know that the very Romel before her had stopped them from taking such forceful action. Romel, in a way, understood Chihiro well.

She doesn't seem to think at all, yet she is always thinking and acting. She is reckless, yet pays attention to the details and is cautious. She has an incredibly rich knowledge, yet is surprisingly ignorant of common sense (things).

A child who was a bundle of contradictions.

But this much he understood.

For her, being free was the natural state of things.

Free to go wherever, do whatever. She doesn't think that can be obstructed. That way of thinking was alien in this world. She recognized status and position. She knew what was wrong and what was dangerous. But at the root of it all was a question mark, so what?

So what? What does that have to do with anything?

It was difficult to put into words, but her unrestrained freedom was peculiar. As if she had come from a world with no shackles at all. Status, position, everything.

Thinking that far, Romel’s lips curved upwards.

Come to think of it, the cooks and the knights called her a fairy or an angel. When she's this free-spirited, you start to want to believe it.

In any case, she was a creature that couldn't survive without being free. That's what Romel thought.

Not far from the mark. Even without knowing about Chihiro’s previous life, the astute Romel had seen through to her essence.

After a moment of silence, Chihiro opened her eyes.

"I understand the situation. But that doesn’t mean I can forgive it."

Yes, I know.

Romel gave a small nod.

"But, could you tell them thank you for me?"

"Eh?"

Chihiro scrambled up onto Drago, who was sitting next to her.

Heaving and hoisting herself up, Chihiro sat on Drago’s lap and broke into a wide grin.

"For delivering me to Papa. I'm happy. Please tell them that."

Wha...

Romel was speechless.

Drago’s wide eyes quickly welled up with tears.

"Yes, yes, that's right."

Drago hugged Chihiro tightly and looked at Romel in the same way.

"I would also like to express my gratitude. I thank you for giving me such an adorable daughter. Chihiro is my treasure."

"I'm so glad I met you, Papa. I'm so very lucky."

"So am I. There's no angel like this anywhere else."

The super sweet parent child drama unfolding before him. Hadn't he seen this somewhere before?

Romel let out a long, thin sigh, expelling all the stagnant air from his lungs.

Good grief. The Little Person had brought the matter to a close all by herself. With no mention of what to do next or what she wanted, she had cut the royal family off with satisfying finality.

The future is going to be hell for my brother. I can't say it's entirely his own fault, but isn't this too tragic?

Thank you for not knowing about me, she had said. It was good that she wasn't a princess. It was good that she could become Drago’s daughter.

Just how much irony are you packing in there.

Well, that’s just like the Little Person.

She sublimated her anger, which had nowhere to go, and replaced it with words of gratitude.

I'm happy now, so it's fine. Once she says that, there's nothing we can say. We can't destroy that happiness, nor can we obstruct it. Knowing the miserable hardships the Little Person has been through, we couldn't possibly do that.

Ah, checkmate, brother.

Throwing his hands up in surrender, Romel signaled his consent.

"I will convey your message to His Majesty the King. Be happy. Well, your surroundings might get noisy, but you'll be fine, won't you? You have Drago, after all."

Seeing Romel raise his eyebrows cynically, the Little Person’s face lit up with a huge smile.

And so, the general discussion was concluded, and a deep wail was said to have been heard in the royal palace.

The talk of Drago quitting vanished, and the kitchen staff smiled. The Little Person was well again, and the knights and guard bees smiled too. The royal palace, with the exception of one part of it, was filled with smiles, and the Little Person is doing fine today too.



		
			Chapter 21

			Your Castle's Little Person

			"It’s gotten cold, hasn’t it."

Several months had passed since Chihiro's situation was decided.

The season had turned to winter, and the new year was approaching.

After detailed discussions, it was settled that Chihiro's official status would be that of an adopted daughter. To suddenly claim she was their biological child now would only expose the royal family's incompetence, and there was no benefit for Chihiro in it either. Since Chihiro’s appearance was completely that of a royal, it was impossible to hide that she carried royal blood, so it was decided she would be treated as a distant relative who had been overlooked due to misfortune. It was helpful that it wasn't a complete lie.

It’s all in how you put it, yep.

When she met the King and Queen again, they apologized deeply and promised to make arrangements for her to live without any hardships from now on. Strangely enough, even seeing the two people she had hated so much, Chihiro felt nothing. They had nothing to do with it. In other words, they were complete strangers. Unrelated. Though they were connected by blood, once she learned the full circumstances and understood that the root of all evil lay elsewhere, her stress-induced sickness stopped occurring. A child's body is a simple thing.

That being said, she didn't feel any sense of family toward them. They certainly resembled her, but even back when she was Fatimah, she had only interacted with them about once a month. Moreover, Chihiro had only a fragment of a memory of them.

Compared to Drago, who was her father in the here and now, there was no contest. After finishing a round of formal, ceremonial discussions, Chihiro lost interest in them.

As he saw the baron and his daughter off after they exchanged formal documents, the King was overcome with an indescribable sense of impatience.

The sight of the affectionate parent and child smiling at each other. The adorable little girl clinging to the baron, laughing cheerfully. That was something that should have been directed at him.

Grumbling under his breath, the King turned to his calm-faced younger brother.

"Can’t something be done?"

"What do you mean, something?"

"Like having Chihiro live in the palace, or bringing her closer to me!"

"If you’re too forceful, Chihiro will come to dislike you."

Romel stated flatly, looking at his brother, the King, with a weary expression.

"Don’t say it like it’s someone else’s problem. Do you have any idea what it feels like to let go of such an adorable daughter?"

"Please don’t suddenly claim ownership. You have never once held her. She said she wanted to be Drago’s daughter. That is why our incompetence doesn’t matter to her. ...Are you planning to dig that up again?"

The King hung his head, speechless.

The tragic events that had befallen her were not something that could be fixed with an apology. Drago had said she was in such a terrible state, on the verge of death, that it defied description. She could have easily died. In fact, Drago had been amazed that she was alive at all.

Chihiro was willing to let all of that go.

Because she was happy now. Without a single word of grudge or resentment, she had apparently said, thank you.

"Isn’t there something? Is there nothing I can do?"

"There is not. A foster parent has no authority whatsoever."

"She is my daughter, my own flesh and blood!"

"Nurture is said to be greater than nature. With all due respect, while she may look like Your Majesty, on the inside, she is just like Drago."

It was true. When Chihiro and Drago were together, he thought they looked very much alike. Their small mannerisms were identical. It made one think, ah, this is where she is happy. It made one readily accept that she was Drago’s daughter with a smile.

For a short while, the King, who had been looking down, looked up at Romel with the eyes of a puppy.

"Can’t you do something? Anything?"

I’m telling you, I can’t!!

While weary of the repeated, fruitless conversation, Romel was a long-suffering man who could not be cruel to his older brother.

"The New Year’s Banquet?"

Romel nodded at the tilting head of Chihiro.

"Though you are an adopted daughter, Chihiro, you are still His Majesty’s child. Since you haven't had your debut, you are exempt from the ball, but the entire royal family must be present for the banquet. It also serves as a birthday celebration for Prince Theodore and Princess Mirtishia. ......And yours as well, of course."

Smiling softly and gently, Romel’s hand stroked Chihiro’s head. Even with the title of princess, Romel hadn't changed at all. He used no honorifics, no formal language. He knew that Chihiro would not be pleased if he did. He treated her with the same natural ease as before.

I’m so grateful. I really am a lucky person, surrounded by people who understand me like this.

The Little Person couldn't help but be lost in deep emotion, but this incident became the spark that set those around her into strange motion.

"Um?"

".....Yes."

Before the stunned baron and his daughter lay a massive pile of packages. The beautifully wrapped items were all gifts for Chihiro. The majority were from the King, but there were a few mixed in from others.

"What is all this?"

"I don’t know, but shall we open them?"

For the time being, they separated the gifts from the King and those from others, and Chihiro and Drago opened the largest package. Instantly, they both stared wide-eyed. Inside was a lavish dress that was clearly expensive.

"Wow...."

The silk was a champagne gold that faded into a light blue. It was adorned with intricately woven white lace, a dress of pale, elegant finish.

Ah, this is that kind of era, isn’t it.

Chihiro’s face broke into a dry smile.

"This is jewelry. .....Won’t this break Chihiro’s neck?"

In Drago’s hand was a necklace lined with several large star sapphires. It was clearly for an adult. It was not a size that would fit Chihiro’s neck. There were also earrings, rings, and a wide variety of other accessories. The dresses were not all lavish, either. There were some simple ones that could be worn for everyday use. Though when royalty says simple, you can imagine what that means.

"Are all these clothes and accessories for me?"

Naya and the others, diligently opening boxes, replied with a wry smile.

"It would appear so."

"There seems to be no consistency in the types or sizes, it's a mess. But they are all women's accessories."

Sasha murmured with exasperation.

They hadn’t even opened half of the mountain of packages yet. The thought that all of this was jewelry made Chihiro feel dizzy. Moreover, the lack of consideration for size felt reminiscent of a modern-day father figure who thinks anything pretty and expensive will please a daughter, which deepened Chihiro’s sharp smile.

Drago, too, was rather dumbfounded.

"I don’t really get it, but well, let’s see what else there is."

The packages from people other than the King were smaller, and when opened, they were all birthday presents for Chihiro.

Each one had a card attached. From elegant script to faltering handwriting. Messages celebrating Chihiro’s birthday were written on them. It seemed they were from the members of the royal family.

"This one is... from Her Majesty the Queen."

When Chihiro peered in, she saw a handkerchief with beautiful embroidery. Perhaps it was made by the Queen’s own hand, a set of two with a dwarf and a fairy motif.

"It seems she has been watching you closely. A fine gift."

In contrast to the happy Drago, Chihiro was silent.

No, that means they’ve been monitoring my actions and life, right? It's creepy for someone I’ve barely met to be so knowledgeable about my tastes and preferences!

Lying in wait and stalking, things that became hit songs in the old days, are called stalking in modern times. Cross one generation, and pure love becomes perversion. For a girl of that generation, the Queen’s delicate consideration seemed to contain a suspicious motive.

The King and Queen were truly thankless.

"The dress... ah, this was from the King's brother. It was co-signed with the King, so I didn’t notice."

The champagne gold dress they had opened first was from Romel.

The size was perfect, and with a little adjustment, it would fit her exactly. As expected of Romel.

Drago was completely smitten by the sight of the changed Chihiro.

"It suits you so well, you look just like an angel. Alright, I’ll give you the accessories. Do you have a favorite stone or design? I’ll have the best made for you!!"

Wearing the dress co-signed by the King would fulfill his obligation. The rest was Drago’s right. The baron and his daughter began to prepare to go out, thinking no time like the present, while Naya and Sasha watched over them warmly.

And so, the day of the New Year's Banquet arrived.

The banquet was essentially a late lunch before the ball. Chihiro, having decided to have an early lunch, visited the kitchen, where a loud voice greeted her.

"Happy birthday, Chihiro-sama!"

Chihiro couldn't help but stare.

It was no longer the usual kitchen, but a party venue adorned with cute ribbons and flowers. The tables that usually held staff meals were laden with a feast, and in the center was an unmistakable birthday cake.

"A birthday cake? Amazing."

Adoris grinned widely at the surprised Chihiro.

"You mentioned it before, didn't you? That cakes are something you eat for celebrations like birthdays. We did our best. It's a birthday present from the kitchen♪"

The cooks gathered around the grinning Adoris and smiled broadly as well.

Come to think of it, she did remember saying that.

When she was making the Mont Blanc lookalike, they had asked her what a cake was, and she had given a rough explanation, saying there were many kinds, so it was hard to explain, but it was a sweet made by decorating a sponge base with cream or fruit. She remembered saying that a large whole cake was an indispensable part of a birthday.

They had remembered such a trivial comment.

The cake before her was not round. It was rectangular and a little firm because they had sliced a large baked pound cake and arranged the slices. The cream between the layers and on the surface was buttercream. As it was winter, fruit was scarce, and it was only decorated with sliced apples and dried fruit.

To a modern person from Earth, it might seem like a rather shabby cake. But to Chihiro, it was a cake so wonderful it seemed not of this world.

A gluttonous Japanese person's self-indulgent foray into sweet-making.

The culmination of that was here, and her body filled up with the feelings for Chihiro that were poured into it.

And on the cake was a single decorated cookie. Drawn on it were the words, Happy Birthday Chihiro-sama.

It was perfect. A perfect birthday cake.

Despite only giving them the rough details, the quality was this high. As expected of the court chefs.

"Thank you, everyone."

At Chihiro's single, heartfelt word, the cooks let out a cheer of joy.

"Come, come, let’s eat! Hey, cut the cake!"

"No, the meal comes first, right? Isn’t dessert last?"

"Don’t be so picky. The Little Person can only eat a little anyway, so it’s fine if the cake is first."

"Wait, wait, I worked hard to make udon, you know? Don’t just ignore it!"

The cooks, arguing this and that, dished out a little of each dish for Chihiro.

""""Please, eat up.""""

Nodding at the beaming smiles of the cooks, Chihiro celebrated her first birthday in this world.

Warmly celebrated by many people, it goes without saying that the first dish she tasted was the birthday cake.

The dish chosen to cleanse her sweet palate was, of course, the udon. The cook, weeping with joy, giving a thumbs up to the heavens was a charming sight.

There may be all sorts of chaos, but the Little Person is happy today.



		
			Chapter 22

			Your Castle's Little Person

			"His Highness Romel, the King's Brother, and the daughter of Baron Giorge, have arrived."

When her name was called and she entered, she found herself in the world of Cinderella. No, maybe Rose of Versailles? People in glittering costumes chatted amiably, and items of luxurious quality were on display.

"Fuaaaah."

Chihiro's mouth fell open, and she let out a dopey sound.

The royal banquet was held in a great hall with long tables, apparently separate from the ballroom.

Just how big is this place. As a frugal Japanese person, I can't comprehend it. But well, for medieval royalty, the size of the castle is a status symbol, I think.

Romel scooped up the Little Person, who was dazedly staring up at the splendid chandeliers in the hall.

"Don’t just stop here. You’re holding up the line behind you."

When he said that, she looked back to see people smiling warmly at her, standing near the entrance. Even the official announcing the guests' names had a wry smile.

Ugh... so embarrassing!!

Even though Romel had brought her in, she had been captivated by the historic architecture and antique-like decorations. Chihiro reflexively started patting Romel's head, pechi pechi.

"Ouch, ouch, don’t hit people to hide your embarrassment."

The royal banquet was by invitation only for the royal family and the ducal houses connected to them. Even if invited, Drago, as the head chef in charge of the kitchens, could not attend. Therefore, Romel, one of her foster parents, escorted Chihiro. Though he was just carrying her.

Romel, who didn't seem to mind being patted, ignored his brother the King's jealous glare and smugly took his seat with Chihiro. The sixth seat to the right of the King at the head of the table. The five seats on either side were for the royal family. The table was wide. To the King's right was the Queen. To his left were the two consorts, and in the first five seats on each side sat the princes and princesses. He had taken the sixth seat with this in mind, but the Queen, who was looking at the trembling King with an exasperated, fixed gaze, stood up with an air of resignation.

"Bring Lady Chihiro here. You as well, Your Highness Romel."

At the Queen’s unexpected words, Romel’s eyes widened. The King looked at the Queen with sparkling eyes, as if in prayer. Romel shot him a sullen look and shook his head slightly.

"No, I cannot do such a thing. An act that disregards the order of precedence in such a way is not permitted. Isn't that right? Brother."

The King’s shoulders jolted.

When Romel called him brother, it meant he was angry. The King reflexively nodded his head rapidly, and the Queen, prompted by Romel, returned to her seat.

The Queen with a wry smile, and the King hanging his head dejectedly.

What is this farce?

In Chihiro’s astonished gaze, the King looked like a puppy drenched and wilted by the rain. The illusion of drooping dog ears and a tail must have been her imagination.

The amusing sight of the chuckling young girl spread to those around, and the King's pathetic appearance ended as a funny story. Amidst this, Chihiro did not notice two pairs of eyes staring at her from across the way.

Wilfe and Theodore.

The two of them had their eyes glued to the adorably dressed Little Person. The mature champagne gold dress highlighted her irises, and the light pink gold apple dangling from the gold choker around her neck suited her well. Small apples of the same color dangled from her ears as well.

What is that? Isn't she too cute? Why is she with uncle? Shouldn't she be sitting here? Or rather, I want her to sit next to me.

Next to the seriously staring Wilfe, Theodore was fixated on the red and pink flower hair ornament in Chihiro’s hair. The small hair ornament was just attached to a large ribbon, but it made Theodore’s chest tighten.

She wore it. How happy that made him.

That small, stylish hair ornament was what Theodore had given her for her birthday. Unlike the other presents, she had taken a liking to this modest one and had worn it in her hair.

Chihiro noticed Theodore staring intently, smiled lightly, and gently tilted her head. So that the small flower hair ornament she wore could be seen clearly.

Noticing Theodore's beaming smile, Wilfe looked at the two of them suspiciously.

"What's this? Do you know each other? This should be the first time you've met, besides me."

"I gave her that hair ornament. I'm so happy."

Instantly, Wilfe stood up from his seat with a loud noise.

"Chihiro, why are you not wearing the ornament I gave you?!"

The room was filled with silence.

Even the maids carrying the food had frozen.

Staring at Wilfe with a cold, fixed gaze, Chihiro pictured the ornament he had given her in her mind.

That thing might be an ornament, but it's a tiara, isn't it? I'm amazed at your thinking that I could wear it here.

It was a small tiara, the size of an adult’s palm. A delicate piece of silverwork with a diamond in the center, it was a magnificent thing. However, Chihiro did not have the courage to wear it here, where the royal family was gathered.

Only the consorts could wear something like that in a place like this, right? Romel said so too. Your selection criteria is too much like your disappointing father's, you.

Remembering the bizarre assortment of jewelry gifted by the King, Chihiro let out a deep sigh. Apparently, Romel hadn't known about that either. When he grilled the King's attendants, he found out that the King had secretly bought them with his own pocket money, keeping it from the Queen. He had apparently wanted to be the first to give her a gift and had bought them from the merchants who came, whatever caught his eye.

The Little Person could not forget Romel's sharp, dark smile after that.

Scolded by the Queen, Wilfe returned to his seat dejectedly, just like the King, and the banquet proceeded.

The dishes for the small children were half portions. As expected of Drago. His meticulous care was evident.

As Chihiro wielded her cutlery without a sound, those around her looked on with admiration. Her eating manners were beautiful, with no spills or messes. The Second Prince of the same generation also ate cleanly, though clumsily. Only the Eighth Princess Mirtishia was struggling somewhat. She was still only three years old. It was nothing to worry about, but because the other two were so well-behaved, she stood out. And she was royalty. Her education was more thorough than others', so she started to cry, ashamed of her inability to eat neatly.

"You’re so cheeky! I wish you had never come!"

It was a tantrum born of embarrassment. Mirtishia, who should have been the star of the day, felt as though her position had been stolen by Chihiro. What was supposed to be her birthday celebration had turned into the debut of the newly welcomed adopted daughter of the royal family. She was not amused, and now this.

"What are you saying, Mirtishia!"

The Queen raised her voice without thinking. Mirtishia cried even more. Just as the venue was about to descend into chaos.

Someone moved with a nonchalant air.

She picked up a green bean that had been served with the meat with her fingertips and popped it into the mouth of the wailing Mirtishia. Surprised by the bean suddenly put in her mouth, Mirtishia forgot to cry and chewed. Smiling at her was Consort Habirush. She tilted her head with a soft smile.

"Is it delicious?"

Mirtishia swallowed the green bean and gave a small nod. Consort Habirush returned a brilliant smile and picked up a green bean from her own plate and ate it.

"Meals, you see, are to be enjoyed. Manners are for that purpose. So, if you can’t enjoy it, you don’t need the manners, you know?"

Smiling wryly that she had been ill-mannered, Consort Habirush wiped her fingers with a napkin. Then her eyes met Chihiro's, and she smiled brightly again.

"You are my daughter, I see. It is nice to meet you. Mirtishia-sama, please be kind to her as well."

Pressed by her gentle smile, Mirtishia also gave a small nod. The crying crow was already smiling.

"Consort Habirush. Chihiro is an adopted daughter. She is His Majesty the King's daughter."

Romel reminded her with a dangerous look in his eyes.

Please don't say anything unnecessary in a place like this!!

Eyes speak louder than words.

Sensing Romel’s extraordinary aura, the color drained from the faces of Consort Habirush's attendants. Oblivious, she placed a hand on her cheek and tilted her head in wonder.

"If she is His Majesty's child, then she is my daughter, is she not? Am I wrong?"

Consort Habirush's nuance was slightly different. It seemed she was still living in her own world of flowers. For now, relieved that the royal family's blunder would not be exposed, Romel prompted the maids to continue.

The rest of the banquet proceeded peacefully.

Mirtishia also apologized to Chihiro, and with a childlike smile, they promised to play together next time.

Just as the debut of Chihiro ended without incident and everyone involved breathed a sigh of relief, though the banquet had not been entirely calm.

An uninvited guest arrived.

Screams rose from all over the royal palace, and something burst through the skylight of the great hall.

Landing on the table with a thud was Queen Merda. Her eyes shining fiercely, she glared at the King.

《To not invite me to my King’s birthday celebration, what a blunder. This is a disaster, you know?》

All the King could hear was a buzzing sound, bubububu.

Sensing this, Merda clicked her tongue loudly and once again carved words into the wall. The faces of the royal family turned pale, and the palace servants let out shrieks. The wall Merda carved into was a custom-made marble wall. All the palace staff were in tears.

Achaa.

The Little Person pressed a hand to her forehead and looked up at the heavens.

However, she was happy that Merda wanted to celebrate her birthday. Stopping Merda, who was endlessly carving a lecture for the King, assisted by the child bees, Chihiro grinned.

"We’re having a party at my house after this. You should come to that."

After the banquet was the ball. Once the food preparations were done, Drago and Adoris would come home, and they planned to have a birthday party. Children from the orphanage were also coming, so she explained that this was actually the main event. Merda’s eyes lit up, and she nodded her head rapidly.

《Of course! I have brought plenty of honey and beeswax as gifts! The children have also gathered fruit from the south. I do hope it pleases you.》

"Fruit?"

《This way. It is said to be a specialty of the south.》

What was presented was a familiar, spiky yellow fruit.

"A pineapple?? No way, they have them here too!!"

The Little Person threw her hands up in the air with a shriek of joy.

The stunned people around her learned a lesson once again.

For the Little Person, food was better than gold and silver.

《Well then, shall we go?》

"Eh?"

Merda smiled brightly, grabbed Chihiro from behind, and leaped into the air. The other child bees followed her. As they watched Merda and the others fly out through the skylight just as they had come in, the dazed people snapped back to their senses and scrambled into action.

"The wall! The marble wall!"

"The table, too..... It's no good, the Queen's footprints are clearly left behind."

"A party after this? What's going on? I’m going too!"

"Don’t be ridiculous, brother!! The ball is next, isn't it? There are people making their social debuts, what will they do without the King!!"

"I wonder if I can go? Mother."

"Let’s see. I wonder?"

It should have been a scene of chaotic hell, but for some reason, it looked strangely peaceful. It seemed the royal palace was also getting used to the Little Person’s antics these days.

"This is amazing, Merda! It feels so good!"

《I am pleased that you are enjoying it. Now, we are coming into view.》

Visible from high up in the sky, Naya and Sasha were in front of the baron's mansion. They must be waiting for Chihiro’s return.

"This is the best birthday ever! I’m so glad I was born here. I’m grateful for God’s blunder!"

《I do not quite understand, but I am pleased that you are in good spirits.》

I’m going to live here. Fatimah. I’ll have lots of stories to tell you when I get there, so wait a little longer. Let’s be reborn together again.

God, I’m counting on you!!

With a wish in her heart that may or may not come true, the Little Person goes her own way in pursuit of happiness.

It is said that in that country, there was one who commanded monsters and soared through the sky. A Little Person who would shake the world some time later.

Wrapped in the warm care of everyone, the Little Person is doing fine today too.

April 15, 2021 Final Draft

Minabukuro Kazuhito
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			☆Character Introductions☆

			☆Chihiro Giorge, Age 3

(Real Name, Sagami Chihiro, Protagonist)

An Earthling reincarnated in another world. Born into the royal family, but through various strange and complex circumstances, became a waif and was taken in by Drago. Reckless and impulsive, she often gets into trouble. Commonly known as the Little Person.

☆Baron Drago La Giorge, Age 43

(Occupation, Court Chef, Head Chef)

A peculiar bear of a father who, after being consulted by Adoris, took in the waif Chihiro and made her his ward. Deeply compassionate and quick to tears. Currently doting on Chihiro.

☆Adoris, Age 21

(Leveled up from apprentice to cook)

Found Chihiro on the verge of starvation and successfully fed her. Worried about the waif-like girl, he consulted Drago, which led to the present. A big brother figure to Chihiro. Dotes on Chihiro just like Drago.

☆Naya 
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			The Little Person and the Pilgrimage, Part One

			"There’s also this kind, you know."

Chihiro moved her needle as if knitting lace, weaving a beautiful pattern onto the surface of a handkerchief. Sighs of admiration drifted through the air, and the assembled ladies followed the movement of Chihiro’s fingers with intense gazes.

It was an embroidery circle, held in the royal palace’s sunroom.

Catherine had been asking Chihiro for a lesson for some time, so Chihiro, wanting to get it all over with at once, proposed the idea to the queen. The gathering was held with open participation, no invitations required.

As a result, a great number of ladies who had heard rumors from Catherine about learning three dimensional embroidery came flocking in.

There were not many stitches that Chihiro knew that were technically difficult. Unlike satin stitch embroidery, this style often used primary colors, and its charm lay in the dimensionality created by the clear, distinct shading. For small items, it could be a child’s first lesson, and for large ones, it could become a complex masterpiece. This three dimensional embroidery, which transcended the bounds of typical embroidery and incorporated anything to achieve its expression, fascinated many of the women.

"I should like to stitch this onto my shoes. I think it would be simply lovely."

"It would be wonderful on a hat as well. Stitching it onto a ribbon and changing it daily also sounds enjoyable."

"Embroidery on top of embroidery... I had never even considered such a thing."

"Please look at this. It truly looks as though a flower has been placed right there. If I stitched this onto the chest of my dress, it would surely be striking."

The ladies, captivated by the various embroidery samples, each began to practice the stitches that interested them. Unlike satin stitch, where a large piece is stitched from the very beginning, the stitches of three dimensional embroidery could be made from smaller pieces gathered together to form a larger work. It was a stitch prized on Earth as well for its versatility and wide range of applications. Once she taught them the basic stitches, they would probably develop the techniques on their own.

Eventually, a style of embroidery unique to this world might be born. The little person’s method was to plant the seed, water it, and then leave it be.

Come to think of it, hadn't she done something similar before?

Chihiro closed her eyes for a moment to think.

Ah, that's it. Udon.

The udon that Chihiro had taught Zack before had, after a winding journey, been passed down to the kitchen staff and even spread to the castle town. Perhaps their curiosity was piqued by the noodles, which were thicker and softer than ordinary noodles, because many dishes had been devised. Using them as noodles was the basic approach, but they were also being used in a wide variety of other ways, such as being chopped into one centimeter pieces as a substitute for beans, or woven together to be used as a base for pies and pizzas. Just like pasta, it was common to bake or boil them. Chihiro had eaten the woven udon pizza herself, and it was delicious in its own way. The surface was crisp, while the inside was soft and chewy. She had been strangely impressed, thinking that the plainness of udon made its potential for adaptation limitless.

She heard there was a sea to the south. Sometime she would like to get some seafood and make a dashi broth. She wanted to eat udon in its original form.

Time passed peacefully as she occasionally taught the ladies who asked about finer details, and the embroidery circle concluded without a hitch.

"Thank you very much for providing the location, Your Majesty."

The queen smiled softly at Catherine, who was bowing her head deeply.

"It was my pleasure. I also had a wonderful time, and the new embroidery was lovely. It will surely become fashionable, Catherine. That was quite an accomplishment of yours."

"You are too kind. It was all thanks to Chihiro-sama’s presence."

"Indeed."

Two pairs of eyes stared intently at her. Being suddenly brought into the conversation, Chihiro shifted uncomfortably.

"Chihiro, where did you learn that style of embroidery?"

"I should like to know as well. I simply must."

Feeling the pressure from the two of them, Chihiro broke out in a cold sweat. But it was something else that reacted to it.

A large eye peeked out from over Chihiro’s right shoulder. It glinted menacingly, and a sharp buzzing sound filled the room.

Frightened by the resounding bubububububbu, the two women before her began to act erratically. The color drained from Catherine’s face, leaving her pale, while the queen’s eyeballs were doing a magnificent crawl stroke.

"Oh my. Oh, my my, of all the things for me to do. My apologies, Chihiro. I wasn’t trying to interrogate you, you see. I was just a little curious, that’s all."

"Yes, yes, please don’t mind us."

Smiling wryly at the flustered pair, Chihiro left the royal palace.

"Thank you, Pochiko-san."

The honeybee on her shoulder snuggled happily against Chihiro’s face. Its fluffy hair tickled her neck. Chihiro had named the child honeybee that accompanied her Pochi. It was the name of the hamster she had kept in her previous life. However, she later heard from Merda that most of the child honeybees were female, so she renamed her Pochiko-san. A simple name with a simple addition. It seemed the little person’s naming sense was a bit lacking.

But the honeybee, unaware of such details, was with the little person again today, its compound eyes sparkling with happiness.

"A request for aid?"

Merda nodded emphatically.

They were at the baron’s residence. Naya let out a scream at Merda's sudden arrival, but Sasha, accustomed to it, greeted her casually and guided Merda inside. They were both women. And perhaps the two of them, both devoted to the little person, had something in common.

Though a little surprised by the unexpected guest, Chihiro listened to her story and tilted her head.

《Yes. A request for aid has arrived from the eastern forest, and I have come to ask for your assistance.》

Merda gave a courteous and detailed explanation to the little person, whose face was a canvas of question marks.

In short, the forest in the neighboring country, which had no magic, was the only one where monsters lived. It seemed the monsters were being hunted to extinction by adventurers who came day after day, and the forest was on the verge of dying. For the adventurers, it was a perfect hunting ground where they could obtain monster materials without having to travel to the distant frontier. Located in the middle of a wilderness near the border of Frontier, the forest had only barely survived on the magic flowing from Frontier. If a Forest Master was lost, the forest would wither. Therefore, the master could not act openly, yet could not bear to just watch as the monsters living in the forest were overhunted. As a result, a request for aid had come, asking if they could borrow Merda’s children as reinforcements.

"Is that possible?"

Merda nodded in response to Chihiro’s question.

《It is possible. However, I can only operate in places under the influence of my own forest. If I am away from my forest for too long, it will wither. That is why I wish to borrow your power, Chihiro-sama.》

According to Merda’s explanation, her forest’s influence extended to the royal capital and its surroundings. It would apparently take Merda more than half a day to fly to the border where the forest in question was located. A forest that lost its master would begin to wither in a single day. There was no way Merda could go. However, the child honeybees were constantly being born and replaced. They were creatures with a lifespan of only a few decades, and they did not know the location of the neighboring country’s forest, with which they had last had contact several hundred years ago. So, she wanted Chihiro to lead the child honeybees.

《Someone from this country would surely know the location of the other forests. I implore you for your assistance.》

Someone from this country?

Feeling an unspoken implication in Merda’s words, Chihiro decided to consult with Romel first and headed to the royal palace with Merda in tow.

".................."

Romel’s mouth twitched as Merda appeared, carrying the little person.

As usual, Merda flew in through the skylight and landed in front of Romel. His aides and attendants’ eyes widened, but it had happened many times before. They had developed some immunity, and though they were awkward, they continued with their work.

...They're professionals.

As expected of Romel’s subordinates.

"Welcome, Queen Merda. What business brings you here this time?"

Skillfully concealing his twitching face, Romel listened to Merda’s story with the little person acting as interpreter.

Then, he furrowed his brow with a troubled expression.

"Would it not be possible to have someone else act as a substitute? Sending a member of the royal family to a neighboring country is somewhat problematic. Even though the area around the border is a wilderness, they will not look kindly upon it."

Since magic had been lost, the land of the surrounding countries had become barren. To say barren meant it was like Earth, where agriculture was possible if one put in the effort. Back when the world was full of magic, they said there were abundant harvests without any effort. In those days, people were healthy and lived vigorously without illness, but now diseases were common, and the unstable life was apparently devastating the countries. That was why Romel said he would rather not let Chihiro go.

Something about that story caught Chihiro’s attention. She thought for a moment, then unearthed a piece of knowledge from a corner of her past life’s memory.

"Ubusuna."

Chihiro clapped her hands together.

"Ubusuna?"

"Yes. It’s called local production for local consumption. The idea is that living things born in a certain land will grow up healthy and strong if they eat things produced in that land. The blessings of the land where one is born are said to give a special kind of protection."

《I see. That may be what magic is. Just as we consider magic the finest nourishment, it may have some effect on humans as well.》

Chihiro gave a small nod.

Romel’s face showed understanding as well.

"I see. If that is the reason, then the decline of each country makes sense. Because they lost their forests, the lack of magic that should have been there is weakening their bodies."

Merda, who had been listening to their conversation, lowered her head slightly and began to murmur.

《That is precisely why... I wish for the king to go. If you form a pact with me, and the king forms a pact with the master over there, the ancient bonds will be revived.》

Pressed by Merda’s earnest gaze, Chihiro prompted her to continue.

In other words, by connecting the forests, a supply of magic could be established. That was the pact with the master. If Chihiro formed a pact with the masters of the two forests, she could send sufficient magic to the barren, magicless forest of the neighboring country. Connected by the golden magic, the forest would be revived. For that to happen, Chihiro herself had to go.

"I see. Is this that pilgrimage thing I heard about before?"

《That is correct. It will be especially necessary to visit the neighboring country’s forest with haste. It has been a long time since the pact of the previous generation was lost. On land so lacking in magic, it may wither at any moment.》

She learned that once the ring of pacts was complete, the masters could move within that range.

Romel, who had been listening to the conversation with Chihiro interpreting, felt the color drain from his face.

Wait. Wait, wait, wait, wait.

"Please wait a moment, Queen Merda. If what you are saying is true... then, is it also possible to move a master to a new land?"

《It is possible. It is not uncommon for a master to pass their land on to a child and move to another land to become the master of a new forest. The condition is that the ring of pacts must be complete.》

The legend of the pilgrimage, where the Golden King travels through the forests of the world, was preserved in the royal family, but he had not known its detailed meaning. He had thought of it as merely a part of his official duties, to enrich the land with magic.

But if what she said now was true, it would be possible to revive new forests in the surrounding countries that had lost theirs. If she made a great circuit around the frontier at the ends of the earth and completed the ring of pacts, the countries within it would be filled with magic. And by creating new forests in this way, the lost magic and sorcery would be revived.

If this became known... Chihiro would be in danger. She would be stolen, or used up. There was no telling what measures the already desperate surrounding countries would resort to.

If he thought about it calmly, it was a good thing. If it could be done carefully, over time. Magic would be restored to all the countries, and a peaceful life would return.

But humans are selfish creatures. There are those who pursue their own interests over others and resort to foolish acts. There are not a few who would keep it secret, monopolize it, and wish to be superior to others. In fact, he thought the majority were like that.

If this became known, there was no doubt that the little person would be targeted by heartless people.

I must consult with my brothers.

He had newly learned the little person’s value.

Clutching his head, which was splitting with pain, Romel let out a low groan. Queen Merda and the little person stared at him, looking puzzled.
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			The Little Person and the Pilgrimage, Part Two

			"Come to think of it, this was always strange, wasn't it."

Chihiro opened the picture book she had received on her first day in this house. As always, multiple lines of ruby text wavered above the words. At first, Chihiro had thought this was a reincarnation perk, a gift to ensure she had no trouble with the language. However, as she began to study properly with a teacher, she realized something was odd about this ruby text.

For example, suppose there was a difference in phrasing between ‘The king has graced us with his presence’ and ‘The king came.’ No matter which was written on paper, the ruby text would only display the concise expression ‘The king came.’ The meaning was not wrong, but it was no use if the same ruby text appeared for completely different phrasings. In the end, Chihiro had to learn the language from scratch. It was a strange kind of ruby text.

She was able to understand the meaning, so her learning was fast, but it was when she was formally adopted at the royal palace that she learned there was a purpose to this mysterious ruby text. In one place, among several pages of lengthy documents, she found an unbelievable description.

‘The princess’s residence shall be the royal palace, and all authority over it shall be ceded to the king.’

It was a single sentence buried in a long, roundabout, and indirect text.

When Chihiro pointed it out, Romel, who confirmed it, lashed out at the king like a raging fire. The king also had not known that such a clause had been slipped in, and upon investigation, the culprit was that idiot Dakken.

"I was only thinking of what was best for Your Majesty," he yelled, his thinking as off-target as ever, as he was escorted from the royal palace. Seeing him off, Chihiro understood that this mysterious ruby text was something that could see through any riddles or schemes hidden in any text.

No matter how cleverly or indirectly phrased, this ruby text could not be deceived. It would convey the meaning of the sentence to Chihiro concisely and to the point.

What in the world is this ruby text?

This previously unknown utility of the translation ruby text, which she had thought was a reincarnation perk, gave rise to a new question for Chihiro.

"Absolutely not."

"No."

"...Personally, I am against it."

In the king’s private chambers at the royal palace. Her three fathers sat in a row, shaking their heads. All three of them were staring at Chihiro with fixed, intense gazes.

It was a secret meeting held after dismissing their aides and guards.

The king was the first to speak.

"How could I possibly send my precious daughter, who has only just returned to my side, to the dangerous frontier of a neighboring country?"

You have eight other daughters. It wouldn't hurt for one to go out for a bit. She wasn't even here until now.

"I hear that forest is in the middle of a wilderness. It will be a long journey, and there might be bandits or wild beasts. There is no way I can send you to such a terrifying place."

Ugh, it’s hard to argue when my dad says it. Mrow.

"Even if we could clear those problems, I cannot consent. Do you have any awareness of what an adorable young child you are? People after money and goods would surely abduct you on sight. It wouldn’t be surprising if kidnappers targeting you appeared."

Could you please be quiet, Romel. Your stories have too much credibility to them, they’re unsettling.

A dry smile fixed on Chihiro’s face, her gaze fell upon the king and Drago. Both of their eyes widened at Romel’s explanation, and they nodded vigorously.

"That’s right. Chihiro is adorable. She’ll definitely be kidnapped."

"She will absolutely be kidnapped. Your father is against it."

See, now things are out of control.

A sharp buzzing sound reached the ears of the king and Drago as they chattered on. When they looked around, they saw honeybees everywhere near the ceiling. Each one was staring intently at the king and the others, their wings buzzing wuun wuun. It was as if they were threatening them.

Under the concentrated fire of their gazes, the kings swallowed hard and fell silent. Suddenly, a large object flew in through the skylight. Landing with a thud on the table was none other than Merda-sama. She turned all of her compound eyes, each as large as a human eyeball, toward the kings and tilted her head scornfully.

Hearing the sudden loud noise, knights and attendants rushed in to see what was happening. Then, seeing Merda standing there defiantly, they let out a dry smile. Ah, the usual.

Oblivious to their dumbfounded state, Merda looked down at the kings and smirked.

《This matter was brought forth by me. To hold a discussion without including me shows great courage.》

But of course, her words did not reach them. Realizing this, Merda turned toward the wall with an air of ‘not again.’ Seeing this, one of the attendants, guessing Merda’s intention, couldn’t help but scream.

"Not the wall agaaaaain."

Hearing that, Chihiro was jolted back to her senses.

"Merda, waaaait. I’m here."

With an "ah," Merda came to Chihiro’s side.

And so, with all parties present, the discussion resumed, and the result was a landslide victory for Merda.

《My children will be accompanying her, will they not? What danger could possibly befall my king? Is that a challenge to me?》

At these words, the members of the royal palace were forced into silence.

And so, tearfully, the king sent an inquiry to the neighboring country about the princess’s visit. The finger with which he penned the letter seemed to tremble. Was it just her imagination?

《Well then, I shall have my children prepare for departure as well. Rest assured, my king.》

With the pilgrimage decided, a beaming Merda praised her children and flew off to the forest. It seemed her children had informed her.

"...You’re so unfair, you know," Romel murmured with a tired expression.

"We want to be of help to you too, and we want to be with you. But without giving us time to think and worry together, you just smash through the wall in front of you. It makes us look like fools for worrying."

Romel looked a little lonely. Although he had opposed it, it seemed he had been trying to think of a way to make it work.

"If possible, I want to handle things with human power. The queen will probably lend a hand while you’re here, but it’s not good if that becomes the norm. We must never stop thinking. ...Do you understand?"

Chihiro gave a small nod at Romel’s gently curving eyes.

The queen’s power was extraordinary and phenomenal. Even among the many monsters, it was a cataclysmic power said to be on the level of a disaster. Romel did not want other countries to know about the existence of the little person who flew through the sky, commanding such power. That was why he had been devising a plan to prevent the honeybees from becoming public knowledge, but the queen herself had appeared before he could bring it up.

In terms of her past life’s television, it was like someone was about to sing a song, and the original artist appeared in front of them during the intro. Unless one was an exceptional talent, there was no way they could sing.

Sitting down on the sofa where Romel was, Chihiro hung her head dejectedly.

"I’m sorry, Romel."

At Chihiro looking up at him questioningly, Romel chewed on a bitter bug with great gusto.

You know what you’re doing, don’t you? You know how adorable you are, and I think that kind of upward glance is unfair too.

However, Romel also knew that he was overthinking it. Chihiro was completely indifferent to her own appearance. Anyone could see that from watching the noble young lady run around in a single thick dress.

Ahhh, honestly. In the end, everything will go your way. Us, the castle town, the royal palace, even the queen.

His face contorting, Romel patted the head of the worried-looking child.

"Don’t make that face. The queen will come barging in again."

Being patted on the head, the little person smiled with a soft ‘honya.’ A person who wasn’t knocked out by that innocent smile would have to be a real cynic.

Even Romel, who was aware of his own cynical nature, felt like he would do anything for that smile. In fact, he had already done a great deal.

Haah... I can’t win.

Scooping the little person, who was snuggling closer as if asking for more, onto his lap, Romel’s face relaxed at the warmth in his arms.

That smile was not his usual nonchalant, gentle smile, nor was it his scornful, black-hearted smile that made light of others. It was a truly calm smile from the bottom of his heart.

As Romel savored the blissful moment while patting the little person’s head, the king and Drago, who had noticed, widened their eyes.

"What are you doing, you? How envia... No, me too. Chihiro, come to your father."

"What are you talking about? Chihiro, your dad is better, right?"

In the suddenly lively room, the aides smiled wryly. One attendant was weeping over the table that bore Merda’s footprints, but that was just part of the charm.

New discoveries, new problems. Something different happens every day.

But loved by everyone again today, the little person is happy.
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			"The reply came, Chihiro."

About half a month had passed since then. According to the reply that finally arrived from the neighboring country of Flawers, she was free to do as she pleased within the wilderness area. Of course, this was under the watch of their soldiers. It seemed that records of Frontier royalty occasionally visiting the forest existed in the neighboring country as well, and they had expressed a formal welcome.

"So it’s okay?"

"...Diplomatically, yes. We don’t know what they’re thinking on the inside."

Romel wore a troubled expression.

Flawers to the east was a country known as the land of technology. It had many mountainous regions and few plains. In turn, it was a country that produced a large amount of ore. Due to its geography, it had little greenery and much of its land was desolate, so agriculture did not fare well, and it relied on imports from other countries for most of its food supply.

The leading source of those imports was Frontier.

In other words, it was as if Frontier held the lifeline of its people in its hands. That was why His Majesty the King had said they would not likely try anything reckless. Still, his worries seemed endless. He gave Chihiro all sorts of detailed warnings, and though she grew tired of them, she was thrilled about the journey to a place she did not know.

So, the land of technology. I hope we can stop by a town somewhere. It’s my first time in a country other than Frontier.

To grant Chihiro’s wish, a small itinerary was arranged, including an inspection of the surrounding towns after visiting the forest in the wilderness, for a stay of about five days, excluding the travel time to and from. Perhaps because the forest was sustained by the faint magic flowing from Frontier, there were small farming villages around the wilderness. As they were also a friendly nation with a technology sharing agreement, it was said that Frontier would provide agricultural technology support to those villages. In return, it seemed Flawers provided priority support with tools. Frontier had few mines. It imported parts for carriages, water wheels, and all sorts of tools from Flawers. It seemed to be a good relationship where they complemented each other’s deficiencies.

"That said, please do not let your guard down. If a single child were to be abducted, they would likely claim no involvement."

If they were welcoming her as a state guest, that would be one thing, but if she visited for an inspection on her own and was abducted on her own, it would be outside their scope of responsibility. It was possible they might use that to plot something untoward. That was what Dolphen said.

"On the other hand, if we were to be treated as state guests, we would have to inspect many towns and participate in ceremonial events. The stay would become incredibly long. We want to avoid that," Romel said, and Chihiro agreed.

Once her business was done, she wanted to do a little sightseeing and then head straight back.

《In short, it will be fine as long as my children are around the king.》

At Queen Merda’s words, everyone smiled wryly.

In the end, the problems surrounding Chihiro were solved by the escort of the child honeybees. All that was left was to peacefully complete the journey, and it would be perfect.

But no matter how smoothly the preparations went, there was always someone who would fly off in an unexpected direction.

"Why only Chihiro? Am I not the next king? Should it not be I who goes?"

Raising his voice in protest was Wilfe. Hearing that Chihiro was going to inspect the neighboring country, he had appealed directly to His Majesty the King, saying that he wanted to go as well.

"This is not for play. Chihiro is going for her work as the Golden King. As the next in line, you are aware of the story of the Golden King, are you not?"

Wilfe recalled the history of Frontier he was currently studying. The Golden King who founded Frontier. It was said that he became the master of the Forest Masters and used his great power to create this prosperous country. He then became the first king, and those with the same golden hair and golden eyes as him began to be born into the royal bloodline. Those with golden hair and golden eyes possessed golden magic, were able to communicate with the Forest Masters, and could command them. This was called the Golden King. It was said they were born only very rarely, but Wilfe had also heard that in this generation, it was Chihiro.

Next to the pensive Wilfe, his attendant smiled wryly.

"His Highness has not yet studied the part about the pilgrimage. I have explained it to him, but he seems unable to accept it."

As the attendant hesitated, Romel, who was standing by the king’s side, turned a sharp gaze on him.

"There is nothing to accept or not accept. It is enough to understand that the Golden King is the absolute authority in Frontier. Not even His Majesty the King can give them orders. To do so would mean the ruin of the country."

"The ruin of the country?" Wilfe’s eyes widened in shock.

Giving a magnanimous nod, the king looked at his son with a sincere gaze.

"That is correct. The Golden King and the King of the Palace are completely different. The Golden King is not the king who rules a country, but the king who rules the world. They cannot be an evil person. They are one who can watch over the world wisely, intelligently, and calmly. That is the Golden King. One who all Forest Masters revere as their lord. The Golden King travels to visit the forests in order to form that pact."

"This is not the kind of playful trip you are imagining. Do you understand?"

Romel, knowing that Chihiro was thrilled as if it were a trip, deliberately emphasized that it was not for play here. In reality, it was not for play, but such a small child had to do it. If she could enjoy it, all the better. Romel did not want to dampen Chihiro’s enthusiasm.

"If you understand, then you may leave. Be sure to apply yourself diligently to become the King of Frontier."

Seeing Wilfe off with a gentle smile, the moment the door closed, the king muttered resentfully.

"If I could go with her, I would be the one to go."

"You endured that well. I commend you for it."

With that, Romel patted the king’s head.

For a moment, the king was dazed, but the movement of the hand was pleasant.

"It feels nice even as an adult."

"Yes. I have recently learned that myself."

Chihiro would pat the always-tired Romel’s head with words of appreciation.

‘You're working so hard. That’s amazing.’

‘Are you tired? Are you okay?’

‘Thank you for everything.’

Being praised and patted on every occasion, Romel had become completely smitten with the little person. This was a share of that.

People are creatures who can only give back what they have received. Romel was spreading the kindness he had received to those around him.

And by receiving kindness from Romel in this way, the king would surely want to be kind to someone else too.

And so the little person’s kindness gradually permeated the royal palace.

"Well then, shall we go?"

A few days later, Chihiro departed for the neighboring country of Flawers in a carriage. Inside the carriage were Chihiro and Dolphen. Adoris was there as well, and in the spaces between them were Pochiko-san and five other honeybees. Adoris was in charge of meals. Considering the possibility of camping overnight, they had prepared equipment for that as well. The king and Romel had wanted to attach more luggage and attendants, but Chihiro, with her modern sensibilities, had refused, saying that a large group would only create inconvenience.

Adoris murmured as he looked with admiration at the honeybees sitting quietly in the carriage.

"They’re quite cute once you get used to them."

"Right? Ah, so soothing."

A very satisfied little person, hugging the fluffy Pochiko-san. Dolphen and the others, their faces softening at the sight, found honeybees clambering onto their laps. The cute honeybees tilted their heads and looked up.

《Will you pet us? Will you?》

The eyes say more than words.

I think I'm hearing things. What is this? This cute creature. Is it tempting me? Am I being tempted?

Dolphen and Adoris exchanged glances, their eyes fixed and intense. After a small nod to each other, the two began to pet the honeybees that had climbed onto them. Their faces were spectacularly failing to hide their doting expressions.

Hehehe, cute is a universal language.

Outside the carriage were ten escort knights.

Unaware that the knights riding alongside them were watching from the window, the honeybees created a soothing space inside the carriage. The knights riding alongside smiled wryly, but decided in their hearts that they too would pet the honeybees during a break.

Cuteness is justice. No objections will be accepted.

Unaware of the unanimous opinion, the little person’s journey began. Surrounded by cuteness, the little person is full of energy again today.
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			"Mmmhmm."

Chihiro looked at her thumbnail, which was dyed gold.

It was the proof of her pact with the Forest Master. They exchanged their magic, and a part of each of them turned gold. She was told that she only needed to touch and let her magic flow, so Chihiro touched Merda’s eye with her left hand and channeled her magic.

Chihiro was now learning magic. Golden magic was an independent attribute, and apparently, no one but the first king knew how to use it. For now, all she could do was release it.

When Chihiro channeled her magic, thin, thread-like golden magic burst forth from Merda’s eye and writhed as if to envelop her small hand. The converged magic was absorbed into her thumb, and her thumbnail shone gold. One of Merda’s left compound eyes had also turned gold.

《Fufufu. With this, we are connected. If anything happens to my king, I will know immediately.》

Merda’s eyes looked truly happy. Remembering Merda gently stroking her gold-dyed compound eye, Chihiro’s own eyes curved into an arc.

If it made her that happy, I should have made the pact with her sooner.

With her strong modern consciousness, Chihiro had seen the idea of being unconditionally obeyed as something akin to slave labor and had felt a strong sense of aversion to it. Since then, she would occasionally feel something slip out of her. This was probably the supply of magic from the pact.

The moment it left, a shiver would run down her spine, but it only happened about twice a day. It did not tire her, and there was no problem.

In other words, this was not slave labor, but a give and take. It was a ritual to properly receive Merda’s protection by paying the reward of magic. In fact, the previous arrangement of paying a price to receive honey now seemed like treating her as a day laborer, which, in retrospect, explained why Merda had been so antsy. She had gone from a shift-based part-timer to a full-time employee. For Chihiro, who had experienced the job scarcity of what was called the employment ice age, it was something she could sympathize with.

I'm so sorry, Merda.

Belatedly, the little person clasped her hands together in her heart.

"Let’s take a break here."

After traveling by carriage for half a day, they came to a small clearing at the edge of an open forest. There was a space to stop the carriage, a fence to tie the horses, and various other things. A little ways off, there was a small stream and several hearths. The hearths even had roofs to protect them from the rain. It was a place like a campground from her previous life.

"Whoa. Is this a rest area?"

"It’s not just a rest area, you can also camp here. It’s more of a multi-purpose clearing. See that? That’s unique to Frontier, it’s a tree that wards off evil. If that’s planted, no monsters can come within a hundred-meter radius."

In the center of the clearing stood a large tree. Its lush, rustling leaves were evergreen, and they had a faint golden glow.

Have I seen this somewhere before?

Chihiro cast a net into her memories, and recalling a tree she had seen on television in her past life, her eyes widened.

That’s it. The Kininaru Ki. That big tree called a Monkeypod, or a Rain Tree.

The moment she remembered, that familiar phrase played in her head, and she couldn’t help but hum it. Hearing this, the knights tilted their heads in puzzlement.

"That’s an interesting song. ‘Kininaru Ki’? That’s a clever way to put it. This is called a Rain Tree."

"Huh?"

What? It has the same name as the one on Earth? Then did the one on Earth have monster-repelling effects too?

The strange similarity made the little person unconsciously look up at the peculiar tree.

"Here you are, sorry for the wait. Chicken and egg risotto."

During their break, which also served as lunch, Adoris prepared a light meal. In the clearing, there were several tables and benches made from large trees split in half lengthwise, and Chihiro’s group decided to eat at one of them. The risotto served was piping hot, but unfortunately, it was made with barley. It was a dish Chihiro had taught him as an application of the white sauce she had made for a stew before. It should have been called oatmeal, but there were other dishes like that, so she had deliberately explained it as risotto.

Well, at least the feeling is there.

As Chihiro and the others were slurping their risotto, someone called out to them.

"Provide that dish to us as well."

When Chihiro turned around, there stood a well-dressed man.

Undaunted by the knights’ suspicious gazes, he stood silently, holding what appeared to be a personal plate.

"Excuse me, but who might you be?"

To Dolphen’s polite inquiry, the man flashed a malicious smile and sneered.

"I am of the house of Earl Main. The young master took an interest, saying it smelled good. You should be honored."

Earl Main... I feel like I've heard that name somewhere.

Before Chihiro could float a question mark, Dolphen’s face contorted, quickly becoming grim.

"You again. How many times must you be rude to Chihiro-sama before you are satisfied?"

"Wha... How dare a mere knight..."

"Idiot, stop it!"

A man who seemed to be the other’s companion hurriedly stepped in.

"You are the young lord of the Marquis Kigris house, are you not? My deepest apologies for the rudeness."

"Guh... A marquis?"

I remember this pattern too.

Munching away, Chihiro watched to see how things would unfold. And then, the main act appeared.

"How long will you keep me waiting? I am hungry, you know."

A slightly chubby boy in lavish attire. He was looking up at the adults with a sullen face.

Ah, now I remember. The young earl who charged into the castle kitchen. I think his name was Rallphred or something.

Clapping her hands in her mind, Chihiro finished her meal with a look of understanding. Seeing this, the boy stomped his feet and pointed at Chihiro.

"See, she’s eaten it all. You have a portion for me, don’t you?"

What? Were you planning on snatching mine?

Next to the wide-eyed Chihiro, Adoris also murmured in exasperation.

"Why would I? This is our food."

Stared at with eyes that looked upon something unbelievable, the young earl and his attendants faltered. Sighing at this, Dolphen stared intently at the attendants and jutted his chin.

"If you are going to speak of earls, then you should know who this person is, should you not?"

Only then did the attendants seem to notice Chihiro’s presence.

Well, she was surrounded by large knights and eating at the same table, so maybe she had blended in and gone unnoticed. After staring at Chihiro for a moment, the attendants’ eyes widened. Then they began to tremble violently.

"Golden hair? What? Surely not?"

"There is no ‘surely not’ about it. It is plain to see."

"What? What are you talking about?"

A little bit of chaos.

"If you continue to blather on, I will have to report this to His Majesty."

When Dolphen said that, the attendants, holding Rallphred, once again fled like rabbits, shouting, "Our apologies."

Ah, déjà vu.

Smiling wryly, Chihiro and the others, having finished their meal, decided it was best not to linger and escaped from the clearing. As they moved away, Dolphen’s voice reached Chihiro, who was still staring at the Kininaru Ki in the distance.

"It is said that that monster-repelling tree was planted by His Majesty the First King. At night, it glows with a faint golden light, and though it is dim, it can be seen clearly in the dark."

Dolphen explained that it was a place of rest with a very reassuring light.

I see. A faintly lit place in the pitch dark would indeed be welcome and reassuring.

Though their break had been marred by an unpleasant incident, the little person found herself wanting to see the faintly glowing Kininaru Ki someday.
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			"If we travel a little further, we will arrive at a town called Yarmouth. We plan to stay there for the night."

In the hands of Dolphen, who said this, were fluffy honeybees. It seemed they had taken a liking to him. Adoris also had a honeybee in his hands. It was a heartwarming sight to behold.

Chihiro, who was thinking such thoughts, was also hugging Pochiko-san, and the carriage was filled with three different kinds of warmth.

"Ah, it’s coming into view."

Dolphen lightly pointed out the window.

Following his gesture, she looked outside and could see a town with a large tower in the distance. Surrounded by sturdy stone walls, it had the air of a medieval fortress city. Its proximity to the border probably had something to do with it. It was a town that gave a rugged impression. Seeing a real-life version of what would undoubtedly be a historical structure on Earth, the little person’s heart danced. Seeing her eyes sparkle with curiosity, Dolphen and Adoris smiled gently.

And so, the party entered the town of Yarmouth.

"Whooooa."

Chihiro looked up at the town, her mouth agape.

There, buildings in the style of old-world Ireland were packed closely together. The streetlights and signs had a metallic feel, and long metal fences stretched on. The stone buildings and cobblestone streets gave off a subtly cold impression. If that were all, it might have been a gray, gloomy landscape from the Industrial Revolution. However, the flowers decorating the windows and entrances, along with what appeared to be ceramic animal figurines, served as a nice buffer, adding color to the inorganic scenery and bringing it all together nicely.

This is what a town where people live is like. It has a warmth that gives it a gentle impression.

It’s a nice town. The faces of the people are bright and full of life.

Its proximity to the neighboring country probably had something to do with it. Many people who looked like merchants were coming and going, and they had set up numerous shops.

Passing through the bustling streets, the carriage arrived at a single residence. The gate of the elegant and tasteful mansion opened, and the carriage entered.

"Where is this? It’s not an inn, is it?"

"This is a temporary residence exclusively for those of high status. We make a reservation and use it as an inn. Even if one is traveling incognito, if a person of status mixes with the common folk, it surprises people and makes them feel they have to be careful."

Dolphen said this, and then looked at the town with a somewhat distant gaze. Had something happened in the past?

She learned that in every town in Frontier, there were several similar temporary residences. The rates varied according to status, and there were options ranging from something barely better than a private house to a mansion like the one before them, so one could choose according to their budget. They were owned by the royal palace and managed by the town.

"Aren’t there any grand inns?"

"Grand inns?"

"Um, like a prestigious inn that welcomes people of high status?"

"Ah, it seems there used to be. But because of that, many problems arose."

Dolphen looked at Chihiro with a wry smile as he gave instructions to the mansion’s attendants.

"Even though I say ‘in the past,’ it was when my grandfather was young, so it’s not that long ago."

With that preface, Dolphen explained that there had been a conflict between innkeepers over the signboard designating them as purveyors to the royal family. Even a newly established inn could receive a recommendation if it was favored by a person of high rank. The signboard of a royal purveyor was an incredible status symbol. Just by having it, their fame would increase, and they would have more leeway in town. Their ability to attract customers was also immense.

Everyone became desperate to receive a recommendation from a noble of status.

As a result, excessive services became rampant, and a petition was sent to the royal palace from concerned nobles.

That there were inns just like a red-light district.

Ahhh. I see. That’s certainly a quick way to please the gentlemen.

In addition, problems caused by people of status were brought to light, such as commoners being charged with crimes for unknowingly being rude to a noble staying at an inn, or an inn being booked entirely for a single noble, forcing all other reserved guests to be canceled at the last minute. This led to the construction of these exclusive temporary residences for nobles.

Those who do not use the exclusive temporary residences are not considered nobles. They will be exempt from crimes such as disrespect associated with their status.

This was thoroughly communicated, and the matter was resolved.

Yeah, that was a wise decision. There are probably idiots who misunderstand the meaning of status, and by drawing a clear line, you can deal with those idiots in any way you like.

In terms of era, it was either the previous king or the one before him. They had a rather farsighted relative. To that person, both nobles and commoners were probably the same people. In essence, it was like a sibling squabble where the powerful older brother was being tyrannical, so they intervened to protect the younger brother.

Though the details are messy, when you think of it that way, it’s somehow heartwarming.

Chuckling to herself, the little person set off to explore the mansion.

"It’s pretty big. About three times the size of the baron’s house, maybe?"

"Thinking that you would not prefer anything too lavish, I chose one for a modest middle-class noble."

Murderous intent welled up at Dolphen’s smile.

This is modest? You, go look up the word in a dictionary. Well, I guess it’s the thinking of the privileged class. The basic standard is different, so it can’t be helped.

Still, the fact that Dolphen had grasped Chihiro’s preferences and taken them into consideration made the little person just a little happy.

As evening was approaching, the group considered what to do for dinner.

"The ingredients are prepared, and I can cook..."

There, Adoris glanced at Chihiro.

The little person’s mouth was turned down in a pout, her eyes welling with tears. Seeing this, the knights also burst out laughing, having guessed the little girl’s intentions.

Right?

It was unanimous among the people there.

Having come to such a distant town, there was no way this insatiably curious little person would stay quietly in the mansion. Suppressing their laughter, they nodded to each other with their eyes, and Adoris beamed.

"Alright, let’s get changed. Everyone, get ready and meet back here in half an hour."

Just as everyone expected, the little person’s face lit up with a brilliant smile, and she ran up the stairs. Seeing her off, the knights also headed to their rooms to change.

At any time, the members of the royal palace were incredibly soft on the little person.

"Woooow, it’s beautiful."

After getting ready and walking through the town for a few dozen minutes, the main street, which had begun to be enveloped in the evening twilight, was sparkling with lit lights. Each shop asserted its own personality. Some shops created a modest atmosphere with the faint light of lanterns, while others were brightly illuminated by bonfires.

An exotic feeling unique to a town on the border.

Although it had only been a year since Chihiro was reborn, her thoughts and standards were based on the Frontier royal capital. Unlike the relatively calm capital, which in her previous life’s terms had a complete European style, the town of Yarmouth was a mixture of various things.

"What about that? There’s someone who looks like they’re wearing ethnic clothing."

Where Chihiro was looking, there was a woman wearing something like a sari from her previous life. She was not wearing a bindi, but the beautiful embroidery using primary colors was very eye-catching.

"Ah, that is someone from Donautil. It is a desert country beyond Flawers. A large river flows through it, and it is a prosperous country thanks to the river’s blessings. Well, on the other hand, it is also a country with a lot of flood damage."

Hm, hm. So it's something like Egypt or Mesopotamia on Earth?

The river’s flooding would cause a great deal of fertile sand and mud to overflow onto the land, bringing blessings to the people. In return, they were also troubled by the frequent floods.

"What about over there?"

This time, it was a high-necked collar, a skirt with a deep slit, and a sleeveless shoulder with a thin shawl draped over it. Her legs were also bare, and the thin, light purple outfit, vivid even at night, suited the woman with black hair and sharp eyes well.

Chinese? It looks like a qipao, but she's not wearing leggings or pants. The only people who would wear it like that are cosplayers with a knock-off version, right?

Thinking that far, Chihiro was brought back to her senses.

No, no, no, this is another world. What am I doing thinking in Earth terms? It could be a similar but different culture.

As Chihiro was thinking such trivial thoughts, Dolphen’s low, piercing voice reached her ears. He narrowed his eyes with disgust, his gaze like one looking at filth.

"That is someone from the Kilfan Empire. It is a country with a strong tendency towards male chauvinism, and women are often seen in such a way, fawning over men. ...Shameless and indecent. Ah..."

His words must have slipped out. Dolphen hurriedly covered his mouth. However, the surrounding knights and even Adoris were glaring at the woman in the qipao-style dress with similar gazes. It seemed to be an unacceptable form of dress in Frontier.

Dolphen’s preference is the modest type.

Chihiro quietly added it to her mental memo.

"I think that’s beautiful in its own way, and it suits her well."

"Chihiro-sama?"

"Chihiro? That’s not acceptable. I’m sure everything looks good on you, but that is not acceptable."

When she murmured her thoughts without much thought, she received a tremendous reaction.

There’s no way it would suit a short-legged pipsqueak like me.

But finding the flustered reactions of those around her amusing, the little person beamed and said, "Let’s eat there tonight."

The knights were speechless. Adoris’s face was also deathly pale.

To that extent? The Kilfan Empire, or whatever it’s called, is really disliked.

But that’s what makes it interesting. If she hadn’t encountered it here, she surely would not have been told about it at the royal palace.

A once-in-a-lifetime chaaance.

Dolphen and the others could not stop the little person as she forged ahead.

Flying freely and whimsically, the little person is operating as usual today.
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			"Ooh."

There were wooden lanterns made with timber framing and a sliding door of natural wood that emphasized the grain. It looked just like a door from a purely Japanese house. There was nothing between the wooden lattice, and she could see inside the shop. The little person’s eyes glinted at the sight of the numerous dishes visible from there.

That is...!

Chihiro’s eyes lit up, and she put her hand on the door.

Then, a perplexed voice called out, and soft, slender fingers stopped her hand. When Chihiro turned around, she saw the exotic beauty from before.

"This is a problem, sirs. You know what kind of shop this is, don’t you? It’s no place for a little girl. Now, be on your way."

A beauty is a beauty even with a wry smile.

Staring at the wryly smiling woman, Chihiro was swiftly lifted into the air by Dolphen.

"Pardon us."

With that short utterance, Dolphen turned on his heel, but was stopped by a small hand patting him repeatedly.

"Chihiro-sama?"

"Chihiro?"

"Eh?"

For some reason, a series of three questioning lines followed. Dolphen, the beauty, the little girl. Each of them looked at each other in confusion.

"Isn’t this a place to eat?"

"...You can eat here, but it’s a place where sake is the main attraction."

".............."

Don’t go silent now, Dolphen. Read the room, you.

Fortunately, it was a group of a dozen or so men. It would probably be fine if one child was mixed in. With a bright smile, Chihiro instructed Dolphen to put her down. With an obviously reluctant face, Dolphen unwillingly set her down.

"There are lots of adults, so sake is okay. Please give us some food."

The stunned beauty was also a sight to behold.

Giving up on persuading the innocently smiling little girl, the beauty looked around as if seeking help. But the surrounding men, including Adoris, were also looking up at the heavens with faces of despair.

Everyone here knew.

When it came to food, the little person could not be stopped. They could not stop her. If they tried to restrain her, she would surely find a gap and bolt off on her own. It was better to let her run wild where they could keep an eye on her.

Their silence indicated their consent.

"...You can’t be serious."

The beauty looked at the little girl, wondering what to do.

"If I can request someone, I’d like you, big sister."

"Huh?"

"""""Eh?"""""

Everyone’s jaw dropped at the sudden words.

I can tell from the conversation. It’s that kind of shady establishment. Whether you receive the services or not is up to the customer, right? As long as you pay, it’s fine to just have someone to talk to, isn’t it?

If I can eat that, I’ll gladly pay.

Chihiro was running a large-scale sweets business under the Little Person brand at the royal palace. She was quite the little rich girl.

The little person grinned.

If you request a girl and pay money, you are a customer no matter who you are. The beauty gave the innocent little girl a meaningful smile and slowly pulled open the shop door.

"Welcome to the Manmaden. My name is Sakura. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Chihiro’s face instantly froze.

Sakura? Sakura? This person, could she be?

As she was led into the shop, a large sign made from a single slab of natural wood cut diagonally hung near the ceiling.

On the sign, which was read from right to left, the words Manmaden were written in charcoal-black ink with a brush.

With kanji.

The little girl stared up at the sign, dumbfounded.

Sakura was quietly observing her.

"How much for your company?"

"Ordinarily, it would be three large silver coins for one night, but..."

Dolphen probably knew the nature of the shop. He bluntly asked about the service fee. But Sakura was also perplexed. For just an hour or so of serving a meal, that was too exorbitant. As Sakura pondered what to do, Chihiro tugged on her shawl.

"Here you go."

What she received from the small, clasped hand were three gold coins. To the surprised Sakura, Chihiro flashed a wicked grin.

"Call four or five pretty ladies. Just pouring drinks and serving is fine. Use the rest for the food. I’m expecting something delicious."

At the challenging gaze of the little girl, Sakura also gave a magnanimous smile.

"Understood. I shall light a fire under the chefs and provide a satisfactory reception."

A back-and-forth as if they were both trying to figure something out about the other.

Dolphen and the others could not understand the female conversation unfolding before them... though one of them was a little girl.

"Oh, right."

As if remembering something, the little person once again tugged at the edge of the shawl.

"Hey, by any chance, do you have something like a kimono?"

Sakura’s eyes widened.

"Wear that. You can show your shoulders, but make sure the obi is tied properly."

Just how much does this child know?

Sakura narrowed her eyes sharply with suspicion, but she could read nothing from the nonchalant child.

And so, the group was guided to a large hall.

There, tatami mats were laid out with zabuton cushions, and there was a step down under the low table where they could put their feet. The knights curiously took their seats and poked at the appetizer that had been prepared with their forks.

"Is this food?"

"It’s like the root of a tree..."

"Do they eat tree roots in the Empire?"

Chihiro couldn’t believe her eyes.

Before her was a simmered dish of gobo and konnyaku. She involuntarily held it up, tears welling in her eyes.

No way. The dishes I saw from beyond the door weren’t an illusion.

Choking back tears of emotion, she hesitantly ate the gobo she hadn't had in so long. The distinct, firm texture of the gobo. The flavor of the broth seeping from within.

Ah, it’s dashi. And they’re using soy sauce, aren’t they? They have soy sauce.

As they watched Chihiro eat with gusto, the others around her also hesitantly tried it. And their eyes widened.

"So good... What? This isn’t a tree root, it’s soft."

"This one too. I thought it was like a slime, but it has more of a bite. Not that I’ve ever eaten a slime."

"Stop it, don’t make me imagine it. I won’t be able to eat."

As they lively expressed their various impressions, the food was brought into the hall.

"Thank you for waiting. From all of us in the kitchen, our masterpieces for our long-awaited patron. Please, enjoy."

As a man dressed like a chef shouted, a large amount of food was brought in.

Boiled leafy greens, pickled root vegetables, simmered dishes, and grilled dishes were lined up, along with tempura and sashimi. And so on.

Is that brown one simmered offal? Aahh, isn’t that miso dengaku? They have miso and tofu too? Is this place heaven?

Leaning over the table and about to grab some sashimi, driven by instinct, Chihiro was stopped by Dolphen.

"Is this not raw fish? You know that fish have parasites. Eating it raw is a suicidal act."

Dolphen’s face was grim, his gaze as if it could shoot the chef dead.

Ahhh. Right, I see. But...

Even while being glared at by Dolphen, the man who seemed to be the head chef did not flinch and stared back at Dolphen with a sharp glare.

"It is fine. The fish used in this sashimi was farmed in an environment where parasites do not grow. Furthermore, it was immediately frozen, so even if there were any parasites, they would be dead."

Right.

To serve it so brazenly, they must have taken every precaution.

But...

As Chihiro brought the sashimi to her mouth, she glanced at the chef.

That’s modern knowledge from Earth, isn’t it?

At first, she thought Sakura was a reincarnator or transmigrator from Earth, but that didn’t seem to be the case. It seemed the Empire itself had been influenced by a Japanese lineage.

Munching on the long-awaited sashimi, Chihiro’s eyes narrowed at the accompanying wasabi and shiso spikes. To be so particular about the details of authentic Japanese food meant that there was a professional or someone in a similar profession in the Empire. Without a doubt.

However, from the bare-legged slit of the qipao and the naming of the place as Manmaden, it reeked of chuunibyou, so the little person had a feeling it was the latter.

To accomplish all this alone must have taken a very long time. From procuring ingredients, to cultivation and farming. Brewing and distilling seasonings. It was not something that could be achieved overnight.

This effort alone was admirable.

She couldn't be more grateful. Yes.

Those around her watched the little girl munching on raw fish with worried eyes. Although they had been given an explanation, they probably couldn’t understand the explanation itself. Even though it was a world with magic, they seemed to be rigid in their thinking. They had shown such a strong aversion to the qipao as well. They must be unable to break away from conventional superstitions.

It was not good to worry them too much, and she wanted to eat other things as well. By the time Chihiro had savored the tempura, miso dengaku, and other nostalgic dishes and was fully satisfied, the sake was served, and beautiful women appeared.

Beautiful kimonos of red and purple silk with stitching and dyeing. Obi with abundant gold and silver embroidery, and the collarbones and napes of their necks peeking out from their loosened collars were alluring. Their hairstyles were also either up or down. The knights’ eyes were glued to the charming women, each looking their best in a style that suited them.

I knew it. It was a perfect match.

Japanese traditional attire. And the geisha-style appearance had a modesty within its glamour that she thought would be a direct hit with the tastes of Frontier men.

"Here you are."

Prompted, everyone obediently took a glass. What was poured into the small, shot glass-like cups was a clear liquid.

Chihiro’s eyes glinted once more.

Adoris, who drank as he was told, widened his eyes.

"What is this? It’s different from wine or beer. It has alcohol, but it’s clean and smooth. The color is beautiful too. When it’s aged in a barrel, it usually gets color... Is it not aged? No, this flavor..."

As Adoris murmured things like a food review, the party continued, and the woman who appeared next was wearing a black silk kimono like a geisha.

Her hair was also in a splendid Japanese style. The main act has arrived.

"Thank you for waiting."

"Not at all. With a setup like that, it’s only natural it would take time. You look beautiful, Sakura."

"Thank you very much."

Realizing that the smirking woman was the same person in the qipao from before, the people around her let out sighs of admiration.

"How... beautiful you are. Why would you wear the clothes of a servant?"

You are a truly honest man, Dolphen.

At Dolphen’s involuntary murmur, the men around him nodded rapidly. At that, Sakura and the other women’s brows furrowed slightly, and they quietly exchanged glances.

"In the Empire, beautiful things are hidden. Men do not seek such things from prostitutes like us. Rather, they tell us to bare our skin as much as we want if it brings in money."

"That is... most unfortunate."

Pushing aside the knights who were sympathizing from the bottom of their hearts, Chihiro asked Sakura a question. There was something she wanted to ask more than that. It was possible that they might have that.

"Hey, the ingredient for this sake, could it be...?"

Sakura blinked and replied gracefully.

"It is rice. It is a grain that is a specialty of the Empire."

I knew it. Which means...

With a bad feeling, Chihiro looked at the fusuma door leading to the hallway.

As expected, what arrived to finish the meal was red miso soup and chazuke.

"You must be feeling a little hungry after drinking. Please, help yourselves."

Noooooo!

Sakura, smiling sweetly, looked like a demon.

The little person, who had stuffed herself to the brim, couldn’t possibly eat any more.

But. I want to eat it. Waaaah!

There was a bowl of steaming red miso soup, and in another, a grilled rice ball. The others were adding condiments like green onions, pouring dashi-infused tea over it, and eating with relish.

"This is delicious. It’s fragrant and whets the appetite."

"This soup too. It’s salty but has depth and makes you want more."

"It’s called rice, is it? I’d like to get some to take back."

Those around her were giving their own food reviews and chatting amiably with the women.

What kind of hell is this, being food-terrorized when I’m full? Is this a punishment game? A new kind of punishment game?

Unable to resist the temptation of the grilled rice ball before her, Chihiro hesitantly brought the chazuke to her mouth. Just a small bite made her stomach feel like it was going to rebel. The food she had eaten seemed to have expanded over time.

But, I want to eat it. Uuuuh.

Seeing Chihiro eating with a pained expression, Adoris rushed in to stop her.

"Hey, Chihiro. Are you eating too much? You look pale."

"I’ll eat... I have to eat now."

"Your stomach is about to burst. It’s impossible, please stop."

Dolphen picked Chihiro up and pulled her away from the table.

"Nooo, I wanna eat. The food, the rice, ahhh!"

To the thoroughly exasperated hall, where the little girl was thrashing about and doing somersaults, Sakura, who had gone outside at some point, rushed back in.

"Take this as a souvenir."

Opening the package she was handed, she found two grilled rice balls and two rice balls with wakame rice. It seemed she had asked the kitchen to make them with what they had on hand.

Crying "ahhh," she accepted it, and the little person, clutching the faintly warm package, leaned against Dolphen’s chest with a soft ‘koton’.

"""Eh?"""

In the hall where a chorus of voices rang out, the little person, held in Dolphen’s arms, was breathing softly in her sleep. She was clutching the package in one hand and sucking her thumb. She must have been tired from crying so much on a full stomach. She had been in a carriage all day, so she must have been exhausted.

...However.

"...She’s asleep."

"This kid..."

"How adorable. What a fine young lady."

At Sakura’s soft laughter, Dolphen and the others were at a loss for words.

Without a doubt.

Dolphen and Adoris exchanged wry smiles, thanked Sakura, and then left the shop together in a line.

The little person, exhausted from crying on a full stomach, did not let go of the rice ball package even when laid in bed, and fell asleep just like that.

And it was only natural that the next day, upon seeing the squashed rice balls, the little person let out a scream.

Encountering a culture she knew yet didn’t know, laughing, crying, and feeling down.

Yesterday had a lot going on, but the little person will be fine today.



		
		
		
			Chapter 30: The Neighboring Forest and the Little Person, Part Five
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 30

			The Neighboring Forest and the Little Person, Part Five

			"Sakuraaa."

"Oh my, little miss."

Sakura had brought the items Chihiro and the others had ordered. After screaming at the squashed rice balls that morning, the little person had written an order for the Manmaden.

Soy sauce, miso, rice, and if they had it, mirin and vinegar. She wrote that any amount they could spare for now would be fine, but that she would be stopping by on her way back and would like them to prepare a decent quantity. At the end, she added a note, "I’ll buy it at whatever price you name."

Sakura, who received it, was dumbfounded for a moment, then immediately went to confirm with the kitchen.

As a result, they were able to get some of the seasonings, except for the mirin. And ingredients as well.

Daikon radish, rapeseed flowers, peas, and even shelled clams and bonito fillets.

"From the looks of it, you’re people of status. You can use magic, can’t you?"

Dolphen nodded at the smirking Sakura and took out a box. The box, with a glass-lined interior, was a cold storage box. Chihiro had seen a large one in the kitchen, but this was the first time she had seen a portable one.

Putting the received ingredients into the cold storage box, Dolphen chanted a spell and filled the box with cold air. He stopped at a temperature just shy of freezing and then sealed the box.

"You’re good at that. I’d like to ask you to carry our luggage. You can freeze things too, can’t you?"

Dolphen gave a light nod, put the sealed orb in his pocket, and went outside to prepare for departure.

"Well then, I’ll be off. Be careful, little miss."

"It’s Chihiro."

"...Chihiro."

Once again, Sakura quietly gazed at the small child.

"Little miss, you know kanji, don’t you?"

"I know it."

"By any chance, is your name Chihiro written with the kanji for a thousand and the kanji for to inquire?"

"That’s right."

A grin curved across the young eyes.

"Is that so. Well, take care."

To Sakura, who tried to let it slide, the little person’s murmur was audible.

"‘Light a fire under,’ ‘reception,’ ‘patron.’"

At Chihiro’s small murmur, Sakura’s eyes widened.

"Those words don’t exist here, do they? ...Come to think of it, it’s cherry blossom season."

Glancing up at Sakura, the little person smiled brightly.

"I might visit Kilfan someday. When I do, be good to me."

In the strange atmosphere flowing between the two of them, the apprentice chef who had brought the luggage watched nervously, when suddenly a voice came from outside.

"Chihiro-sama. We are ready."

"Okay. See you, Sakura."

Waving her small, maple-leaf hand, Sakura offered something to the pattering little person. It was a small braided cord. At both ends of the thick, ten-centimeter cord were thin strings.

This is...

"From your face, it seems you know. It’s a prayer, Chihiro. I’ll pray for the safety of your journey."

With that, Sakura tied the braided cord around Chihiro’s thin arm.

"A misanga... Thank you, Sakura."

The back of Chihiro’s eyes grew hot. Her chest trembled with nostalgia. Following Dolphen, who picked Chihiro up and left the residence, Sakura and the others also went outside.

And as she saw the departing carriage off, Sakura let out a small sigh.

Glancing at her, the apprentice murmured.

"Big sis, are you sure it’s okay? We’re forbidden from selling seasonings by the home country, aren’t we?"

"Well, it’s not exactly okay. But it seems like it could be profitable. I can just say it’s a tax for doing business in Frontier."

Though his face was somewhat complicated, the apprentice was convinced.

"Besides, you know. That child said ‘gohan.’"

Not gohan in the sense of a meal, but the child had said gohan, meaning cooked rice.

She had told them that the ingredient for sake was a grain called rice. And that what was in the chazuke bowl was a grilled onigiri. But she hadn’t talked about gohan. If you cook rice, it becomes gohan. If you form gohan, it becomes onigiri. That child knew that. She seemed to know about the misanga too.

"A mysterious child."

A little child who blew through like a gust of wind.

At first, she thought she was a suspicious child. But the more she got to know her, the stranger she felt. She was matter-of-factly requested to provide food, requested to provide a kimono, and before she knew it, she had found her way into her heart.

Is this what it feels like to be a parent?

With a premonition that they would meet again someday, Sakura watched until the carriage was out of sight.

"Ufufuun."

"You look like you’re having fun."

"What is that?"

The vibrant braided cord wrapped around Chihiro’s hand. The intricate weave, with red as its base color, was quite eye-catching.

"It’s called a misanga. It’s like a good luck charm for making wishes."

"A curse? Isn’t that dangerous?"

Dolphen’s eyes narrowed grimly.

Ah, so it’s that kind of era.

Chihiro smiled a little wryly.

"The word is different. It’s not that kind of suspicious, dangerous thing, but more like a light prayer, like ‘I hope it’s sunny tomorrow.’"

In the medieval period, where it was believed that people could be cursed and evil could be done through spells, it probably didn’t have a good image.

Things like this probably haven’t caught on yet. Maybe I should think of something.

As Chihiro gazed at the misanga thoughtfully, Dolphen stared at her with a worried expression.

That woman called Chihiro-sama ‘Chihiro.’ From the very beginning. Remembering yesterday’s incident, he bit his lip. It was a natural way of calling her, completely different from the way he had practiced to earn. Only Dolphen knew that Chihiro-sama’s real name was Chihiro. And Queen Merda. Dolphen had felt a special closeness to the little person. His father Drago, his big brother figure Adoris, his guardian the king’s younger brother, and himself. He was proud to be counted among those close to her. There was also a small sense of superiority in knowing her real name.

And yet that woman had reached that position in an instant.

The conversation between the two, which had been exchanged like a secret. A natural back-and-forth. Their appearance even gave the illusion of them being sisters or a mother and child.

Dolphen was bewildered by the smoldering jealousy.

He did not know. That their shared understanding had brought them closer in an instant. For Dolphen, who did not know the culture of the country called Japan, it was impossible to see through it.

The knights of the Royal Knights, watching the little person frolicking with zero caution, thought it was just her usual curiosity and looked on with amusement.

All except one.

"Ah, it’s coming into view."

After traveling through the barren land where the forest ended for several hours, something like a fort could be seen in the distance.

"What’s that?"

"That is the Flawers sekisho. Frontier does not have a particular checkpoint, but if you don’t enter from their checkpoint, it becomes a serious problem."

He heard that in Flawers, which was surrounded by a vast wilderness, if one did not take the road that continued from the checkpoint, they would lose their sense of direction. Eighty percent of those who strayed from this road and got lost in the wilderness would not be able to reach Flawers and would get stranded.

Ah, that happened a lot on Earth too. In foreign wildernesses or deserts. People went missing almost every day.

Even with a proper map and following the road, when you get stranded, you get stranded. Since it happens even with modern knowledge, there must be even more victims in this era.

Glancing at the carriage that had arrived at the checkpoint, the Flawers soldier looked at the party with a surprised expression.

"Are you from the Frontier royal family? Excuse me, but will luggage and attendants be following you?"

"No, it is just us."

Before him was a single simple, black-lacquered carriage and ten knights. At the light-looking party, like a noble traveling incognito, the Flawers soldier was at a loss for words.

What? A royal party is just this? Shouldn’t there be more lavish luggage and attendants?

The eyes say more than words.

Smiling wryly at the flustered and confused soldier, Dolphen got off the carriage after passing through the checkpoint’s fort.

Because dozens of Flawers soldiers were standing there. Clad in rugged full plate armor and standing in motionless lines, they turned their sharp gazes on Dolphen.

"We take it you are the inspection party from Frontier. Is that correct?"

"Yes, this is the carriage of Her Highness Princess Chihiro La Giorge of Frontier. And you are?"

At that, the standing soldiers raised their swords in unison, and one man stepped forward. The man, clad in equipment a rank above the others, announced himself in a loud voice.

"I am Gaius Nafuria of the Flawers Border Knights. I have been dispatched by the Marquis to serve as Her Highness the Princess’s escort from here. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"How very kind... We are most grateful for your courtesy. Then, we shall be in your care on the way to the forest."

With a friendly, cheerful smile, Dolphen gave a magnanimous nod.

And so the party, together with the thirty-strong Flawers knights, headed for a farming village near the forest. It must have been a familiar road. The Flawers knights proceeded without hesitation, and the party arrived at the farming village before sunset.

"It is a simple village, but it will shelter you from the night dew. The person over there is the chief of this village."

As if to welcome the carriage that had entered the village under Gaius’s guidance, many people were standing at the village entrance. The villagers stood there in their everyday clothes.

"Welcome. I am Tabas, the village chief."

An old man leaning on a staff stepped forward.

"I am Dolphen of the Royal Knights. A pleasure to meet you. The one who is with us is Her Highness Princess Chihiro La Giorge of Frontier."

The ranks of the Frontier knights parted, and from the carriage beyond, a small little girl descended. Lifted down from the carriage by a red-haired man who did not seem to be a knight, the child looked around with large, curious eyes.

"Golden hair... Golden eyes? No, what??"

The moment he recognized Chihiro’s appearance, Gaius became openly flustered. The Frontier party wore lukewarm smiles, as if to say, ‘as expected.’

Even among the pure-blooded royalty of Frontier, the brilliance of her coloring was rare. For someone possessing the brilliance that symbolized the king to go abroad was an exceptional, unprecedented event.

The little person, who had landed on the ground with a soft ‘pyokon,’ smiled innocently at the speechless people of Flawers.

"My name is Chihiro La Giorge. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

She gave a perfect curtsy, but she was dressed in a thick dress and a yellow-green poncho. She looked not like royalty, nor even a noble. Dolphen and Adoris smiled wryly, sensing the thoughts of the Flawers people, whose eyes were darting back and forth.

Our princess isn’t very noble-like. Not that there are any fools who would look down on her for it, but if there were, we’d crush them.

The members of the Frontier knights glared menacingly, their eyes shining brightly. The difference in temperature between them and the innocent smile of the little girl before them was too extreme.

Oblivious to the people of Flawers, who were flustered with their eyes swimming wildly, the little person went her own way.

Will we reach the forest tomorrow? Until then, I’ll look around this village. It looks like a pretty prosperous farming village, so maybe they have some local delicacies. I’m looking forward to it.

Heedless of the adults’ intentions, the little person was true to her own desires.

Wherever the wind blows, wherever her heart desires. The little person is full of energy again today.
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			"Woooow."

The Frontier delegation was invited to the village chief’s house. The knights were split into two rooms of five, while Chihiro shared a room with Dolphen and Adoris.

The village, having expected a much larger group, had prepared an open clearing, planning for everyone but the most important people to pitch tents there.

But the actual number of visitors was less than half of what they had anticipated.

The villagers, who had geared up to give them a spirited welcome, found themselves pleasantly relaxed, and it seemed the quality of the food had improved as a result. A delicious-looking meal was spread out before them. Stews, grilled dishes, salads, and pasta. From a simple aglio e olio style to a classic tomato sauce. It was likely thanks to this being a farming region. Bread and pasta were abundant. As Chihiro was getting her share of a mountain of pasta, her eyes were suddenly drawn to one particular dish.

A pasta covered in a pale cream-colored sauce. The small pieces of meat were probably bacon. That must have been quite expensive. It seemed they had really gone all out for them.

"Adoris, that one. That pasta, please."

"Oh? A cream sauce. That’s an unusual color."

Adoris placed a portion of the faintly yellowish pasta on a small plate, added some warm vegetables for color, and handed it to the little girl.

Could this possibly be…

Chihiro twirled her fork, gathering a generous amount of noodles, and opened her mouth wide to take a bite. It was amusing to see several of the surrounding adults unconsciously open their mouths as well before hastily closing them. She chewed with gusto, mossha mossha, and instinctively stomped her feet. Since her feet didn’t reach the floor, the motion was adorable, like she was pedaling a bicycle in the air.

"Sooo good. This is carbonara."

It was her second favorite pasta of all time. It was a dish she had wanted to eat but had given up on, not knowing how to make it. Her favorite, incidentally, was Napolitan. As someone who was Japanese on the inside, Chihiro hated wasting ingredients. She had tried making carbonara several times, but the results had been disastrous. She knew the ingredients, but not the cooking method. She grew tired of eating a lumpy, pseudo-carbonara where the egg always curdled, and eventually abandoned the effort.

To think I would meet you in a place like this.

The Little Person was overcome with emotion as she devoured it, but she was suddenly struck by a feeling that something was missing.

A smooth, glossy cream sauce. It was definitely carbonara. But something was off. What was it?

As Chihiro tilted her head in thought, a baking sheet with a roasted block of meat came into her view. It was seasoned with various herbs, salt, and pepper. Colorful vegetables like potatoes and carrots were arranged around the meat. Looking at what appeared to be a roast, an idea flashed in the Little Person’s mind.

"Pepper. Adoris, I need black pepper."

Adoris hurriedly handed a pepper mill to the small, outstretched hand. Chihiro took it, ground the pepper over her pasta with a gari gari sound, and took another bite.

"Mmmm, this is it. This is it. Sooo delicious."

The rich, sweet sauce was perfectly complemented by the sharp flavor of the pepper. This was true carbonara.

Watching the little girl eat so eagerly, the villagers exchanged glances. Pepper was expensive. It wasn't prohibitively so, but it wasn't something you could just sprinkle on everyday meals. So they had never even considered using it on pasta. But since they had guests, a selection of seasonings, including pepper, had been placed on the table.

If they were going to try it, now was their chance.

The villagers all served themselves the carbonara and, copying the little girl, lightly sprinkled pepper on top. They took a bite, and were all left speechless. They looked at one another with wide eyes, and in no time, the carbonara on their small plates was gone.

"Delicious… what is this?"

"The flavor is completely different from usual."

"Well, I’ll be."

The little girl cheerfully spoke to the villagers, who were sighing in admiration.

"Hey, hey, can you teach me how to make karubonaara?"

Stared at by large, sparkling eyes, the villagers nodded without a second thought. But then they furrowed their brows, looking a little troubled.

"Um… what is a karubonaara?"

Huh?

"It’s the name of this pasta… isn’t it?"

As she looked up at them with a timid, upward glance, the villagers all shook their heads. At lightning speed.

"No, it’s karubonaara."

"That’s right, it’s karubonaara."

"From this day forward, this dish is karubonaara."

Bwahah!!

Everyone around the table burst out laughing at once. Knights and villagers alike shook with laughter, roaring with delight.

Chihiro had no idea what had just happened.

Adoris picked up the bewildered Little Person and chuckled, stroking her head.

"That’s the first naming in Flawers. This pasta is going to be famous."

She asked the still-laughing Adoris, who explained that dishes in farming villages and the like often didn’t have names. They were simply called by their main ingredient, like tomato pasta or oil pasta. Occasionally, a visiting noble would take a liking to a dish and give it a name, and this was apparently one of those times.

Unknowingly, the Little Person had bestowed the highest honor upon the villagers.

"Karubonaara, a favorite dish of Her Highness the Princess of Frontier."

It would be some time before this name swept through Flawers.

And the Little Person thought.

Isn't the intonation wrong?

And so the Little Person continued down a path that was completely off the mark.

"So this is the border forest."

Unlike the forest near the royal capital, this one was somewhat desolate. Was it because it was in the middle of a wilderness? Not even the chirping of birds could be heard from the sparse woods. A dry wind blew through, and the grasslands surrounding the forest seemed almost completely withered.

"Hmm. Shall we go?"

"Yes."

As the Frontier party prepared to enter without any hesitation, the panicked voices of the Flawers knights reached them.

"It’s dangerous. This vast forest is home to many monsters and beasts."

The little girl turned to look back at the flustered Gaius and grinned.

"We have an invitation. It’s fine."

"An invitation??"

Leaving the baffled Flawers knights behind, Chihiro waved her small hand and disappeared into the forest. The Flawers knights didn't even notice the black object circling high above them.

"I just have to give this to him, right?"

Chihiro lightly patted the shoulder bag she always wore. Inside was a beeswax box she had been entrusted with by Merda. It was for the guardian deity of this forest, who, like the baby bees, protected this land.

As Chihiro walked on the undergrowth that rustled with a dry, saku saku sound, she noticed that the trees within the forest were also thin and sparse.

Overall, its life force was weak. So this is a forest that is losing its magic. How awful.

Knowing a deep, lush green forest overflowing with life, Chihiro found this unbearable.

As she tightly gripped the front of her dress, a cool voice suddenly reached her ears.

《Are you the Golden King?》

"Yes… I think so."

She must have entered the Master’s territory. Just like with Merda, the voice echoed directly in her head.

《I heard from the Queen. Truly… thank you.》

As he said that, a great tremor ran through the earth, and the ground suddenly split open. Dolphen, his face pale, swept Chihiro into his arms, and the Little Person stopped the knights who had instantly taken a battle stance. Right before the Little Person's eyes, a large pillar of water rose up, and a massive shadow could be seen within it.

What emerged with a zururi sound was a lordly frog. It was a beautiful frog with a delicate mottled pattern and touches of vermilion. However, it was easily over two meters tall, considerably larger than Merda.

《It is an honor to meet you for the first time. My name is Molt. I am known as King Molt. I trust Your Majesty is well.》

Is that a pun? King…

Molt looked down at the stunned Frontier party and smiled faintly. 《May I have the item you are holding for me?》

At his words, Chihiro took the box from the Queen out of her bag. Inside was a pure white cream and a small, wiggling grub. It was the larva that would become the next queen. The cream was royal jelly.

As she timidly held it out, the giant bee that had been circling overhead descended, took the beeswax box, and flew off into the depths of the forest. Watching the bees go, Molt nodded his large head several times.

《If left to them, the charge will be raised without issue. You have saved us. I am deeply grateful.》

"Let’s make a pact. This place is dry and sad."

《By all means. To think I would meet a new king. I had thought I would simply wither away.》

The giant lordly frog pressed itself flat against the ground, offering its head defenselessly before Chihiro. She touched the offered head and released her magic with all her might. Countless bands of light erupted, covering the entire forest and raining down in a shower of gold. The forest glowed so brightly it was visible even from a distance, and when the light subsided, Molt’s left eye had turned gold.

And it wasn’t just Molt.

The forest itself had transformed, its deep green hues regaining their vibrancy.

《Oooooooh.》

A cry like a sob burst from the lordly frog’s mouth. Large tears spilled from its massive eyes, instantly soaking into the earth, and from there, even more greenery began to sprout.

《…Power flows through me. I can call upon the breath of the earth. What a nostalgic feeling. To be filled with magic. I had forgotten it for so long.》

So this is what it means to connect the path.

With Chihiro connecting the path, magic was now surging from Frontier through the channel of golden magic. The border forest, starved for life, absorbed the magic to its limit, remembering the breath of the earth it had nearly forgotten.

《I thank you. I swear to devote myself to you, to the very last fragment of my soul. Until your life ends.》

The lordly frog trembled with joy.

Chihiro felt like she finally understood.

The Golden King is one who connects. That’s all. Like a pipe.

The land of this world has a life force powered by magic. The Master’s forests regulate and spread it across the land. They are the faucets. As long as they function correctly, the world can remain bountiful.

But humanity had become a little distorted.

They had forgotten the principles of the world and burdened themselves with unnecessary hardship.

The golden magic was probably what could restore it. In other words, a plumber. Connecting people, monsters, and the land. A self-purifying power that repeats as long as human hands can reach it.

When they can no longer reach, the world of magic will end, and a new evolution will be required. But that would also drag down the Masters who lived in the forests to protect humanity.

Ah, so that’s why Merda looked so grim sometimes. It was late, but she could now understand her conflict.

As far as Chihiro had learned from her tutor, the forests already existed when humanity began to record its history. The Forest Masters had coexisted with humans, while still maintaining a distance. They were the guardians of the lifeline called magic. It would have been easy to abandon them. They could have simply let the forests wither and moved on. But they did not leave the forests, even when they were being killed. They couldn't abandon the forests… or the people. They tried to protect the forest until their very last breath.

Molt was the same. He could have abandoned this place and fled, yet he endured the devastation, trying somehow to protect the forest, to protect the people, and sent an SOS to the Queen. And the Queen responded.

What gentle creatures they are.

If I can protect this, if I can be of some help to these gentle beings, then I’ll connect as many as I can.

Looking up at the sky defiantly, the Little Person resolved in her heart to connect every last forest, however many there may be.

Here, a king with the true power of golden magic was born.

Formerly the Golden King, now the Plumber, Sagami Chihiro.

Like some video game brothers, shouldering the pipes of golden magic, the Little Person’s adventure to race across the world was just beginning.
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			"What in the world…?"

The Flawers knights waiting at the forest’s edge stared at it, holding their breath. They had been warily keeping watch, worried for the Frontier party that had gone inside, when a great tremor shook the ground and a massive pillar of water shot into the sky. As they watched to see what was happening, countless bands of light shot out, blanketing the forest. The entire area was filled with a dazzling light, and for a moment, the Flawers knights lost their vision.

After they had instinctively closed their eyes against the overwhelming brightness.

When they opened them again, the world had completely changed.

The grass of the plains, which had barely reached their ankles with a dry, kasa kasa rustle, now swayed softly, sawa sawa, reaching up to their calves. Colorful flowers could be seen here and there, and the land that had been so desolate was now covered in a carpet of green.

But what drew their eyes most of all was the forest.

The forest whose edges had been withering away. The emaciated trees that had stood like ghosts were gone, replaced by trees with leaves so vibrant they seemed to burn. The forest that had once felt lifeless was now overflowing with vitality. A deep, dense, thriving forest. The dry earth had transformed into a world of fresh, vibrant green.

The Flawers knights stood speechless. One of them murmured to no one in particular.

"…Has the Forest Master awakened?"

The man was an elderly knight. His trembling eyes were wide with disbelief as he stared at the forest.

The Forest Master?

It was a familiar phrase. A great monster that appeared in many old legends.

They say that long ago, a clan of monsters lived in the forest. They are gentle in nature, but do not let your guard down, for they are monsters. Monsters who were here long before man. Wise and clever, ancient monsters who watch over the land. If you do not invade the home of these intelligent monsters, they will be with humanity, bringing great blessings.

The Forest Master, a figure who appeared in every old tale.

But no one had ever seen one, and they had believed it to be nothing more than a legend. A folktale created to praise this forest that existed so suddenly in a land dominated by arid plains. That’s right, a forest had existed only here.

A vast expanse of green, flourishing since ancient times in a harsh land that could mislead men and lead them to their deaths. Records stated that this entire area was once farmland. There was no trace of it now, but there were once fertile fields, and Flawers had been self-sufficient.

That was only a few hundred years ago.

In those days, they said, people in Flawers could use magic. They didn't have to heat their homes with coal or operate wells by hand as they did now. They lived prosperous lives.

It was a pipe dream. That's what they had thought. A fantasy born from envy of their prosperous neighbor, Frontier.

But now, the reality was laid bare before their eyes.

Looking at this beautiful, verdant land, it was easy to believe. To believe that this was once rich farmland. The grasslands spread out before them, occasionally rippling like waves in the wind, covering the land as far as the eye could see and making the hearts of the Flawers knights dance. Unconsciously, their eyes began to curve into gentle arcs. Though their faces still held expressions of disbelief, smiles bloomed on their faces, and small laughs escaped their lips. A joy that welled up from the bottom of their hearts. Their entire bodies welcomed this miracle. It wasn't just the land that had been parched. The people, too, had been so dry they could feel it on their skin.

Being surrounded by this greenery, they realized it for the first time. Can green really bring such peace to the heart?

Though their eyes were wide with astonishment, the members of the Flawers knights could not stop the excited fluttering in their hearts.

"Woooow, is this your house, Molt?"

《Indeed. This is the lake where my children dwell.》

A vast lake spread out before Chihiro’s eyes. In Earth terms, it might be as large as Lake Biwa. It was so big that the opposite shore was hazy. Its surface was calm, the water beautifully clear, offering a perfect view of the swaying water plants on the bottom.

"It’s so pretty. If only it were a warmer season, I could have gone for a swim."

The Frontier knights stared, aghast, at the little girl who was playfully splashing her hands in the water, chapu chapu.

"Swim… huh? You mean get in the water?"

"You’re not a fisherman, why would you get in the water? I don’t understand. Why?"

"You’ll get sick if you do that. The water is cold, it’s not good for you."

"What if you drown? The only people who can swim are those who live by the sea. Please don’t think of such dangerous things."

The panicked knights voiced their concerns one after another.

Ah, I forgot. This is how it is in this era, yeah.

Even in medieval times on Earth, swimming wasn’t common. It was an age where most people would never submerge their heads in a river or the sea, and many would end their lives without even knowing the meaning of the word "swim." Cold probably equated to freezing, to losing body heat. Or more directly, to drowning.

Feeling the gap between this world and the modern one for the first time in a while, the Little Person gave a dry laugh.

Come to think of it, even in Japan, the concept of swimming was limited until a large number of children on a school trip died in a major maritime accident.

It was a well-known story that after that accident, swimming lessons were incorporated into Japan’s compulsory education.

As Chihiro was recalling a useless memory from her past life, Molt’s deep voice reached her ears. 《No harm from water shall befall the king I serve. Rest assured.》

As Molt nodded with the gaze of a benevolent old man, several small frogs appeared on the surface of the lake. Red, blue, yellow, green… frogs of all colors popped their heads out, staring at Chihiro with curiosity. Though he called them small, that was only in comparison to Molt, who had been their first impression of a frog. They ranged from the size of Chihiro’s palm to the size of a human child. Frogs of various sizes appeared, and the lakeside suddenly became lively.

The lake, which had a majestic feel, was now in a state of a frog chorus. The heartwarming scene brought an unconscious smile to the faces of the Frontier party. Normally, being swarmed by frog monsters would be a cause for screaming, but the members of the royal palace, who were used to giant bees swarming the place, had grown strangely accustomed to monsters. Thus, a vague sense of everyday life preceded any fear. Habit is a fearsome thing. It probably also helped that they knew the Forest Master was an intelligent monster that wouldn't attack people without reason. It was a confidence unique to a country that existed with its forests and coexisted with their Masters.

To be with them, and to know them well. This was surely important in all matters.

Molt held a great deal of goodwill toward the Frontier party, who practiced this without even being conscious of it.

If only all people were like this, so many of my brethren would not have been lost.

His comrades who had fallen in their attempt to protect the people, to defend the forest to the death. Why did the gods not grant us words? If only we could have communicated, things would not have come to such a disastrous pass.

The only one they could exchange words with was the Golden King, who possessed the same golden magic as the Masters.

Pushing aside the futile thoughts that pierced his heart, Molt called over one of his children.

It was a frog about the size of a goose egg. The pale green frog looked much like a tree frog from Earth.

《I have heard from the Queen. She said a small attendant would be best. This son is the smallest of my children, and yet possesses great power. Please, take him with you.》

The introduced frog hopped forward energetically and puffed out its chest in front of Chihiro.

"What is this, it’s so cute!"

The Little Person was overjoyed, placing the purring tree frog in her palm.

You’re the one who’s cute, the Frontier knights thought, watching the scene with lukewarm gazes.

Then, Molt entrusted a cluster of eggs to the Little Person. About ten eggs, each the size of a quail's egg, were arranged in an egg tube.

《These are eggs that were laid when the forest began to wither. The next generation is likely among them. Please, take them to the Queen.》

He explained that for Molt’s clan, who were aquatic monsters, the next generation to inherit the forest is born during times of crisis, when the forest is dying. A Forest Master who is a hermaphrodite and can increase its clan on its own. Their biology seemed to be full of mysteries, but Chihiro suddenly felt a parallel with her world, Earth.

The most famous hermaphrodite on Earth is the slug. They multiply on their own and spread. The snail is a lesser version of this. Snails are not hermaphrodites, but when they sense a crisis for their species, hermaphroditic individuals, like slugs, are born to increase their numbers. Similarly, it is said that other creatures, while not hermaphrodites, will produce more female offspring when they sense a crisis for their species. It is interpreted as a defense mechanism to increase the number of individuals capable of bearing children and maintain the species, but it has not been fully explained.

Such similarities existed in the biology of the Masters.

《If both our successors are raised, we will be able to come and go freely between our forests.》

Not just raising one's own successor, but mixing different species. This was quite an ingenious idea. The same species often perishes for the same reason. To avoid this, it is important for multiple species to coexist. If there is diversity, one can deal with a single event from various angles, and breakthroughs become easier. Originally, the many monsters teeming in the forest probably fulfilled that role. However, Molt's forest, with its scarce magic, was unable to exert its full power and fell into a critical situation. Taking this into account, the Queen had proposed an exchange of successors, so that they would not be in trouble if the same situation were to occur again.

The bees, specializing in undeniable offense. The frogs, specializing in defense, strong enough to withstand the lawlessness of humans even with scarce magic. If these two were combined, they would undoubtedly be a formidable force.

We're neighbors, so this kind of thing is nice to have, right?

The little girl giggled.

This too would later cause a great commotion, but the little person of the present had no way of knowing.

The wind blowing through the forest carried a pleasant moisture as it raced across the land.

The stunned Flawers knights. The exasperated-looking Frontier knights. What both groups had in common was a soft smile.

And so, involving many people, the Little Person once again goes her own way as she pleases.
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			The Neighboring Forest and the Little Person

			"I understand the situation. My goodness…"

After hearing the explanation from the Frontier party that had emerged from the forest, Gaius wore a complex expression that was hard to describe.

If their story was true, this was a matter of great importance.

The forest had regained its original power, activating the monsters and beasts. Furthermore, an ancient pact had been revived, and it was now possible to use magic in this area. It wouldn't happen immediately, but those born here, who ate what was harvested here and lived here, would naturally awaken the magic they were supposed to have been born with.

It was hard to believe, but he couldn't deny the reality before his eyes. A verdant land, revived in an instant. Since this was real, he had no choice but to believe any other preposterous things that might happen.

So this was what the legend of the Forest Master was about.

Because the Forest Master had weakened, magic had vanished from the land, and it became impossible to use. When put that way, it was a simple formula. It was precisely because this forest existed that this area was farmland hundreds of years ago. Why had such an important piece of history been lost? With the development of many technological devices, people had leveled mountains, filled in rivers, and expanded the places they could live. In that process, there must have been other forests they destroyed that also fit the legend.

Thinking that far, the color drained from Gaius's face.

Could it be?

"If we had killed a Master and destroyed a forest… what would happen to that place?"

The Little Person narrowed her eyes slightly and gave a pained, bitter smile.

"Nothing would happen. Magic and sorcery would just disappear. There would just be a normal life, living by human strength alone."

A normal life? In other words, if you can use magic, you can live an abnormal life?

He glanced over and saw one of the Frontier party members levitating water in mid-air. Everyone washed their hands and faces with the water that dripped from it, and then an unnatural wind blew the moisture away. The wind that drifted over was faintly warm, and it swirled around the person who was likely controlling it freely.

This was magic. This was everyday life in Frontier.

No need for wells or basins, not even a hand towel. At this rate, they could probably start a fire without tinder. That must be why they traveled so light. The princess of a royal family visiting with only a single carriage. Because they had magic, they didn't need a lot of luggage. They could substitute for anything. A scene that should have been commonplace in Flawers a few hundred years ago.

Compared to this, life in the Flawers capital was primitive to the extreme.

Gaius gnashed his teeth at the foolishness of the people of the past. He was stunned by the magnitude of what they had lost.

As they watched the members of the Flawers knights, their faces filled with remorse at the unbearable truth, the Frontier party exchanged glances.

The Little Person had taken on the task of explaining to them, and they had listened to her story in silence.

She had explained the Forest Master, its origins, and its significance, and that this time it had been revived with the help of the Queen from Frontier's royal capital. She completely concealed the matter of the Golden King and the Master's successor. The presence of Pochiko-san on her shoulder also lent credibility to her story. The royal family of Frontier had a good relationship with the Forest Master and received its blessings.

It was a clever way of putting it. She hid everything inconvenient for their side and made sure to impress upon them, over and over again, only the disadvantages of antagonizing the Forest Master.

The knights were filled with admiration.

"What happens next is up to you. I hope you can make effective use of the revived forest. As long as you don't invade the Master's territory, this place should be safe. Flawers is a country with scarce magic. Treasure what you have now."

With that conclusion, the young child turned on her heel, and Gaius hurriedly called out to her.

"Please wait. You must come to the royal capital."

"Hae?"

Gaius knelt before the Little Person, his eyes pleading as he looked up at her.

"I would like you to repeat what you have just said at the royal castle. We do not fully understand the details. In order to convey this correctly, please."

"Impossible."

The Little Person cut off the dumbfounded Gaius with a single, sharp word.

"One, I only have permission to stay for five days. From both Flawers and Frontier. Two, I can’t tell you anything more than what I’ve already told you. Anything further requires proper negotiations between adults, not me. Three, you must treasure the forest and the Forest Master. If your royal family can’t even understand something that simple, then I see no value in speaking with them. That’s all."

Gaius stood with his mouth agape as the Little Person puffed out her chest, turned her back for good, and headed for the carriage.

She only had three days left. She had heard it was a half-day carriage ride to the nearest town. For now, she wanted to return to the village, explain the situation, and then head to the town right away. She didn't want any extra trouble.

Always and forever, a self-centered Little Person.

"…And that’s why the Forest Master was revived. The greenery has returned to this area, so keep up the good work with the farming. I’ve spoken to Molt, so I’m sure he’ll keep an eye on things. Don’t be surprised if a giant frog shows up, okay?"

The villagers listened to her story, dumbfounded.

"So that’s what that light was."

"We could see it even from here."

"Yes, it was like a sparkling rain of light fell, and in the blink of an eye, the green returned…"

"We are so grateful. So, the Master…"

At that, the people bit their lips.

They had cultivated this desolate land, desperately continuing to farm. If it hadn't been farmland to begin with, they wouldn't have been able to continue for so long. Being near Frontier, and in a location where its residual power could reach, the land was still better off than other places. But even so, their harvest had been decreasing year by year, and they could see nothing but a dwindling future. Just as a vague sense of anxiety had begun to fill people’s hearts, this strange event occurred.

How truly grateful they were.

Among the smiling Frontier party, only the Little Person was looking at the village fields with a slightly pensive expression.

"You know, I was wondering, what do you do for fertilizer? I don’t see a compost pile or smell anything."

"Fertilizer? Um, vegetable scraps from the harvest and leftovers. And maybe weeds that we’ve uprooted and let dry."

Huh?

"We also bring in rich soil from the forest."

The Little Person couldn't help but press her hand to her forehead at the villager's answer.

Oh, dear. I see.

They know that forest soil is fertile and good for growing plants. Related to that, they probably understand things like green manure and leaf mold. But they don’t understand that the creatures of the forest also contribute to the nutrients. It was likely a side effect of the land being so rich with magic hundreds of years ago. If you can get a bountiful harvest without doing anything, there's no need to make any effort. Agriculture by human hands in this world was still in its infancy.

Hmm. Should I teach them, or should I leave it up to them? A catalyst is always necessary for anything.

"You see…"

Choosing her words carefully, Chihiro explained to the villagers.

She told them that animal droppings and carcasses were a part of the forest's nutrients. In fact, you could even say they were the main part. The villagers' eyes widened as if scales were falling from them at her matter-of-fact explanation.

"I think I understand. That’s why the weeds grow so well around the latrines."

"And the chicken coop and the pasture, too. I always thought the grass grew unusually well there. So that’s why."

It seemed the villagers had vaguely sensed it themselves.

Relieved by their understanding expressions, the Little Person nodded deeply.

"Collect the livestock manure and mix it with straw and soil, then let it sit. When it starts to ferment, the surface will turn white. When that happens, mix it well and let it sit again. Make sure to put a roof over it so it doesn't get rained on. If you keep doing that, the bad smell will disappear. When it doesn't smell anymore, the compost is ready."

The villagers listened obediently, nodding and taking notes on paper.

"Is it bad to spread it directly?"

"That's an option, but manure releases gas and heat as it decomposes. That can actually cause the crops to wither."

"I see. So it can cause harm. Then, would it be effective in winter, when the fields can be left alone for a long time?"

"Ah, yes, you can do it then. In fact, by spreading it directly, you can encourage the snow to melt faster."

The room buzzed with a lively question-and-answer session.

The Frontier knights watched with wide eyes.

After a long discussion about agriculture, and asking them to share the information with other farms, the Frontier party departed for a nearby town.

Little did they know that the villagers who saw them off were pressing their hands together as if in prayer, sending their gratitude.

And so, a village was born that worshiped not Frontier, nor Flawers, but the Little Person. Not religion, not loyalty, but worship.

Their watchword was the Little Person. Their doctrine was to treasure the Forest Master.

It was the moment a very simple and straightforward seed of faith popped out of the earth.

"May I ask you something?"

"Hm?"

"Regarding what you said earlier, you seem to be very knowledgeable about agriculture. Where did you learn all that?"

At Dolphen’s question, the Little Person’s shoulders jumped with a giku sound.

A cold sweat trickled down her back as Chihiro tried to think of an excuse.

What should I do? Maybe I got a little too carried away. I can’t exactly say it’s knowledge from a manga from my past life. Hmmm.

Watching the two of them, Adoris let out a bored yawn and threw out a lifeline.

"Does it really matter? It’s the Little Person, after all. It’s a bit late to be surprised by her mysteries, isn't it?"

There it was, the magic phrase. Because she's the Little Person. That settled everything.

Dolphen looked exasperated, but he probably had no intention of probing further. The corner of his mouth was slightly raised.

"Indeed. Well, mysteries are to be expected with Chihiro-sama. It was a bit late for that, wasn't it?"

"Chi-heeero-sama?"

"…"

"Hey, Dolphen, say that again. Didn't you just call Chiihiro by a weird name? Hey."

"Hmm? I have no idea what you're talking about."

It seemed his interest had now shifted to another topic.

Adoris grabbed Dolphen’s shoulder and shook him. Dolphen deftly evaded him.

Chihiro let out a sigh of relief and watched the scene with an amused smile.

I’m really blessed with the people around me. I may have resented God for a moment, but right now, I have nothing but gratitude.

As she swayed with the gata goto of the carriage, the Little Person looked up at the sky from the window.

Thank you. I’m doing great today, too.

With a murmur that no one would hear floating in her mind, the Little Person goes her own way.



		
		
		
			Chapter 34: The Neighboring Forest and the Little Person
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 34

			The Neighboring Forest and the Little Person

			"How did it come to this?"

The Little Person’s eyes narrowed as she surveyed the situation before her.

"That’s… that’s my line."

A phrase she had muttered to herself countless times before was met with an extreme overreaction.

Before the Little Person stood a boy. Or perhaps a young man? A boy of about fifteen or sixteen was standing there. Behind him were the familiar faces of the Flawers knights. All of them were covered in sweat, their legs were shaking, and they were gasping for breath, a strange sight as if they had just run a full sprint.

He glared resentfully at the tilting head of the Little Person and shouted, his pale blue hair flying wildly.

"Why didn’t you come to the royal capital? Why did I have to ride all the way to this remote place?!"

…Thanks for the explanation. Though you left out the subject and a self-introduction.

Apparently, the gentleman before her had ridden his horse all night from the so-called royal capital to get here.

Like I care. What’s that got to do with me? More importantly, don’t go waking up the innkeeper this early in the morning. The sky has only just started to lighten. What a nuisance.

The Little Person and her party were standing in front of an inn in a frontier town. The Frontier delegation had left the farming village the previous day, arrived in this town of Sfarana before dusk, and had stayed the night at an inn as scheduled. The plan was to spend the day sightseeing and return to Frontier tomorrow afternoon.

And yet, here she was, standing here before the night had fully lifted, having been woken up by the innkeeper.

Her sleepiness contributing to her foul mood, the little girl muttered.

"Didn't you explain?"

The Little Person shot a sharp, jirori glare at Gaius and the other Flawers knights standing behind the boy. His eyes darting away, Gaius answered haltingly.

"Well… I did explain, but… he insisted on hearing the story from the princess herself."

"Of course I did. Magic might be revived, right? Isn’t this a huge deal? Why didn’t you bring this thing to the castle?!"

This thing?

A wave of anger, buwari, erupted from the Frontier party. A sharp light glinted in their narrowed eyes, and in an instant, the air was filled with a touch-and-go tension.

Multiple swords rang out with a chaki as they were drawn.

Gaius, noticing this, hurriedly slipped between the boy and the Frontier knights.

"Wait. My deepest apologies. The prince does not yet know the full details. I apologize profusely for his rudeness, so please."

Gaius apologized profusely, almost prostrating himself. The prince, his face a picture of confusion, blinked his eyes.

Sighing and looking up at the heavens, the Little Person decided she had no choice but to make the introductions herself.

"It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Princess Chihiro La Giorge of Frontier. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The young child performed a perfect curtsy and offered her greeting with a blank expression. The so-called prince’s eyes widened, and he looked back and forth between her and Gaius.

"Your Highness the Princess? Huh? Why? This shabbily dressed child?"

The next moment, the corners of the Frontier knights' mouths curled up in a uniformly cruel smile. Before Gaius could stop them, they closed the distance in an instant, a flurry of blades appearing around the prince. At his side, his throat, his feet. The prince gasped as swords were held perfectly still at every point, and a hyu sound escaped his lips.

"Such disrespect toward Chihiro-sama. To be taken so lightly. Frontier has certainly been underestimated, hasn’t it?"

Dolphen glared at Gaius, moving only his eyes. The Flawers knights were speechless, utterly flustered. Though they had more than twice the numbers, the Flawers knights knew that the Frontier knights could use magic and were unable to move. Moreover, the prince was clearly at fault. To openly insult the royalty of another country was the same as declaring war on the spot.

As if to poke at the Frontier knights, who were brimming with a fury that could explode at any moment, a carefree voice came from below.

"That’s enough. Don't be so childish. It’s just the careless words of a child, isn’t it?"

"…Chihiro-sama."

You’re one to talk?

The unspoken words were plain to see in their eyes. Though no one spoke, their eyes said more than words.

Disarmed by the grinning little girl, the Frontier party sheathed their swords, not even trying to hide their reluctance. However, the anger in their eyes had not subsided, and flames still smoldered there.

The prince, who had been frozen in astonishment, was brought back to his senses with a sharp jab to his side from Gaius’s elbow. Understanding the situation he had just witnessed, he quickly bowed his head.

"Though I was unaware, I was terribly rude. I am Marcello de Flawers, the second son of the King of Flawers. It is an honor to meet you."

The Little Person’s eyes crinkled slightly, and she invited Prince Marcello into her room at the inn.

"The royal palace was in an uproar upon receiving the report that magic might be revived…"

With that preface, Marcello explained the situation.

Yesterday afternoon, after the Little Person and her group had departed for this town, a messenger on a fast horse had delivered the news to the Flawers royal palace. The news that the Forest Master had been revived, that greenery was returning to the wilderness, and that they would eventually be able to use magic had thrown the palace into chaos. They wanted to know the details, but they heard that the Frontier delegation planned to visit several border towns before returning home. When they were told that their schedule could not be changed despite being invited to the capital, Prince Marcello had hastily chased after them on a fast horse.

Listening to the explanation, the Little Person looked up at the ceiling, weary.

"There are no more details than what was in the report, probably. With the help of Queen Merda, King Molt’s forest was revived. As a result, the land was filled with magic and the breath of green life was brought forth. That’s all."

Marcello looked thoughtful at the little girl’s flat tone.

"That… is it not possible to move it to another location? To the royal capital, instead of a remote place like this?"

The Frontier party’s eyes widened for a moment at the prince’s hesitant words, then they all wore lukewarm smiles as if to say, "ah," and looked at Marcello with pity.

The prince, oblivious to the pity in their gazes, looked straight at the Little Person.

"Is there a forest around the royal capital?"

"Huh? Um… a little, maybe?"

"Then it’s impossible. A Forest Master cannot live in a forest that is not at least the size of the one in the wilderness."

"That can’t be…"

Marcello was aghast.

In Frontier, this was common sense.

You must not tamper with the forest where a Master dwells.

The forests they lived in were the size of a city. That much space was necessary. Merda’s forest alone covered the royal capital and its surroundings, releasing a vast amount of magic. The size of the forest equaled the range of the magic. The larger the forest, the wider the area it could fill with magic. In essence, it was the size of the faucet. Forcing a Master into a small forest was meaningless. They probably didn't know that.

The Little Person briefly explained this. The members of the Flawers party who heard her explanation once again hung their heads, their faces filled with despair.

"So, as you can see, there is nothing I can do to help. Please convey this to His Majesty the King."

He had no words to reply to the bitter smile of the little girl.

Dejected, Prince Marcello and the Flawers knights trudged out of the inn.

"Really… what a selfish request."

Dolphen spat out, his face twisted as if he had bitten into a bitter bug.

"It can’t be helped. They probably got their hopes up. They thought if it could be done here, maybe it could be done in the capital too."

She could understand how they felt. Everyone dreams. Whether it comes true or not is another matter.

But dreams can come true if you don't give up.

The Little Person smiled a wicked smile.

Her previous world was like that. The efforts of people who didn't give up were not in vain, but were passed on to their descendants, and some dreams were realized over many generations. Like the greening of deserts through modern science, or the story from the late Middle Ages of an old man who created a large forest in a wilderness all by himself. It was a famous story that had even been made into a picture book. The little girl knew it could actually be done.

But she wasn't kind enough to teach them that. Struggle, young man.

If they realize the magnitude of what they have lost and are able to make an effort, their dream will likely come true. If they are willing to try, she might even lend a hand.

With a wicked grin, the Little Person turned back to the Frontier party.

"We’re going sightseeing today. Let’s eat something delicious."

The knights nodded with beaming smiles at the Little Person, who raised her hands and shouted.

That day, the Little Person leisurely toured the city. The Frontier party, accustomed to this, changed into their plain clothes, did not carry their swords, and walked around in casual attire.

The guards for the Little Person, led by Dolphen, were elite knights. As nobles, their true strength lay in magic. Of course, as members of the knight order, they did not neglect their weapons training, but they possessed enough magic and skill that it was no problem for them to walk around unarmed.

The Flawers knights looked on with suspicion at their light, casual attire. The Frontier party gave them a nonchalant glance and followed the little girl.

If the Little Person wished to be inconspicuous, they would grant that wish, while still providing more than adequate protection. They were a group of powerful individuals capable of achieving such an unreasonable feat, but the Little Person of the present did not know that.

Protected by her kind and strong companions, the Little Person is doing well today.
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			"Alright, shall we head home then?"

After a full day of sightseeing and buying souvenirs for everyone, the Little Person climbed into the carriage with a look of pure satisfaction. As befitting a country known for its tools and technology, Flawers was overflowing with all sorts of things, and the finely detailed crafts were particularly eye-catching.

"The goods were magnificent. Embedding glass into pottery to create patterns. I particularly liked that workshop."

Dolphen was all smiles. Beside him, Adoris nodded in agreement.

"The mechanical harps and other instruments were amazing too. It’s simple, but it can play music regardless of skill. The concept is incredible, isn't it?"

Though it was a hand-cranked device, Adoris was fascinated by a tool that could be used even by those with no musical training. The principle was the same as a music box on Earth. A machine would pluck designated strings. Since it lacked the nuances of human touch, it could only play simple tunes, but for someone who couldn’t play at all, it was an astonishing contraption.

"The lamp hoods were pretty too. There was an elaborate playfulness everywhere you looked, it was an interesting city."

Mouse and butterfly motifs hidden under the streetlights. The terracotta pots for plants placed around the city were often adorned with complex patterns, and the Little Person’s eyes were drawn to everything. Cat carvings staring from the shadows of eaves, and openwork carvings covering entire railings. The playful spirit scattered throughout the city, as if to say they were truly enjoying themselves, had something in common with Japanese sensibilities and delighted the Little Person immensely.

"There were even frogs and rabbits hidden in the brickwork of the road. That was a surprise. You couldn't tell up close, but from a distance, it was perfectly clear. I can understand the proud looks on the faces of the townspeople."

It was what you would call trick art on Earth.

That had surprised everyone in the Frontier party. On their way into town, it had been an ordinary staircase and road, but after walking a little further, an elderly woman had called out to them.

"Are you from out of town? Then turn around and have a look."

The Frontier party turned around as the smiling woman suggested. What emerged was the image of a frog and a rabbit facing each other as if in conversation. Not only the road and the stairs, but also the nearby houses had been incorporated into the design with perfectly calculated depictions of feet and tails. The satisfied look on the woman’s face as she watched the stunned and speechless Frontier party was something they would not soon forget.

Watching the passing city with a look of longing, the Little Person felt a touch of nostalgia. The royal capital of Frontier was a perfected European style. It had a foreign feel to it, and the people were filled with a stable, calm atmosphere. But this place had the atmosphere of a developing Europe, brimming with vitality and curiosity. They would try their hand at anything that looked interesting and enjoy it. That playful spirit was similar to the Japan where the Little Person had once lived, and it felt somewhat nostalgic.

"Let’s come back again, all of us."

Adoris and Dolphen smiled and nodded at the Little Person’s innocent words.

However, around that time, a sinister discussion was taking place in the royal capital of Flawers.

"If magic is to be revived, it should be in the royal capital, should it not? Why in such a remote place?"

"They say a Master’s forest is necessary. The Master dwelling in the forest is the source of magic, and if it is healthy, it will fill the surrounding area with magic."

"Do those beasts really possess such power?"

"It is because they do that the greenery was revived in the borderlands, is it not? Look at reality. In fact, Frontier, which treasures its Master's forests, has not lost its magic and is prosperous."

"…..Grrr."

For a long time, Frontier had warned the surrounding countries. To treasure the forests. But the surrounding countries had dismissed Frontier’s words, which they had been crying out for ages. They called it the ramblings of a nation that was falling behind in technological development.

The neighboring countries, which were not on friendly terms with the Forest Masters like Frontier, did not correctly understand the meaning of the legends, even if they had been passed down. Even in Frontier, where the Golden King was born, they understood the relationship between the forest and its Master, but they did not understand the detailed mechanism behind it. It was only because the current generation had Chihiro, with her modern knowledge, that they were able to understand its structure and workings. Therefore, even Frontier did not understand the fact that the forest and its Master were the source of magic, and that without them, magic could not be used, until the surrounding countries actually lost it. The neighboring countries, which had killed their Masters and cleared the forests to build cities, gradually lost their magic and became unable to use it. No one made the connection that this loss, which occurred over nearly a hundred years, was due to the destruction of the forests.

Except for Frontier.

Only when the surrounding countries lost their magic did Frontier finally grasp the situation. And then, they fell silent. In the current state, where the forests and Masters were already lost, there was no point in explaining. In fact, explaining would only give rise to unnecessary jealousy and suspicion.

At the time, Frontier had urged them to treasure the forests. They had heard from the Forest Masters that without the magic of the forests, the rich land would wither. Yet the surrounding countries did not believe them, and they concealed stories and historical facts related to the Forest Masters, calling them groundless fabrications.

From this point on, information about the Forest Masters was intentionally erased. Of course, they could not hide things that were passed down orally.

The neighboring countries, which were keeping pace with technological development, found Frontier, which denied it, to be an eyesore, and Frontier's warnings were taken as a form of harassment and were ignored by everyone.

They were not even allowed to make the pilgrimage of the Golden King, the golden ring was broken, and in the blink of an eye, magic was lost from the world. If only the pilgrimage of the Golden King could have been made, the world would not have fallen into such disarray.

However, humans are a resilient species.

They just had to live normally, just like on Earth. The only difference was that the land was a little harsh to do so.

Why was Arcadia filled with magic? It was a provision from the gods.

For living creatures to inhabit, the world of Arcadia was too harsh. Half of its surface was desert and wilderness. The seas were small, and water was scarce. Yet, life was born even in such a merciless land. The gods watched over these small creatures with affection. But as time passed and humanity was born, the gods thought. As things are, these small ones will not be able to survive. The delicate lives that had sprouted on the dry land.

And so, to guide the young human race, they bestowed wisdom and magic upon the life forms that had existed before humanity. These were the first generation of monsters that would later be called Masters. The bees, frogs, and several other long-lived species became monsters using the wisdom and magic given to them by the gods, and began to enrich the land. They created lakes and forests in the deserts and wilderness, filled the land with green, and created a comfortable environment to protect humanity. In this way, the territories of the monsters were established in each place. They, who were permitted to use the magic of the gods, used the golden magic to gradually teach the innocent humans how to use magic as well.

In the land filled with magic, humans too were born with magic and could use it.

It was a different system from the gods' magic, but the source was the same.

For the humans who could not exchange words, the bees devised writing from the knowledge of the gods and taught it to them. In this way, the bees and humans were able to communicate.

The writing devised by the bees was also transmitted to other monsters, and the humans in the territories of other Masters were also able to communicate.

As a result, the language and writing of Arcadia became common throughout the world. Both the language and the writing were originally things from the knowledge given by the gods, which the Masters used and then adapted for humans. It was a natural outcome.

And so, in the rich world of Arcadia, humanity built nations and the people prospered.

…But that is a story of the past.

In inverse proportion to the development of humanity and their acquisition of knowledge, the gap between them and the Masters deepened, and their interaction waned. The fact that many monsters and beasts thrived on the revitalized land and began to attack people was probably part of the reason. From the Masters' perspective, it was simply the survival of the fittest. It was natural for the weak to become food for the strong. The mission the Masters received from the gods was to maintain a rich land where living things could dwell. As a result, this also led to the protection of humanity.

But humans, creatures of emotion, did not think so. It was easy for them to harbor seeds of doubt.

Why won’t you protect people? Why won’t you defeat the monsters? Aren’t the Masters on the side of humans? Why? Why?

The sprouted seeds of doubt quickly grew branches and leaves, growing into a great tree with a creaking sound.

By the time the Masters noticed the situation, it was already too late, and the hearts of the people had turned away from the forest. They no longer visited the Masters, and in fact, began to pointedly avoid them. The only thing that was passed down was that the Masters were intelligent, extraordinary monsters, and everyone shunned the forest.

Several thousand years passed.

As interaction with humanity faded, the Master side also underwent several generational changes, and no relationship remained between the humans and the Masters.

Except for one. The one who inherited the history of Frontier’s Queen.

The clan of the Queen, the primordial monster, is also a clan of storytellers who record history. They were also creatures who inherited the memories of their ancestors and could not forget.

Being unable to forget is a terrifying thing. The memory of being looked at with a gaze of utter contempt by the humans she had cherished like her own children would return as if it were yesterday, and she would recall it over and over again.

Seeing the Queen shedding tears, hota hota, each time, the gods sent a certain person.

It was a young child not even five years old.

"It’s been a while. Have you been well?"

The Queen’s eyes widened at the sudden appearance of the young child. However, she recognized the child with golden hair and golden eyes.

Several thousand years ago. The first village that was built near the Queen’s forest. He looked exactly like the young man who became the first village chief there. That village had moved far away out of fear of the Queen.

《Sapphard?》

"You remembered me? I’m happy."

We can speak?

Before, they could only communicate through writing.

The Queen, unable to hide her disbelief at this miraculous reunion, was met with the innocent gaze of the young child.

"The gods were worried. So they sent me."

With a broad grin, the young child spoke.

He said that the gods were always watching over the people. The Queen was no exception. To the gods, the Queen was also a precious small life. That cute creature was being disliked and feared without reason, and was crying in loneliness. The Queen was a storyteller who inherited memories because the gods had made her so. It was an ability given to the primordial monster so that they would not repeat the same mistakes. That was what was tormenting the Queen. Therefore, it was the duty of the gods to save her. They would grant her a human with the magic of the gods, so that the Queen would not have to grieve. While they were at it, they would send a human who was close to and understood the Queen. The rest they would leave to human nature.

And so, the one who was sent was Sapphard.

He learned words, writing, the principles of the world, and magic from the Queen, and was the first human to be with her until the moment he died of old age.

《Together again?》

"Yeah, I’ll build a huge country here so you won’t be lonely. Leave it to me!"

The same smile as before.

Ah, that’s right. There were many happy memories. There certainly were.

The smiling Queen and the laughing child looked at each other.

This was the first king of Frontier, the Golden King.

After building a prosperous country with the Queen, he passed the throne to the next generation and traveled the world with the Master who had similarly passed on the title of Queen to her successor.

He did so to convey the Queen's memories, which had already been forgotten by history, to the Masters of other lands.

The Masters, who were connected to the gods, could understand that Sapphard, known as the Golden King, was also connected to the gods in the same way. And they formed a pact. As beings connected to the gods, they would be together as long as life lasted. The pact through the exchange of magic was a coincidence. By exchanging magic, they could always feel each other's presence. It was something close to a simple promise for peace of mind.

It was a miracle that happened the moment they had made a full circle, visiting all the Masters they had sought out.

The golden magic formed a ring, and a pleasant resonance echoed throughout the world. It was a comfortable melody, as if they were being blessed. A light shone down on the two dumbfounded figures, making it look like a scene from a religious painting.

"Amazing, it’s like we’re being blessed by the gods."

《Perhaps we really are.》

The two looked at each other and laughed, though neither knew who started it.

A miraculous event.

Sapphard did not record this in history. He thought it had happened because he was sent by the gods. So that it would not be misinterpreted later, Sapphard took this fact to his grave.

However, he could not have imagined at that time that even after this, a Golden King of Sapphard's blood would be born in Frontier and have a relationship with the Queens. Nor that those children, following the example of Sapphard who had set out on a journey, would make pilgrimages to the Masters of various lands.

"If I knew it would turn out like this, I would have written it down!"

Or so Sapphard was said to have shouted among the gods.

Well, as a result, the absolute destruction of humanity, who had forgotten the blessings of the Masters, was averted. If they lost the Masters, the green land would revert to desert and wilderness. The existence of Frontier, and furthermore, the existence of the Golden King, had stopped that at the last moment.

Finally, humans were beginning to realize what was sustaining them.

Saving and being saved, forgetting and being forgotten. Remembering and being startled, humans wander about in confusion.

What do the gods think, watching such humans in the palm of their hands? However, even in the palm of the gods, the Little Person runs around causing a ruckus.

As if she might jump out of their palm at any moment, the Little Person is doing well today.
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			The Manmaden and the Little Person

			"Sakura!"

"Oh my. Welcome back, young lady."

Upon arriving in the city of Yarmouth, Chihiro headed straight for the Manmaden as soon as she reached her temporary residence. As always, Sakura was out front, beckoning customers. Today’s attire could be described as ancient Egyptian in style. Her ample bosom was covered by a single cloth draped from her neck, and she wore a thin silk garment that was sheer to her upper knees, along with sandals. Barefoot, of course. In their culture, it was normal to go bare-chested, so in a way, this was a modest outfit, but…

Glancing over at the knights, she saw, as expected, a group of men standing there with expressions as if they had just chewed on a whole nest of bitter bugs.

A hahaha. Well, from a Frontier common sense perspective, that’s how they’d react.

"You look beautiful today too. Is that a Middle Eastern style?"

Sakura’s eyes softened as the little girl ran up to her.

"You always know so much. Outlandish outfits are more popular with the gentlemen, you see. Are you here for a meal today?" With a light shrug of her slender shoulders, Sakura offered a bewitching smile. Her thin lips curved into an arc, a truly bewitching sight. The knights, while thinking it indecent, couldn't look away. Sakura possessed that much charm. Above all, they knew the real Sakura. The one in her geisha attire. Their feelings must be complicated, Chihiro thought, glancing at Dolphen and the others, before getting to the point.

"I’m not here for a meal today. I have something to discuss with the owner. Is it possible to buy out Sakura’s contract?"

At the little girl’s words, the surroundings fell silent, shin. The knights’ eyes widened to their limits, and Sakura was dumbfounded.

It was surprising enough that the little girl understood the Manmaden was a brothel, but it was doubly surprising that she even knew how it worked. There were brothels in Frontier, but they didn’t solicit customers as flamboyantly as in Yarmouth. In fact, they had traditions similar to the old-fashioned flower districts, where first-time customers were refused. Unlike the hidden brothels of Frontier, the brothels of Yarmouth were unrestrained.

How much would it be? I don’t know the going rate, but maybe I can afford it if I spend all my money?

To buy a woman. And in the form of a buyout. In a sense, it was human trafficking. However, it was also legal. Debt slaves, criminal slaves, and various others. The primary reason for the frequent kidnappings was the existence of human trafficking. There were people who wanted to buy, and people who wanted to sell. Naturally, it was an established business. There was no legal recourse like in modern times. Even in Frontier, awareness wasn’t that high. It was merely better than medieval times on Earth, and personal debt was one’s own responsibility, regardless of the reason. If you were a victim of kidnapping, it was a different story, but being sold into slavery for monetary reasons was legal. There were no such things as human rights. Once you were bought, you were the same as livestock. A slave was a thing.

Perhaps that was why the temperature around them plummeted as soon as she mentioned a buyout.

"Young lady, who put you up to this?"

Sakura’s eyes narrowed, and her sharp gaze pierced the Little Person.

"Nyah, I just want Sakura for myself. If you come to my house, you can be in charge of the Japanese food staff meals."

The surrounding adults were left speechless by the little girl’s bright smile.

In the end, it’s about food?!

Ignoring the crowd who were all thinking the same thing, the Little Person passed through the doors of the Manmaden to meet the owner.

"I understand your request. However, I’m afraid I cannot accept."

In the reception room she was led to, the Little Person faced a beautiful woman. She introduced herself as Banri and looked at the Little Person with a perplexed gaze. The woman, with her glossy black hair tied up, listlessly smoked a kiseru pipe, and exhaled a puff of purple smoke from her red-painted thin lips like a sigh.

"This is something only the Frontier royal palace knows, but the chefs and geishas here are exiled criminals."

Thinking it would be fine since she was royalty, the owner began to speak of the Manmaden’s secret affairs. The Kilfan Empire, located southwest of Frontier, was a country with many islands surrounding a small continent. Although it took the form of an empire, it was actually a federation formed to protect the small countries on the small islands.

Surprisingly, Kilfan had no Master’s forests and had a culture that had never relied on magic.

Occasionally, someone with high magic power would be born and be able to use magic, but they were very few. The land did not receive the blessings of magic, and it was a country that had spent thousands of years with that as the norm. It had only been in the last few hundred years that they had started to interact with the large continent far away. Although they knew of the existence of magic, Kilfan, where its absence was the norm, took advantage of the chaotic period when the world lost its magic to establish relations with many countries.

"This, for example. It seems to have been a good business. We are still making money from it."

In her hand was a long, thin tube made of wood. Unlike the knights who stared at it curiously, Chihiro instantly identified what it was.

Banri packed a new portion of tobacco into her pipe and slammed the long, thin tube forcefully against the table. A faint wisp of smoke rose from the tube, and an ember had formed on the inner rod of the double-layered tube. A Fire Piston.

It was a simple fire-starting tool that could be made from scraps. As long as you understood the correct principle, anyone could make one. As she used the ember to light her new tobacco, Banri suddenly sensed a different kind of gaze. When she showed this, most people were surprised and would ask to buy it or learn how to make it, but the young child before her, though amazed, was not shocked. In other words, she was surprised that it was here, but not surprised by its existence. It was the gaze of someone who knew what it was.

I see, interesting. She certainly doesn’t seem to be an ordinary child, just as Sakura said. In fact, she resembles those people who visit Kilfan.

She was very curious, but that was a different story for now. Banri continued her explanation.

"My country does not have the death penalty, which is the ultimate punishment. So, we make them cross the sea and earn money for eternity in the world of suffering. This is our ultimate punishment. I cannot sell a prisoner in a cage, even if you ask me to."

Chihiro understood. It was natural to make criminals work to earn money. Managing and operating a prison also cost money. They couldn't use tax money for criminals. The quickest way was to send them to work elsewhere. By lending them out to other places, you could meet supply and demand and easily make money. However, that also gave them a chance to escape, so they probably made them earn money in a way that cut them off from the outside world, like a brothel. In a brothel, it would not be easy to escape. It wouldn’t be strange for there to be strict guards and security. They could create a simple prison without arousing any suspicion from the outside. Moreover, Frontier was an exceptional constitutional state in this world. Identification was required everywhere, and even if they escaped, they could not settle down or find a job. At best, they would be reduced to begging. On the contrary, if they were reported to the authorities, they would end up being pursued by the soldiers who maintained public order. But that was only possible because Frontier was a particularly advanced constitutional state.

"So, there are Kilfan prison brothels all over the world, not just here?"

Would it work in other countries? Surely one or two prisons aren't enough, right?

Chihiro voiced her question.

"…There aren’t. This is the only one."

As if she had hit a sore spot, Banri’s face twisted as if she had bitten into a bitter bug. Then, with a dramatic sigh, she glanced at the knights standing behind the Little Person. Realizing the meaning of her gaze, Chihiro instructed the knights to leave. They protested loudly, but after it was agreed that Pochiko-san and Dolphen would stay, they reluctantly left the room.

"Is this good?"

Banri looked at Dolphen with a fixed gaze, but then nodded with a look of resignation.

"If I don’t explain, you seem like the type to find out the truth on your own. I’d rather just tell you than cause a big scene. But what’s said here is strictly confidential. Got it?"

Banri glared not at the Little Person, but at Dolphen, to make sure he understood. He nodded and looked at Chihiro.

"He will never do anything against my wishes. I guarantee it."

There was not a single shred of doubt in the young child’s sincere eyes.

To already have a subordinate she trusts so completely. What a terrifying young lady.

As if she had made up her mind, Banri told the Little Person a top-secret matter that she hadn’t even told the Frontier royal palace.

It was a simple but complex story.

In short, the people in the Manmaden were nobles whose lives were in danger.

They had many supporters and could be made into figureheads. Or their lineage was too good, and they could be used by existing nobles, or they could be killed out of jealousy. It was a kind of refuge for people with such problems. Since they were sentenced to life imprisonment, hard labor was their duty. There were proper prisons and mines for forced labor in Kilfan. However, if they treated the people here in that way, it would apparently cause a carnival of loyal retainers trying to save them from their hard labor, and on the other hand, assassins trying to eliminate them. Therefore, they were isolated far across the sea in Frontier, a solid constitutional state.

"For people of status, being a servant or a prostitute is plenty of hard labor. Unless they’re truly heinous criminals, a life of retirement here is a fitting punishment. And it makes money."

Different places, different circumstances.

No wonder Sakura and the others had such refined manners. They were also skilled conversationalists and didn’t seem inferior when facing the knights. It made sense if they were originally nobles.

"So, for that reason, a buyout isn’t possible. Sorry about that."

Chihiro nodded obediently at the frowning Banri.

"Okay, I get it. Then I’ll rent."

"Huh? Rental? What’s that?"

Oh? Is that not a concept here? I thought there was some Japanese involvement, but maybe not?

Tilting her head at Banri’s genuinely confused face, the Little Person briefly explained.

"So… you pay money to borrow them? Hmm."

After hearing about the rental system, Banri thought for a moment.

"Sakura is a top earner. She makes five large silver coins a day. Are you saying you’ll pay that?"

This world’s sense of time was no different from Earth’s. A week was ten days, but a month was thirty days. A rough calculation showed that Sakura’s rental fee would be fifteen gold coins a month. Considering the average monthly income for a commoner was seven to eight large silver coins a month, one could understand her exceptional earnings. But in this world, there were always those with more.

"How about a round twenty gold coins? And I’ll take one of the Japanese-style chefs too. I’ll pay ten gold coins for them."

A total of thirty gold coins. That was ten days’ worth of pure profit for this brothel.

Her destination was the royal palace, her employer a princess. It was the safest, most secure workplace imaginable.

Banri, who had been calculating on her mental abacus, threw up her hands in surrender.

"You’ve got me. Very well. Thirty gold coins, including the provision of seasonings and ingredients. Is that acceptable?"

"Yup."

As long as it made money, the brothel didn’t care. It was all pure profit to be sent back to their home country anyway. An increase was more than welcome.

The Little Person had settled the matter directly with money.

When in Rome, do as the Romans do. For her, who earned about a hundred gold coins a month from her Little Person brand sweets and honey, it was not a large sum. Furthermore, she had a public allowance as a princess, and since she didn’t live a life of luxury, the Little Person’s pockets were always warm.

A Japanese person who saves through frugality does not skimp when it counts.

Japanese food, secured!

Like a gem from some game, the Little Person did a strange little dance as she went home. The knights, though their MP hadn’t been drained, felt their energy sap away as they watched her.

Performing a little Bon dance, pyoko pyoko, the Little Person is doing well today.
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			The Wilderness, the Fields, and Kobito-san

			"Whoaaaa, this is amazing."

The next day, the group from Frontier visited the fields owned by the Manmaden. Despite being on the border near a wilderness, a barren land where the blessings of the Forest Master barely reached, seasonal vegetables were growing there with vigor.

"We raise livestock, too. Most of this area was just wasteland, so they told us we could do what we wanted. Looks like my friends got a little carried away."

The produce was also sold in the city of Yarmouth, and Chihiro felt she understood why the empire's brothel, so disliked in Frontier, could operate without issue. A stable supply of agricultural and livestock products. This must be a huge help to the city. Mixed in with them were plants unique to the empire, used in the Manmaden’s distinctive cuisine. Apparently, that was originally the main purpose of these fields, but in response to the city’s requests, they increased their regular crops, resulting in the endless fields before them.

In the distance, she could see something that looked like a ranch.

All you can do is laugh at this.

They were probably creating a rotation, using livestock manure as compost to enrich the fields. It was a bold technique possible only because they had a surplus of wasteland. She had to admire the imperial technology that made it happen. This was proof that with the right knowledge, you could create rich farmland using the same methods as on Earth.

"You should make this your main business and just quit the brothel."

"It’s not that simple. It’s because it’s a brothel, a world of suffering, that they see it as a prison. Just a farm or a ranch would be too lenient a punishment for convicts serving life sentences."

Sakura gazed up at the sky, her eyes seeming to look at something far away.

"Besides," she said. "If there’s a place for women who’ve grown too old to work as prostitutes to labor, they don’t have to be disposed of."

Realizing the meaning behind her words, Kobito-san turned around with a startled look on her face. Sakura nodded and began to speak haltingly. Most of the prisoners brought to the brothel were women, serving not only life sentences but also sentences for other serious crimes. Only those among the nobility who were deemed problematic and deserving of hard labor were sent there. About ten arrived each year, a number that never dwindled. When these women grew old or their earnings declined, they were disposed of to reduce the number of mouths to feed. Children born to them and their clients were raised to be prostitutes if they were girls, but boys were sold to human traffickers around the age of five. Within this ruthlessly efficient system, the expansion of the farm had created a use for the women who had been dismissed and the children who were supposed to be sold off. Free labor. There couldn’t be a more profitable arrangement.

The world is a harsh place. Still, if it saves their lives, I suppose that’s a blessing.

Those raised as slaves from birth do not question their station. In fact, they are brainwashed to the point of taking pride in it. As long as human trafficking exists, this negative cycle will never end. It was a dark part of history that had once existed on Earth, too. As long as slaves were living beings, they could be made to breed and multiply infinitely. Just like livestock. This wouldn't disappear unless people's awareness changed. Even Chihiro, who had only skimmed through historical records in her previous life, understood that.

What could a person do, given no real knowledge, brainwashed only to work in ignorance? For a person indoctrinated to obey their master, believing it to be their true desire, that was happiness. To be blessed with a good master and live a peaceful life. That, too, was a form of happiness.

In fact, even on the brothel’s farm, the elderly who could no longer work were supposed to be disposed of, but their children and grandchildren would plead to work twice as hard and take care of them. These pleas were accepted, and they were allowed to live until they died of old age. This, too, fit the pattern of a master’s tolerance and the slaves’ gratitude. For the slaves whose pleas were accepted, the result was surely a trembling joy at the depth of their master’s compassion.

This is how people become conditioned. Because they don’t know how utterly unreasonable it is.

Someone once said that not knowing is happiness. Someone also said that not knowing is a sin.

Every matter has two opposing sides. Which one is right is something for future historians to decide. All we can do now is bring happiness to those within our reach.

So, let’s live each day to the fullest. Let’s savor it, even just a little, and carefully build up our days.

And that starts with delicious food!!

Sakura stared with a curious expression at Kobito-san, who was energetically giving a thumbs-up, while the knights exchanged wry smiles. They knew all too well that at times like these, Kobito-san’s mind was completely filled with thoughts of food.

"Hey, hey, I want this too!"

".....Are you planning to take every single variety, root and all?"

Kobito-san ran around the orchard.

My, my, this really is a huge farm. In fact, isn’t this their real business?

The fruit trees planted there included apples, oranges, and grapes, which were popular in Frontier, as well as peaches, apricots, cherries, mandarins, and even strawberries. Not wild strawberries like raspberries or vine strawberries, but the kind that grew low to the ground and spread with runners.

How could I not be fired up by this!

"Nyaaaah, it’s the right season for them! Whoaaaa, amazing, they’re real strawberries!"

Lining a stone wall were strawberries planted in three tiers. Bright red, glossy fruits hung in clusters. The sight made even the knights’ eyes widen.

"Are these strawberries? They’re so big."

Kobito-san nodded her head at high speed.

"They’re super yummy! Fresh, or as jam, they’re just so, so good!"

The little girl gently stroked a runner that had taken root in the soil, then glanced furtively at Banri. Banri sighed at the obvious gaze and, with a furrowed brow, signaled her consent. Instantly, Kobito-san’s smile lit up like a sunbeam. It was an exchange of gestures the knights didn't understand.

Taking that as her cue, Kobito-san requested one fruit tree after another that looked suitable for cuttings or grafting. With a slightly exasperated look, Banri selected some good-looking new branches for her.

"Just make sure you don’t propagate these too much, okay? We’ll lose our advantage here."

These were likely an important trading commodity. Kobito-san nodded with a look of understanding.

"I’ll only plant them in my garden at the palace. I won’t give them to anyone else. I promise."

Banri was perplexed by the little girl's beaming smile.

Why do I find myself believing what this little child says?

It was the same yesterday. She had no intention of revealing top-secret matters, yet she had spoken. As she faced this child, she was struck by an inexplicable sense of urgency. Those golden eyes seemed to see through everything. If she didn't speak now, this child would surely find the answer on her own. In that process, many people would get involved, and the empire's atrocities would be exposed to the world. She wanted to prevent that at all costs. This brothel was the last refuge for women unjustly condemned. She absolutely could not lose this place. Fortunately, the farm was running smoothly, and they had built good relationships with Frontier and the city of Yarmouth. The brothel was self-sufficient, no longer needing to import alcohol or seasonings from their home country. She had to protect the Manmaden, which had in a sense become an extraterritorial part of the empire.

Because that country is warped.

It was a fact she had only come to understand after living in Frontier for so long.

And now, Her Highness the Princess had involved herself with the Manmaden. Banri, who had schemed to win her over, was aware that she herself was the one who had been won over instead. For some reason, she couldn't defy her. For some reason, there was a strange sense of relief. In the presence of this little child.

It was a mysterious feeling.

There is nothing to worry about. You can trust her. She could feel that sense of reassurance from this little girl. She, the brothel master, the very personification of a wicked human being.

She was responsive, and if you made a concession, she would offer the treatment you desired. She took care to ensure that neither side would suffer a loss. The delicate and considerate exchange was comforting. She had never felt this way before.

Banri tilted her head at the strange sensation, but for Kobito-san, who was familiar with more modern negotiation tactics, this was a normal approach. Win-win. A negotiation where both parties benefit is more easily accepted. That was common sense.

In a medieval world where it was normal for superiors to simply issue orders to their subordinates, the negotiation style used by Kobito-san was both unique and captivating. She treated both sides as equals and showed consideration. That simple act held extraordinary value in this world.

There was no need for cheats from modern knowledge. All that was needed was for Kobito-san to be herself. Her respect for others, without her even realizing it, drew in everyone she dealt with.

Unconsciously, Kobito-san was the strongest. This became a quiet rumor among people with complicated pasts, spreading throughout the world.

"Well then, take care. I’m counting on you to look after Sakura, young lady."

The next day, having gained Sakura and a cook, the group from Frontier departed from Yarmouth. Sakura rode in the carriage, while the cook rode his own horse.

Kobito-san trotted over to Banri, who had come to see them off, and whispered softly.

"Is Sakura’s name, by any chance, from a plant?"

"Well, I figured you knew. You knew about cherries, after all."

Kobito-san had run up to a fruit tree whose blossoms had fallen, leaving small green fruits, shouting that they were cherries. If she knew all the other fruit trees, she would surely understand the origin of Sakura’s name.

"Then, is Banri the kanji for ten thousand and the ri for village?"

"That’s right. Just like you."

"I see. Well, see you later, Banri."

The little child waved her small, maple-leaf hand and trotted back to the carriage. Watching her, Banri felt an indescribable emotion. A strange child she had met in a remote place, exiled from her own country. A peculiar princess who knew kanji and had a name written in kanji. For a time, she had suspected she might be related to the imperial nobility, but there wasn't a hint of that. Her free-spirited way of going about things was refreshing to watch, and she couldn't help but sympathize with those around her who were surely being led on a merry chase. However, in truth, it seemed that those around her, herself included, were enjoying being led on that chase.

"Truly. A mysterious person."

The murmur that escaped with a full smile was not caught by anyone's ear, but tumbled into a corner of Yarmouth and vanished.

Innocently invincible is Kobito-san.

Running here and there, Kobito-san is full of energy today too.♪
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			"Can I hear about the Sakura Empire?"

"The Empire?"

Inside the rattling carriage, Kobito-san’s eyes sparkled as she scooted closer to Sakura. Gazing at the cute little girl nodding enthusiastically, Sakura glanced at the two men sitting opposite them.

The Red-haired Man shrugged as if to say it couldn't be helped, while the other man turned his sullen face toward the window.

So it’s not welcome. What should I do?

It seemed they disliked the empire. And for good reason. The empire had launched wars against Frontier many times in the past. The most recent one was about a hundred years ago. The Kilfan Empire was located in the center of a small cluster of islands faintly visible to the south of Frontier. Although separated by sea, the countries were close, if you could call it that. Naturally, their fishing territories sometimes overlapped, and after a series of hostile actions, the Kilfan side ignited the flames of war.

However, the result was a crushing defeat. They lost battle after battle. They were beaten to a pulp.

Kilfan had received aid from neighboring countries with which it had diplomatic ties, but they were no match for the soldiers of Frontier, who controlled fire, commanded water, and rode the wind. Without even a chance to cross swords, Kilfan’s ships were reduced to seaweed at the bottom of the ocean. Such battles were repeated several times over several hundred years, and it was only a few decades ago that Kilfan finally bent the knee. The memory was still fresh. The Frontier side agreed to peace without any post-war conditions or negotiations. The Kilfan Empire had expected to be demanded a large sum in reparations, but they were left speechless when they heard the truth. Frontier had apparently suffered no losses at all. In fact, they were even told with a gentle smile that it had been good combat training.

The long war that the Kilfan Empire had waged with all its might had been nothing more than a complete farce.

It was only a fierce, multi-century battle from Kilfan's perspective. For Frontier, it was merely like a routine rotation, where they simply sank ships while testing out various tactics.

So that’s why they never pursued us.

The Kilfan Empire had wondered why Frontier, which was winning every battle, never attempted a landing on their shores, but when the truth came out, it was simple. They just weren't being taken seriously at all.

From this point on, a deep, irreparable crack formed between Kilfan and Frontier. It was one-sided, with Kilfan coming to despise Frontier, but Frontier, which did establish diplomatic relations, also could not feel any goodwill toward Kilfan’s culture and customs.

Hearing this, Kobito-san tilted her head.

"Culture and customs are just part of a country’s character, right? Why would that be? Why would you care about something like that?"

In place of Sakura, who furrowed her brow with an indescribable expression, Dolphen answered in a low, resentful voice. He seemed to hesitate for a moment, wondering whether to speak, but the person before him was not the child she appeared to be. If he didn't tell her, she would likely figure out the truth on her own. It wasn't a topic for a child, but it couldn't be helped.

"Those people brought slaves. Not the debt slaves or criminal slaves we have here. They put chains on women of high birth, in a state of near nakedness... and calling them tribute, they made them crawl on all fours through the palace."

At his contemptuous murmur, Kobito-san was also stunned. From Sakura's and the others' clothing, she had thought it must be a free-spirited culture, but she never imagined it went that far.

To enslave those of high status. That, apparently, was the symbol of power in the empire. For the empire, it must have been the greatest possible gift, but in Frontier, a country governed by law that valued its women, it was met with nothing but scorn. Furthermore, Kilfan, exhausted by the long war, was unable to procure money or goods, and to save face, they even brought an imperial princess as tribute. It must have been an effective use for one of their many princesses. The princess, dressed in a single layer of thin silk so sheer you could see through it, knelt before the King of Frontier. But that act touched a raw nerve among the nobles of Frontier. They were outraged at the thought of treating the bloodline of a sovereign, who should be protected and served, with such disrespect.

From Kilfan's perspective, having their greatest tribute belittled sent them into a rage.

Here, a decisive rift was born, and the two countries ended up signing a non-aggression pact instead of a peace treaty.

Kobito-san nodded as if she understood.

"So that’s why you said at the beginning that it was a country with strong male-chauvinistic tendencies."

"It’s a story I heard from my grandfather, but even as a child it made me sick to my stomach."

Watching Dolphen chew on a bitter pill, Chihiro pondered with a strange expression.

Well, I’ll be. It's a country that truly sees women as nothing more than objects. It's so extreme, in a way, I'm almost impressed.

It would never be compatible with Frontier, where the prevailing sentiment is that women are to be cherished, served, and adored.

Thinking that far, Kobito-san suddenly had a realization.

Could it be that Frontier accepted the Manmaden in order to create a refuge for such women? Sakura had said there was no death penalty in the empire. Did that mean that not being able to die was equivalent to a living hell being prepared for them?

Something far worse than mere prostitution... It was possible. Otherwise, there was no way Frontier would permit a brothel that so thoroughly disrupted public morals.

This might be a deep rabbit hole. I'll ask Romel when I get back.

"Well, there are all kinds of countries, I guess."

Faced with the nodding little girl, the three adults didn't know what kind of expression to make.

"...That young master won’t be here again, will he?"

"Probably...?"

On the way, the Frontier group stopped at the Kininaru Ki rest area. They looked around nervously, and upon confirming there were no noble-like carriages, they breathed a sigh of relief.

"Young master?"

"There’s a kid who just pops up whenever we’re eating."

Kobito-san answered Sakura, who was looking quizzically at the wary knights, with a wry smile.

"Oh? He must be quite fated to meet you."

No, thank you.

At Sakura's innocent smile, Kobito-san’s teeth were set on edge.

Adoris, hastily preparing lunch, made diced bonito steak. He sautéed some rapeseed blossoms, served them alongside grilled turnips, and made an onion sauce with sake and soy sauce, which he poured over the steak. The fragrant smell of scorched soy sauce filled the air.

It was a scent that violently stimulated the appetite, and not only the Frontier party but also the people nearby held their breath. Ignoring them, the group began to eat.

"Yum! Adoris, this is seriously delicious!"

"It is delicious. The outside is crisp, yet the inside is plump and tender. Above all, this sauce pairs with it phenomenally."

"This is the bonito we gave you, right? The first bonito of the season doesn't have much fat, but this isn't dry at all. It's delicious."

Everyone from Kobito-san to Dolphen to Sakura praised it. Adoris narrowed his eyes bashfully.

"At the end, I cover it, steam it quickly, then take it off the heat and let it cook through with the residual heat. It’s the same with meat or eggs, if you overcook them, they get tough."

I see. Mogyu mogyu, Kobito-san chewed her food, completely satisfied. The slight bitterness of the turnips and rapeseed blossoms was also nostalgic. This was a dish that could use just a little bit of mustard. Kobito-san, who was not a child on the inside, was fine with both wasabi and mustard. She made a slightly disappointed face at the lack of it. Just then, something small, like a tea scoop, passed through her field of vision.

"This is it, right?"

Beside her was Sakura with a beaming smile. She had scooped some powdered mustard from a small container and put it on Kobito-san’s plate.

You’re the best!

Their tastes were nearly identical, after all. She must have known what was missing. Adoris watched Kobito-san eat with delight and asked Sakura.

"What is that?"

"Powdered mustard. In Frontier, you could say it’s the powder version of unadjusted mustard."

"Mustard? That?"

The container in Sakura’s hand held an ocher-colored powder. It bore no resemblance to the bright yellow, creamy mustard they were familiar with.

"If you mix this with lukewarm water, it’ll become the mustard you know. It doesn’t have sake or vinegar in it, though, and it’s very spicy."

Adoris took a little on his palm and licked it. Then, his face scrunched up.

"Spicy! Chihiro, isn’t this too spicy?"

"Well, of course it’s spicy if you lick it straight. You just sprinkle a tiny bit."

Doing as he was told, Adoris sprinkled a little on his rapeseed blossoms. He then cautiously brought it to his mouth.

"Ah... delicious."

"See?"

The sharp spiciness that shot through his nose was a perfect match for the faint bitterness of the rapeseed blossoms, creating a delicious aftertaste that lingered.

Truly, being with Chihiro, there was never a shortage of new discoveries.

Adoris watched the happily eating Kobito-san with a smile and prayed from the bottom of his heart that this bliss would last forever.

After finishing their cheerful lunch and relaxing for a while, Kobito-san and her group set off for the royal capital. And just as they left, a luxurious black carriage pulled in.

"You’re kidding..."

"That was a close call."

"It’s like he’s targeting us..."

"Don’t say that."

The escort knights muttered something under their breath.

The members inside the carriage, unaware of the carriage they had just passed, tilted their heads at the murmurs from outside.

Ignorance is bliss, as the saying from Earth goes.

The carriage of a certain count entered the rest area just as the Frontier party was leaving. The young master who emerged from it reacted to the lingering smell of cooking around the hearth and searched frantically for its source.

After asking around extensively, it was discovered that the people who had cooked the meal had already left, and the young master supposedly threw a massive tantrum.

Both parties were lucky not to have met.

Kobito-san was satisfied with the nostalgic food.

She gracefully avoided even the coincidence that would have disturbed her, and without realizing it, had luck on her side. And so, Kobito-san is full of energy today too.♪
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			"............."

"I’m home?"

Upon arriving at the outer wall of the royal palace, Kobito-san was escorted to Romel’s office without even having time to go home. The king’s younger brother, sitting there, stared with fixed, damp eyes at the Kilfan person standing behind Kobito-san. In Arcadia, where Caucasians made up the majority of the population, the yellow-skinned people of the empire were a rarity. Ivory skin and lustrous black hair. Obsidian-like eyes and thin lips. Over the past few hundred years, interaction with other countries had progressed, and Kilfan, too, had become predominantly mixed-race. And yet, the person standing before him now was a pure-blooded Kilfan native. The flat features and slanted eyes were the unmistakable symbols of an imperial native.

Which means, she is.......

"I received the report by fast horse. But why... why do you have to bring back problems so quickly?"

"Huh?"

Kobito-san had no idea what was going on.

"It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time. My name is Sakura Hiwatari Kilfan. I look forward to our acquaintance."

Sakura, dressed casually in a cotton kimono with a half-width sash, greeted him gracefully. Not with a curtsy, but with a normal bow.

Kilfan? Huh?

Only the one who sits at the pinnacle of the country, and their successor, can attach the country's name to their own.

Which means.......

Sakura glanced mischievously at Kobito-san, who was staring blankly with wide, round eyes, and stuck out her tongue slightly from between her thin lips.

"Surprised? I’m an imperial princess, you know. For now, at least."

In the room where even the knights were speechless, only Romel, who knew the situation, held his head in his hands and groaned.

"The current emperor doesn’t have any children?"

"That's right. So they can’t afford to lose me, his younger sister and second in line, so they’ve locked me up in the brothel. If the succession passes to another relative, I could be assassinated. I thought I had renounced my claim, but due to their circumstances, it seems it remains as is."

Once she explained, the story was simple.

In short, it all started when the previous emperor, on his deathbed, named Sakura as his successor, and her enraged older brother, the crown prince, tried to kill her. However, besides the emperor’s siblings, they were the only two in the direct line. In the empire, which had repeated a history of bloody usurpations, the only family with the correct ancestral blood was the emperor's own bloodline. This was because successive emperors had slaughtered those close to the throne. The others had become mixed-race, and in a sense, the yellow-skinned people were a rare breed. They couldn't let that bloodline die out with this generation, so the emperor, noticing that a female emperor could take multiple husbands and leave children, named her as his successor. In the empire, with its strong discrimination against women, a pure-blooded imperial woman could only be born into the emperor’s bloodline. As is common with noble families, repeated inbreeding had resulted in the problem of few women being born into the imperial family. Sakura was born into such a situation. It was inevitable that the men, led by the emperor, would look at her with changed eyes, seeing her as a womb that could preserve the pure-blooded imperial line.

The emperor’s brothers, and their children. Even her own brother was no exception.

If they could get Sakura pregnant and have her bear a child, the emperor’s throne would automatically fall into their laps.

Men who truly saw women as nothing more than objects.

Due to matters of the imperial succession, Sakura was about to be forced into marriage with her older brother, the crown prince. She fled from that mire, devoid of any ethical sense, slapped her brother with a notice of abdication, and with the help of her supporters, reached Frontier. She knew of the Manmaden's existence and used the fact that Frontier was a country governed by law with the power to repel Kilfan to secure her peace.

That was about seven years ago, she said.

It was a tremendous story.

"Well, I’ll be. You’ve been through a lot, Sakura."

Stroked by a small hand that showed genuine sympathy, Sakura’s face couldn’t help but break into a smile.

"They won’t lay a hand on me as long as I’m in the Manmaden. I’m sure that was unexpected for them, too."

Indeed. The empire had not expected the Manmaden to become such a powerful, extraterritorial entity.

They only realized it recently.

When the Manmaden gained acceptance in Frontier, built good relations, and established self-sufficiency, no longer needing aid from its home country. Only then did the empire realize that the balance of power had shifted. But they couldn't withdraw either. The foreign currency earned by the Manmaden was too attractive. With the profits from the farm and ranch included, it was over a thousand gold coins a year. Unwilling to lose this, the empire had no choice but to continue sending women and maintaining the Manmaden. They couldn't use force against Frontier, with which they had a non-aggression pact, so Sakura's situation was tacitly accepted.

"We’ve been getting requests for her extradition to the palace, you know. They’re just a formality, but. We’ve been able to feign ignorance until now. .....Why did you have to bring her out?"

In front of Romel, who looked utterly weary, was Kobito-san with her hands clasped together as if in prayer.

"I’m so, so sorry! I didn’t know, though I know that’s no excuse!"

The little girl apologized to Romel with a desperate expression, looking as if she were about to perform a full prostration. Sakura, watching this with a smile, threw her a lifeline.

"I kept quiet about it too. Don’t be so angry with her. Besides, they shouldn’t be asking for my return right now."

"Huh?" Romel and Kobito-san both looked at Sakura. Sakura nodded and continued her explanation.

"I only heard this from the girls who arrived recently."

So saying, Sakura spoke of the events that were likely happening in the empire right now. It was a story that confirmed a suspicion Chihiro had held for some time.

For a long time, people called "seekers" had appeared in the empire.

Whether on the imperial mainland or the surrounding islands. In any case, these seekers, who appeared every few decades, were polite, possessed a great deal of knowledge and technology, and enriched the empire. The seekers were also all yellow-skinned, and their language was the same as the empire’s. In Kilfan, which still lacked the power to cross the sea, they apparently said strange things, like they had traveled back in time, or were people from the future. However, once Kilfan began to cross the sea, the reactions of the visiting seekers changed. They were surprised by the existence of magic, grew indignant about why Kilfan had no magic, and began to behave arrogantly. And another such seeker had recently appeared.

"Seekers are always welcomed into the imperial family. The one who appeared this time is a man, so if I were to return, he would automatically become emperor. My brother wouldn’t be able to stand that."

That's why Sakura had left the Manmaden as well. "Even if I said I was returning to the country, they would just turn me away, for now," she said, laughing dryly.

A person of the same yellow race who was not a close relative. This was what had always reset the emperor’s bloodline, which was why, despite repeating so much inbreeding, the only negative effect had been that women were difficult to bear.

Unless Sakura's brother, the current emperor, gave up on her and had a child with another woman, he risked being ousted from the throne. As long as the emperor had no children, Sakura's claim to the succession would not be lost. That would implicitly give an opportunity to those who wished for the seeker to become emperor.

Seeker. An Isekai transfer.

Kobito-san gazed into the air with a suspicious look.

She herself was reincarnated here. It wouldn’t be strange if transfers happened too. And from the sound of it, the visiting seekers were Japanese. The existence of these continuous visitors. Had that created the Kilfan Empire of today? But only around the empire, wasn't that too convenient? She felt there was some kind of intention behind it.

Furthermore... the Kilfan Empire itself was......

This is in Merda’s domain.

Kobito-san nodded repeatedly with a solemn expression.

Little did she know that the eyes of Romel watching her were murky and stagnant.

"Was it alright to tell them that story, Sakura?"

"It’s fine. You all won’t leak it to the outside, right? Besides, it’s not like it’s a secret. It’s just that Kilfan has sparse dealings with other countries, but it’s something every citizen knows."

I see.

So it's something that can be found out if one tries to investigate. Other countries probably know and are turning a blind eye. It's someone else's problem, after all. As long as it doesn't inconvenience them, it's none of their business.

There was no way Frontier, the country most likely to be inconvenienced, would be unaware of the situation in its volatile neighboring country. Today's story merely confirmed it.

"Then, shall we hear the story from Merda?"

"Merda?"

Chihiro took the puzzled Sakura with her and they boarded the carriage again. With a flustered Dolphen in tow, she headed straight for the forest.

At the baron’s mansion, a bear-like father was pacing the entrance, waiting anxiously, but the single-minded Kobito-san had completely forgotten.

"Merda, I’m home!"

Faster than the little girl’s high-pitched voice could rise, a large shadow circled overhead. A human-sized honeybee appeared with a gust of wind, turning Sakura’s face pale. She had been surprised by Pochiko-san, but this was beyond surprise, it was freezing.

《Welcome back. Thank you for saving the King’s forest.》

Kobito-san looked at the smiling Merda with a serious gaze and asked.

"Merda, you’ve inherited the memories from the first generation, right? Do you also know about the Kilfan Empire?"

Merda's old tales that she had heard when they formed the pact. The story of the founding king, Sapphard, and Merda. When asked why she had the same name as her past master, she explained that it was because of the memories inherited continuously from the first generation. She also inherited the name as the storyteller of history.

The forests and their masters had existed since before humans were born. If Merda was the storyteller of history, wouldn't she know the circumstances of the Kilfan Empire? Merda seemed to let her gaze wander for a moment, but then quickly seemed to give up and opened her mouth with a sigh. Through her thoughts, that is.

《I cannot say much. Only that that country was something that was not.》

"Something that was not?"

《It is a seed that the gods sowed when they realized their mistake.》

"A seed?"

Merda’s answer was abstract.

According to her, several thousand years ago, around the time the various countries began to take shape as nations. Suddenly, the continent of the aforementioned Kilfan Empire appeared. On the small continent, about the size of Shikoku, there were several villages, inhabited by people with black hair and yellow skin. Merda sent out her children on reconnaissance to confirm the full extent of the small continent.

Were they new beloved children of the gods? Just as Merda was wondering if she should guide them as well, the gods, who had not descended once since giving magic and wisdom in the past, came down to her.

That is a gift from another. You must not meddle with it.

The gods said. We received an island and its people who were fated to die in another world. No forest is needed there. No master is needed. Magic is not necessary. The ones who should guide them, we will receive from the same world, those who are fated to die. We made a great mistake. This is a seed to correct it. You all shall protect the forest, and be at peace.

So saying, the two gods were absorbed into the heavens.

"Those fated to die... a seed to correct a mistake."

So Kilfan is a country the gods prepared for the Japanese. "Fated to die" means people who were destined to die, and they’re getting them from the gods of Earth.

It wasn't just involvement. It was a whole country of Japanese people, hahaha.......

What do they plan to do, creating another world within another world? I don’t understand. Something is nagging at me, but it's too vague to grasp.

Moreover, its location made it impossible to interfere with the people here until the last few hundred years when they became able to cross the sea. It’s obvious they were isolating the empire.

And then, suddenly, Chihiro's eyes widened.

"You’re talking about the empire, right? What about the surrounding islands?"

《Those too were brought by the gods.》

According to her, they also received islands that were scheduled to sink, or be lost to disasters.

Scheduled... I wish they’d at least say fated. To the gods, it’s probably no different from administrative work, but it’s too devoid of emotion.

So they took land and lives that were to be lost on Earth and transplanted them here. I mostly get it. Though I still can’t read their intentions.

Is it like the gods' miniature garden? No, if they said they sowed a seed, there must be some purpose. What was the mistake the gods made? That the masters were lost and the forests withered? No, that was a much later story, right?

"By the way, if a master is away from the forest for even a day, the forest withers, right? There should be magic, so why is that?"

《Because this forest is a forest created by the gods. Without a master to supply the golden magic, it cannot be maintained.》

That was a bolt from the blue.

So what you’re saying is, the master’s forest is different from other forests, it’s a forest created by the gods? In a way, this place is also the gods’ miniature garden. Do the gods here like gardening? We might get along.

Huh? But, does that mean......

Kobito-san scooped up some soil from her feet into her palm and tried to channel magic into it. Instantly, grass sprouted, and a small tree budded.

"Wha??"

Dolphen, speechless, stared at the little girl who had let out a strange sound. Sakura, equally wide-eyed, stood frozen.

Merda murmured with a triumphant look.

《That is the true power of the Golden King. The one who connects worlds and creates forests. When the Golden Ring is complete, please grant me a new forest.》

Merda, grinning slyly, looked like a demon.

Forcing the corners of her twitching mouth, Kobito-san also murmured. When she stopped the magic, the plants in her palm immediately withered and died.

"Gag order..... keep this a secret, okay....."

I see, so the first Golden King founded the prosperous Frontier with this power. A cheat ability at this stage, it’s meaningless, gods!! And this thing withers without golden magic, right? A power that can only create a forest for the exclusive use of a master, who benefits from that? Oh... the master benefits.

For now, Kobito-san handed the egg she received from Molt to Merda, and began the journey home with a rather mixed feeling.

Kobito-san trudged along, her carriage moving slowly.

She didn't know yet of the future that awaited her, where she would be clung to by a withered, bear-like father who had grown tired of waiting, and wouldn't even be allowed to stand on the floor.
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			"Chihirooooo!!"

"I’m home, Papa."

Drago scooped up the little girl running towards him and burst into tears. He had heard she was back, but she had been summoned by His Highness the King’s brother, so Chihiro was nowhere to be seen, and the knights had only brought her luggage. Well, she had gone to inspect another country as the Golden King, so it couldn't be helped that her report came first. Yes.

Drago was a grown man, after all. He understood that much.

However, no matter how long he waited, Chihiro did not return. Gripped by a simmering impatience, he had thought about storming the palace how many times. Forcing himself to be patient, Drago was pacing the entrance when Adoris arrived. He had brought the ingredients entrusted to him by Kobito-san, and seeing Drago standing there like a guardian statue, he blinked his eyes.

"What are you doing, Head Chef?"

"Where’s Chihiro?"

"Oh, a small problem came up, so she went to see Merda."

"Whaaaat??"

Drago stared at Adoris as he handed the luggage to Naya, and his shoulders slumped dejectedly. Adoris gave a wry smile at the obviously crestfallen bear-like father and looked towards the palace’s outer wall.

Come back soon, Chihiro. The Head Chef is going to wither away too.

Adoris told the wilting Drago stories of their journey as they waited for Chihiro’s return together.

And now, here they were. Drago, having cried his eyes out, held Chihiro and looked content.

"I bought this in a town called Sfarana. See, the mesh is finer and it looks sturdier than the one at the palace, right?"

"Ah, this is good. With this, we could make even smoother creams and pastes."

A strainer, molds, a thread knife. Kitchen utensils different from those at the palace, full of playful charm. The molds even included animal shapes and plant motifs, things not usually seen in Frontier. A very pleased Kobito-san and a very cheerful Drago. Unpacking the many other souvenirs she had bought, Chihiro diligently sorted them.

This is for Romel. This is for the King and the others. This is for the princes... huh?

After a moment of silence, the color drained from Chihiro’s face.

"I forgot to get something for the consorts....."

The First Consort and the Second Consort. I completely forgot. I mean, those two have such little presence. This is bad, what should I do!!

Sakura patted the flustered Chihiro on the shoulder.

"The consorts are ladies, right? How about this?"

What Sakura produced was an ornament made of braided cord. On the back, a piece of fabric was attached like a belt, and it came with a special pin and clasp. It was a versatile accessory that could be used as a brooch or a hair ornament. Sakura said she had several of the same item.

"This has a foreign feel, and it’s an item sold in Yarmouth, so it wouldn’t be strange as a souvenir."

She handed over an item in an unopened box and smiled brightly.

Help from the heavens!

Chihiro gratefully accepted it and patted her chest in relief. Drago, who had been watching the two interact from right in front of them, was struck by a strange feeling. Chihiro being innocent was normal, but even taking that into account, she had no sense of caution at all. Chihiro was a clever child. She looked innocent, but she was actually very wary. She was always observing her surroundings. Now, she was no longer wary of Drago and the others, but in the beginning, she had maintained a certain distance.

Is this okay? Am I safe up to this point?

The little girl’s probing attitude had been so heart-wrenching that Drago had forgiven her everything and given her everything. As a result, it was as if Drago was the one who had been given many things, but whether that had been effective or not, Chihiro's wariness had disappeared.

Drago remembered the time Chihiro brought her over.

"Her name is Sakura. I don’t have a lady-in-waiting or personal attendant yet, right? I was thinking of having her do it."

"A pleasure to meet you. My name is Sakura. I look forward to our acquaintance."

At the sudden proposal, Drago’s eyes widened.

Lady-in-waiting and personal attendant. It had been decided that the palace would provide them, but they were for the palace exclusively, and they had none at their home. Sasha was at the house, but she managed the household with Naya. She couldn't be with Chihiro twenty-four seven, so in the end, only Pochiko-san and Dolphen were with her as close attendants. One might say Pochiko-san shouldn’t be counted, but the honeybee, connected by thought even if she couldn't speak, would prepare what Kobito-san needed before she even said it. She would buzz around, bringing tea, fetching cushions, and when Kobito-san took off her shoes to climb onto the sofa, the cute little honeybee would busily arrange the shoes underneath it. To the people of the palace who were charmed by her diligent figure, Pochiko-san was already Chihiro's personal attendant. Chihiro herself adored Pochiko-san, and there was no room for anyone to come between the two who were always together. Moreover, she was an exceptionally strong magical beast. Her main duty was protection, but she was a talented individual who could also handle chores and provide comfort.

However, a proper lady-in-waiting was also necessary. It was fine now while she was still young, but as she grew, having a magical beast as an attendant could lead to inconvenient situations.

Therefore, having a woman who got along so well with Chihiro was a blessing.

Chihiro was wary of the women in the palace. Wary, or rather, she seemed to dislike them and avoided them. Well, it wasn't just the women, she didn't frequent the palace itself much, but aside from that, it looked bad for someone of her status as a princess to be accompanied only by a man and a magical beast. In the castle and the castle town, people might not mind, accepting it because it was Kobito-san, but when she traveled far like this time, or began to attend ceremonies and official duties as royalty, she would be seen by those who did not know her.

The world is not a kind place.

If a princess had any shortcomings, they would seize the opportunity to criticize and curse her. Drago did not want his beloved daughter to walk such a thorny path.

So, Sakura’s presence was a blessing. She would be able to provide the support that he and Romel, as men, could not.

But still.

Drago cast a sharp glance at the two smiling affectionately at each other.

Something feels off. Sakura is a fine woman. Chihiro is fond of her too.

But when you’re with Papa, look at Papa, Chihirooo!

He didn't say it out loud, of course, but still Drago held Chihiro tight and paced around, this way and that. Pochiko-san, unable to watch any longer, flew onto the back of Drago’s head and patted it, teshi teshi, but he did not put Chihiro down.

The sight of a jealous father was heartwarming, and everyone around them wore wry smiles.

That deep affection was embarrassing, and Kobito-san’s face relaxed into a grin. She snuggled against Drago’s beard, hugged his neck tightly, and whispered.

"I was lonely. Let’s sleep together tonight."

Drago’s eyes widened slightly, and he patted her small back.

"Yeah, me too. Really... really, I was lone...ly..."

Drago began to sob again. He couldn't stay like this forever. But for now, it would be allowed. Drago was filled with emotion at the sight of the healthy and chubby Kobito-san who had grown so well. In his eyes, the image of Kobito-san when they first met was always superimposed.

A child with sooty, vacant eyes.

A child who was wary, observing him.

A child who slowly, slowly approached and looked up at him with a silly grin.

It was so heart-wrenching that he had picked her up, held her tight, and poured all his affection into her.

The time of a small child is short. So, let’s live happily in the now. So that when Chihiro grows up and is tired, and suffering, and looks back on the past. So that she can smile and face forward, let’s create lots of happy, warm memories for her.

A small, maple-leaf hand patted Drago’s head as he sniffled. Feeling blissful, he wiped his tears and grinned broadly.

Ah, really. I want to give her so much, but I'm the one who's always receiving. Happiness is not addition, it is multiplication.

Their feelings for each other multiply, and that is sprinkled onto those around them, a chain that never stops.

Crying, getting jealous, laughing.

Stacking up small happinesses. Kobito-san is full of energy today too.♪



		
		
		
			Chapter 41: The Forest of the Sea and Kobito-san
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 41

			The Forest of the Sea and Kobito-san

			"Um, what?"

"Yeah, I get it, but it’s reality."

Three days after returning from Flawers.

Right now, Kobito-san was riding in a carriage with Romel. Apparently, a ship from the empire had arrived in Gesbelista to the south. The royal palace, receiving the news by fast horse, immediately abducted Kobito-san and headed for Gesbelista.

Needless to say, the roar of a reluctant Drago echoed through the baron's mansion. By now, Mugita, the son of Molt the frog who had decided to make the garden pond his home, was probably comforting him. By the way, Mugita came from Molt = Oomugi (Barley) = Mugita, another example of Kobito-san's unfortunately named creations.

"Why, though? Aren’t we non-aggressive and supposed to ignore each other?"

"They can come as long as they follow the procedures. Just like Sakura-san here."

Oh, right.

Inside the carriage were Kobito-san, Sakura beside her, and Romel and Dolphen opposite them. After being stuffed into the carriage without any explanation, Romel had finally started to explain the reason.

According to the news from the fast horse that arrived this morning, two ships flying the imperial flag had arrived at the port of Gesbelista. Gesbelista, a city in the south of Frontier, was a major port city. With its abundant seafood and rich farmlands, it was Frontier's breadbasket. It also cultivated many spices, and it was a region that had made Kobito-san drool when she was studying geography.

The purpose of the docked Kilfan ships was said to be Sakura, so the royal palace, having received a request for her entry permit to Yarmouth, decided to send her to Gesbelista by carriage along with her master, since she was now Chihiro's lady-in-waiting. This way, Kilfan could save the trouble of travel, and Frontier could avoid letting unwelcome guests into the country. It was about a day and a half from the royal capital to Gesbelista.

Leaving aside the empire's intentions, I'm interested in Gesbelista. I'll buy lots of fish.

Despite the tense atmosphere in the carriage, Kobito-san was thinking about carefree things.

"As long as we bring Lady Sakura back, you can become emperor. Make sure there are no mistakes."

"I know. We have to do something about that terrible country. I wonder what the Japanese people of the past were doing."

In a large inn in Gesbelista, a dozen or so men were holding a secret meeting. Most of them, with black hair and black eyes, nodded to each other with solemn faces.

"Since I began visiting Frontier, the scales have fallen from my eyes. A truly beautiful woman is one who suits a smile. The heartfelt smiles that the women of Kilfan lack are so beautiful. Our country is wrong."

"If Lady Sakura becomes empress, or Lord Katsumi becomes emperor, revising the laws will be easy."

"My time is only twenty years. It's better to have Sakura-san do her best. Since it was distorted over a long period of time, if we don't correct it over a long period of time, there's no telling where distortions will occur."

The young man called Katsumi murmured with a slight frown. In Arcadia, where the higher the status, the longer one's hair tended to be, he was a young man with short-cropped hair despite his fine appearance. He was remembering the story of the gods he had met when he came to this world.

"Where am I...?"

Katsumi, who should have been in the intensive care unit of a hospital, found himself surrounded by deep green trees, as if in a forest. The trees grew so thick that the sky was not visible. Before the stunned young man, two bolts of lightning struck with a sharp sound. From them appeared a humanoid light. The dazzlingly shining golden light spoke to Katsumi.

We shall grant you, who are dying, twenty years of time. In return, we want you to give your skills and knowledge to the world of our beloved children.

The gods of an unknown world declared this to Katsumi, who was bedridden with a terrible illness and did not know if he would see tomorrow.

So that means I'm going to die soon?

Katsumi looked at his own hands. His body was thin and frail, so much so that even an IV couldn't support it. He didn't think he could be of any use even if he was given a new lifespan of twenty years with such a body.

As if seeing through his thoughts, when the gods waved their fingers, Katsumi's emaciated, skeletal body instantly transformed. A solid frame and moderately muscled, healthy body. The ideal physique that Katsumi had once envisioned was there.

"This is... thank you. Are you giving me a new life?"

The gods nodded and looked at Katsumi as if for confirmation.

Only twenty years would be given. That was the limit to which they could bend the fate of one destined to die and keep them alive. We sincerely hope that you will weave a world together with our beloved children.

An isekai transfer, huh?

Katsumi, who had been bedridden since birth, had many things he wanted to do. He had dreamed and despaired, but still, unable to give up, he had immersed himself in the world of books. That was about to come true. The things he wanted to do were as numerous as the stars. For the gods, it might be only twenty years, but for a human... no, for Katsumi, those twenty years held immeasurable value.

"I'll do it. If you'll let me live even a little longer, I'll do anything."

A resolute light dwelled in his jet-black eyes.

How many times had the gods seen such eyes?

At first, everyone had acted in accordance with the gods' wishes. They had laughed and suffered with their beloved children, bringing many blessings to the land of Arcadia. However, as the twenty-year time limit approached, the recent seekers had started to become strange.

Until about a thousand years ago, it wasn't like that.

They would live out the lives they were given and even express their gratitude to the gods before ending their planned lives. When did that start to change? Around the time they learned that there was magic in the world of Arcadia, the seekers' attitudes began to change.

The subtleties of human emotion were incomprehensible to the gods.

A seeker once every fifty years or so. The last one had said strange things. Like, wasn't there a bonus for an isekai transfer, or give me a cheat ability. "Hmm?" The gods tilted their heads, and while clicking his tongue, he had accepted a new life and departed for Arcadia.

Katsumi, before them now, was different from him, with honest eyes. The kind of eyes unique to the people of the land of Wa, sparkling with hope, that they had seen before.

Slightly relieved, the gods sent Katsumi to Kilfan.

What the gods did not understand. The terror of one's own death approaching moment by moment. People are not so strong as to be able to devote themselves to the limit of their lives. A few hundred years ago, there may have been many with such strong mental fortitude, but for modern people, who are even called the glass generation, it is an impossible task. Because they have a little knowledge, the fear of death inflates whether they like it or not. That created friction, and as a result of the seekers of the last few generations committing atrocities, Kilfan became warped.

The weakness of humans, which is difficult for the gods to understand.

The seed sown to correct the gods' mistake is in the process of making a new mistake, but that is also the way of the world. It should be humans who correct the mistakes made by humans.

It is outside the scope of the gods.

"So this is Gesbelista. It's a beautiful land."

After stopping for one night on the way, Kobito-san and her group had entered Gesbelista. A scenic port city. The rich farmland that spread out before it was a magnificent sight. Coincidentally, it was now the planting season. Every field was overflowing with people, diligently working.

Come to think of it, isn't there a master's forest here too?

Remembering that Dolphen had once said there was a master's forest in the southern Gesbelista, Kobito-san turned her gaze to him.

"Dolphen, where about is the master's forest?"

"Ah, it's in the sea."

"Pardon?"

At the casually spoken words, Kobito-san's eyes widened.

In the sea? Huh? Is it a coral reef or something? Or a forest of kelp?

Dolphen and Romel let out a small laugh at the blinking Kobito-san.

"Your guess is half right, probably. It's a coral reef. Just one that is far vaster and larger than you can imagine."

According to them, this was the very origin of the war between Kilfan and Frontier. A massive coral reef located to the west of Frontier and Kilfan. Frontier, which had protected this reef for generations, clashed with Kilfan, which sought to harm it. That coral could be made into brilliant ornaments and furnishings was the same in Arcadia. Kilfan, having set its sights on this, sent its ships to obtain the vast blessings of the sea. However, it was still a master's forest. Many magical beasts lived there, and their counterattacks assailed Kilfan's ships. But Kilfan, in order to seal the magical beasts' attacks, went so far as to create large explosives, sink them into the coral reef, and detonate them. Frontier, which had intended to overlook it if it were just gathering or hunting, could not remain silent about this. They confronted them head-on, asking what they thought they were doing trying to destroy a master's forest.

The result was Kilfan's crushing defeat, but for Frontier, it was merely protecting their own waters, so their sense of it being a war was weak. In Arcadia, there was little consciousness of drawing lines in the vast sea, and there was only a vague recognition that the area visible to the eye was one's own territorial waters. The massive coral reef adjacent to the southwest of Frontier was, for all intents and purposes, Frontier's waters.

I see. Their fishing grounds overlap, and the coral reef is monopolized by Frontier, so it would certainly be frustrating for Kilfan. The sea is wide, but coral reefs are rare. It must be frustrating to have a mountain of treasure before your eyes and be told to stay away.

For Kobito-san, Kilfan itself was a mountain of treasure, but value is different for everyone.

Chihiro, casually thinking that she might as well make a pact with the master here, was incapable of sensing the filth of desire that awaited her.

Unaware of the malice that awaited, Kobito-san played with Pochiko-san. The Frontier party watched her with a smile.
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			"We are telling you that we will protect her!!"

"And I’m asking if you can prove that!!"

The men versus a little girl, shouting at each other.

How did it come to this?

Like Kobito-san, Romel conjured the words he had imagined countless times in the past, a dry smile on his face.

The incident began about half an hour ago. Upon arriving in Gesbelista, Kobito-san’s party headed to the inn where the Kilfan people were staying, and after meeting up, they visited the fishery guild. The fishery guild and the agricultural guild governed Gesbelista. Closely tied to daily life, they held power and possessed their own dedicated buildings. Borrowing one of the soundproof conference rooms, Romel took the lead, and discussions with the Kilfan delegation began.

"Actually, Lord Katsumi here is from another world. He is a human from another world who shares the blood of our ancestors, and he has come to Arcadia at the invitation of the gods."

He had heard the information, but to think he would actually meet one. Romel’s eyes widened slightly as he looked at the young man introduced as an otherworlder. He looked to be in his mid-twenties. For a yellow-skinned Kilfan person, he was a man with surprisingly pale skin. His short hair, so unusual for a commoner, gave him an air of good breeding, and he had a gentle demeanor.

"If Lady Sakura returns and marries Lord Katsumi, we can eradicate the evil customs of our country. Many of our citizens wish for this. We implore you."

The men pleaded earnestly. Romel was also aware of Kilfan’s internal situation. All laws favored men, and there were no laws to help women. In fact, they were all such that they stripped women of all their rights, leaving them with no way to live but to be subservient to men.

Women who obeyed like dolls. The men trying to save them did not seem like villains. This was Kilfan’s problem, not something Frontier could interfere in. It should be discussed between the parties involved.

As if to encourage discussion, Romel turned his gaze to Sakura. However, there Romel saw something unpleasant. The corners of the mouth of Kobito-san, sitting next to Sakura, were raised in the most cynical way possible. Her narrowed eyes were shining brightly, as if flames were about to erupt from them.

Huh? Why?

Before the bewildered Romel, Kobito-san’s smile deepened into something sinister, and the battle of words began.

With a look of resignation, Romel leaned back deep into the sofa, and as if taking his place, the little girl next to Sakura leaned forward.

"Huh?" The Kilfan people wore blank expressions. Ignoring them, Kobito-san asked in a bright, cute voice.

"Have you received permission from His Majesty the Emperor?"

"...Originally, Lady Sakura was designated as the next emperor. We are merely correcting a path that has been bent."

"That’s not an answer. No matter how much you bend the rules, the supreme authority in Kilfan right now is His Majesty the Emperor, right? Do you really think you can get away with defying him? Are you that naive?"

"This has nothing to do with you..."

"It has everything to do with me, you fool!!"

Abandoning the sharp probing, Kobito-san screamed.

She had heard the general gist of it from Sakura. That her brother, the emperor, actually wanted to kill her. That he wanted to possess Sakura to legitimize his own position. That he feared his throne would be taken and did not want Sakura to return, lest she marry the seeker.

Spilling all of this out, Kobito-san glared at the Kilfan delegation.

"What do you plan to do, dragging Sakura into a country with nothing but dangerous situations! Can that otherworlder person even protect Sakura?!"

All but one of the Kilfan people stared at the little girl with faces as if they had bitten into a bitter bug. Why was she so knowledgeable about Kilfan’s internal affairs? They intended to protect her, but when asked if they could protect her, they could not say for certain.

Chihiro knew that as well.

They were likely supporters of that Japanese person, Katsumi. If something were to happen, they would abandon Sakura to protect Katsumi. Therefore, they could not say out loud that they would protect Sakura to the end. She would credit them for not speaking a falsehood at a crucial moment, but there was no way she could hand over someone important entrusted to her to such people.

"Sakura is an important person entrusted to me by Banri of the Manmaden. To me, she is the same as family. I have no intention of sending her to a place where there is even a shred of danger. Do you understand?"

Katsumi glanced at the grinning, malevolent Kobito-san with eyes as if looking at something impossible.

Before him was a small child. Were the infants here so eloquent? She looks three or four at most, right? In Japan, she should be at an age where she’s playing at kindergarten.

Katsumi was momentarily speechless, but he soon realized that his thinking was wrong. Because the other Kilfan people around him were also speechless.

In other words, the current situation was not normal.

And conversely, the people from Frontier and Sakura did not move at all. It seemed they felt no sense of strangeness in this. For them, this was probably their daily life.

Katsumi, who had been able to do nothing but read and surf the internet all day in a hospital bed. His vague suspicion quickly turned to conviction.

"Are you a reincarnator?"

"...I don’t know what you’re talking about, but don’t try to change the subject. I won’t hand over Sakura!"

Despite saying she didn't know, she didn't seem to question it either. This was a hit.

While being irritated by the smirking Katsumi, Kobito-san stood her ground without yielding an inch.

And so, the story returns to the beginning.

"We will protect her with all our might!!"

"Can you protect her? From the emperor?"

"We will risk our lives, it will be alright!"

"And after your lives are spent? It won’t be alright at all, will it?"

For every argument she made, he had a counterargument.

With eyes that looked ready to snap, the Kilfan delegation looked at Sakura.

"We would like to hear Lady Sakura’s opinion! As a member of the royal family, and as a fellow woman, do you not wish to save your people?!"

Sakura, who had been silently observing the entire exchange, let out a long sigh and spoke.

"What has the royal family ever done for me until now?"

Staring at the frozen Kilfan people, Sakura continued to speak.

"What have the people... what has Kilfan ever done for me?"

A cold light floated in her sharp eyes. At those emotionless eyes, a chill ran down the spines of the Kilfan delegation.

"It’s not that I resent them. That’s just how the country was. But I’m not such a good person as to give handouts to a country and family to which I have no duty or debt."

From a young age, Sakura had been exposed to the lewd gazes of men as the only womb in the direct line. Some of them had even touched her directly, and her days were filled with what would be considered traumatic incidents in modern times. The only salvation was that her father, the emperor, had died before Sakura reached the age of marriage. Commoners and nobles would force themselves on women regardless of age, but even they couldn't lay hands on a direct-line imperial princess without marriage. If her father, the emperor, had been alive, she would have been made his bride. The thought alone was horrifying. It was her foster brother, who had been with her since birth, who saved Sakura from her sturdy birdcage. He adored Sakura, and before she could be broken, he used his few connections to establish a link to Frontier. Taking advantage of the chaotic gap during the emperor’s passing, they crossed over to Frontier together and headed for the Manmaden.

It was only for a short time, but finally, quiet yet happy days had arrived. Sakura accepted his feelings, and the two became lovers.

A new life was supposed to begin in a land where status and country didn't matter.

But at the Manmaden they reached, he was later killed.

It seemed Sakura was spared, but he, a lower-ranking noble, was not. By the Kilfan inspector who regularly visited the Manmaden, he was cut down in a single stroke. Even Banri could not stop the inspector’s tyranny. She was doing her best to protect the prostitutes who were no longer of use and their children. It couldn’t be helped.

Sakura would not forget. The humiliation and sorrow that Kilfan had given her.

It was the powerful people of Kilfan who had done it.

"Conversely, I would like to ask. Why? Why must I devote myself to Kilfan?!"

She did not resent them, but her hatred would not fade.

Even if she degraded herself to a prostitute, her one true love was him. Frontier, where he slept, was Sakura’s place.

The Kilfan people’s mouths moved as if they were hyperventilating. Among them, who were looking at her with disbelief, only Katsumi looked at Sakura with cold eyes.

"It seems the answer has been given. In that case, would you please leave?"

Romel smiled his most exquisite smile and looked at the men before him.

"This is... impossible, why? Is it not Lady Sakura’s homeland? Are you saying you will abandon it?"

To the man who tried to struggle further, Sakura replied with a smile of unparalleled grace.

"Homeland? Abandon? Who is doing which? If you’re saying that with the understanding of my current situation as a prostitute at the Manmaden, you have some impressive nerve."

Checkmate.

They must have been well aware of the circumstances of her escape to Frontier. And the aftermath. Yet they still tried to force a sacrifice upon her. It seemed they were not quite that villainous. But still, they had thought she would sympathize. That precisely because she was a woman who had suffered terribly, she would lend her strength to save other women.

They were naive. Sakura had completely separated herself from Kilfan.

Romel felt a faint sense of kinship with the dejected Kilfan delegation.

They’re so similar. Sakura is just like Kobito-san.

An event from just a few months ago crossed his mind. Chihiro had also cast aside the royal family in the same way. It felt kind of nostalgic. Would Kobito-san become a woman like Sakura when she grew up?

Romel felt a shiver of dread at the sight of the woman standing tall before him.

No, no, no, that would be bad. If Chihiro became like this, my older brother would burst into tears. Give me a break!

Ignoring Romel, who was covered in goosebumps, Kobito-san and Sakura looked at each other and shared a fearless smile. Seeing that defiant expression, the Frontier party’s lips curved upwards, while the men of Kilfan cast their eyes down in despair.

With Frontier’s unstoppable force raging in the room, Kobito-san is in top form today too.♪
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			"There should be a request for Lady Sakura’s return to Frontier!"

"There is, from His Majesty the Emperor. Shall we inquire with His Majesty? Including the matter of your visit."

"ーーーーーーーー!!"

The imperial native was at a loss for words, having been hit with a sharp retort. Romel had a supremely dark smile.

When it comes to political maneuvering, no one can beat Romel.

Kobito-san chuckled.

They could no longer even put up a struggle. They, who had come to overthrow the emperor, had been ensnared by Frontier, along with their ambitions.

But such things were not on Frontier’s radar. In fact, they were annoying and irrelevant.

"There’s no need to confirm with His Majesty, though. Because Sakura is here. Sakura is Chihiro’s lady-in-waiting, so she is staying at the royal palace. Please feel free to come at any time. We will welcome you with all our might."

Romel’s grinning smile did not reach his eyes. A sharp thorn was hidden in his words. Come if you dare, we will be your opponent. That this was no bluff was something Kilfan, which had suffered so many defeats, knew best. Frontier had been hesitant to accept the imperial princess’s asylum until now, but now that Kobito-san was involved, they were all in this together. They couldn't accept her into Frontier proper, so formally, they had her belong to the Manmaden and had dodged the return requests, but if Kobito-san wished for it, they had no objections.

They had formally prepared to accept the imperial princess. This, they had not told Kobito-san.

Because she did not doubt.

She did not doubt that the royal palace would help Sakura. In that case, they must respond to that trust with all their might.

While thinking so, Romel’s eyes looked a little distant.

Even if the royal palace didn't help, she would probably manage on her own anyway, that child. If that happened, the adults would lose all face. Really.

Besides, the atmosphere of the royal palace itself had changed. Frontier, which had been half-heartedly waiting and seeing until now, had recently begun to actively engage with neighboring countries. The Golden King had appeared, the pilgrimage had begun, and naturally, groundwork with various countries became necessary. Very few countries had a master's forest. If they did, it was in a place like a deep forest very close to the frontier, or a wilderness or desert. To make a pilgrimage to such places, the cooperation of nearby countries was essential. To facilitate this, the current Frontier was diligently engaged in diplomacy.

Well, except for Kilfan, that is.

Romel narrowed his eyes as he looked at the dispirited and gloomy men.

The area around the continent where the empire was located was mostly vast sea. It was splendidly on the outskirts of the world, and even if one were to make a large circle around the frontier from Frontier, it would be outside that ring. There was no master's forest, and unless Chihiro newly moved a master, it would be outside the range of the Golden Ring. And since it wasn't included in the Golden Ring, moving a master was also impossible. A land where the revival of magic was absolutely hopeless. That was the Kilfan Empire.

With that, the discussion seemed to be over, and the Frontier party stood up.

However, there was someone who put a stop to that.

Katsumi, who had been observing from the sidelines, slightly apart from the Kilfan group. He raised his hand lightly, stood up, and tilted his head slightly to look at Romel.

"Can I come with you?"

Huh?

The Frontier party and the Kilfan men all wore the same questioning expression. Katsumi gave a wry smile and turned his gaze to Sakura with a bashful look.

"We still don’t know anything about each other, and it’s natural to be rejected when marriage is suddenly brought up. So how about we try to meet in the middle and exchange ideas?"

"You think you can win me over?"

"Hmm? How should I put it. I’ve only been here for about two years, and I only know Kilfan, so I want to see the world. Fortunately, I hear Frontier is a safe country, so would it be alright if I imposed for a little while?"

The otherworlder smiled with a charming grin.

The Frontier side felt a rather complicated emotion.

Saying that they would be staying at this inn for a while and to think about it, Katsumi and the Kilfan men left the room. Dolphen, watching them go with a suspicious look, muttered resentfully.

"What a familiar fellow. Lady Chihiro, please be careful."

"He’s a bit of a different breed. The two who came before were awfully arrogant and unpleasant men."

She was probably talking about the previous seekers. They had apparently died when Sakura was a child, but they were lecherous and dissolute, having many wives and laying hands on any female servant they could. Since there was no direct-line imperial princess of a suitable age, they did not become emperor, and they themselves had refused, saying it was too much trouble. Still, they were rare pure-blooded Japanese. They were close to many of the imperial family members and had taken their daughters as wives, so they had a certain amount of influence. They had lamented the injustice of Kilfan having no magic while its neighboring country did, but they had shown Kilfan how to use magic effectively. Freeze sterilization and preservation with ice magic tools. Turbine-style wind power generation using wind magic tools. They had taught various other useful technologies, but Sakura remembered their abysmal personality, which was worse than minus, more.

"Come to think of it, the frequency of seekers has increased recently. A few hundred years ago, it was about once every hundred years, but now they come every few decades."

Sakura’s words caught Kobito-san’s attention, and she asked for an explanation.

And upon asking further, it seemed that until about a thousand years ago, the seekers had come in large numbers. Groups of several dozen were normal, and the largest was several hundred. The most recent large group was about a hundred years ago, appearing in a large metal ship. A large number of men dressed in similar uniforms had landed on a small island near Kilfan from the immobilized ship and had come to Kilfan via that country. Hearing that, Kobito-san’s face tensed.

Could that be... the Japanese Navy?

Ahhhh, so that’s it!!

Chihiro finally understood. If that precarious era had slid into this world, it was possible to swing from one extreme to another.

During the war. Conscription had gathered many people from all over the country as soldiers. The corps, made up of a motley crew, would have included people from many professions. Farmers, poultry farmers, livestock farmers, and other specialized technicians, all gathered in one place in a merciless era.

One of those ships visited Kilfan.

An immobilized ship probably meant it was a ship fated to be sunk. If something like that had come, she could understand Kilfan’s disjointedness. Once every hundred years or so meant it was like modern times suddenly arriving in the Edo period. Before they could learn and understand the knowledge, the seekers’ lifespans would run out. As a result, superficial knowledge and the legacy of the seekers, the actual objects, remained. The destruction of the coral reef was that. If it was a wartime ship, it should have had ten or twenty naval mines or torpedoes. As long as they knew how to use them, they could probably make them explode on their own.

An infant who had only traced the surface of modern civilization. That was Kilfan.

Moreover, at that time, professional women were just starting to emerge. The tendency for male chauvinism was strong, and it was an era where women were not let outside. It wasn’t that women were being demeaned, but there was just the ancient pattern of men working outside, earning a living, and women protecting the home and supporting the men. After that, probably seekers with poor personalities came one after another and distorted the pattern of male chauvinism.

Kilfan was a group of amateurs who had been given the answer without knowing the process. It must have been easy to go astray.

The roots are deep. Isn’t it impossible to correct this?

But it was certain that Japanese knowledge had been passed down to Kilfan. Over its long history, there were certainly skills they had made their own. Sakura and the others’ kimonos, the Manmaden’s farm and ranch. Japanese food and ingredients that had been correctly inherited, and so on. Remembering these things, Kobito-san pondered.

If things continue as they are, the future of the Kilfan Empire is endlessly dark. It could collapse from within, leading to a bloody civil war and turning into a burnt field. Even if it was from a hundred years ago, they had modern weapons. And if it was a den of barbaric men, a glorious death for the motherland was also possible.

It’s too much of a waste to abandon it. Isn’t there something that can be done?

The Frontier party looked suspiciously at the serious-faced Kobito-san. No one would have thought that she was calculating in her head a plan to save Japanese food and its ingredients.

While indignant at the gods’ unfortunate choice of people, all she could think about was food.

No matter the time, she was a laid-back Kobito-san whose fundamentals never wavered.♪
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			"Katsumi-sama. What in the world do you intend to do?"

"Hm? Just what I said. I'm going to do my best to get along with Sakura-san. Causing trouble with Frontier would be a bad move, wouldn't it?"

After returning to the inn, the people from the Empire and Katsumi discussed what to do next. Simply demanding Sakura's return would not get her back, nor would Sakura herself likely agree. Therefore, they had to explain the circumstances behind their desire for her to return, and they broadly explained their intention to oppose the current emperor.

For the people, for the country, and to save its many women. With Sakura, a direct descendant of the imperial family, and Katsumi, a pure-blooded Japanese person, it would not be difficult to oust the current emperor. Many nobles of good conscience were already on their side. If they were to act, it had to be now.

The long war with Frontier, spanning hundreds of years, had not been meaningless. From the brides they had welcomed from neighboring countries, they had learned the common sense of the world. They learned of the foolishness of mistreating only women, treating them like livestock. That was nothing to be proud of. It was a barbaric practice worthy of contempt.

Katsumi-sama, the new person they had sought, had told them the same thing. Such a culture did not exist even in the Japan of a thousand years ago. It seemed they had been laboring under a grand misunderstanding for many years.

Half of the brides returned to their homelands within a few years, and the terrible discrimination against women within Kilfan became known to other nations. Though other countries had at first praised Kilfan's civilization for not relying on magic, they now maintained only formal relations.

Frontier, a nation of law renowned throughout the world, was the exact opposite of Kilfan. The fact that their close neighbor was such a country only highlighted the Empire's own depravity.

The previous people they had sought were individuals who had only made the Empire more arrogant, but Katsumi-sama was different. He was a calm, intelligent man with a gentle demeanor, much like a person from Frontier. It was an ancient custom for a sought person to be welcomed into the imperial family. He would be welcomed by the nobles and the common people alike. The fact that they had Princess Sakura, a woman of marriageable age, seemed nothing short of divine providence.

This was a once in a lifetime chance.

It was a unique opportunity to overturn the Kilfan Empire from its very foundations. They could not let it slip away.

However, the cornerstone of this plan was Sakura-sama. The long held reverence for the imperial family was deeply rooted, and it would be easier for the people to accept Sakura-sama as empress, with less friction, than for Katsumi-sama to become emperor. The level of trust in a new emperor would be completely different as well. Though they understood that the sought ones were Japanese, the ancestors of the Empire's people, they were in the end visitors from elsewhere. It would likely be difficult to accept one with unquestioning obedience.

That was why they had to have Sakura-sama, no matter what.

Katsumi looked at the Kilfan men with their solemn faces and offered a faint smile.

"Haste makes waste, you know. I still have more than a decade. Let's take our time."

His innocent smile calmed the men's hearts.

That's right, being hot-blooded was a bad habit of Kilfan. How many blunders had they made because of it?

"Well, let's try a few things. First, we need to get a proper understanding of Frontier."

The Kilfan men nodded deeply at Katsumi's words.

However, things were about to take a turn for the bizarre. This was Kobito-san quality for you.

"We'll go to Kilfan."

The young girl's nonchalant declaration made the Kilfan men's faces freeze. Katsumi's did as well. The Kobito-san glanced up at them and smiled innocently.

"What's wrong? You wanted Sakura to come back, right? If we're with her, Sakura will be with her. No problem, right?"

No, there's a huge problem with that!!

It was a moment when the feelings of every single person present were in perfect alignment.

Looking at the stunned Imperial contingent, Romel sighed inwardly and recalled the conversation from the previous night.

The night after their meeting with the Kilfan men, the Kobito-san had gathered everyone from Frontier and made a declaration.

"I think I'll go to Kilfan."

The little girl said it as if it were nothing. It was with such casualness, as if she were just going shopping nearby, that Romel almost nodded in agreement, but he managed to hold himself back.

"How did we arrive at this conclusion, I wonder?"

Romel wanted to praise himself for managing a smile, even if it was a dark one. He hoped they would forgive the twitching corner of his mouth.

"Because they won't give up, you know? Probably. I wouldn't recommend letting 'that' into Frontier, though."

Everyone present understood what the Kobito-san meant by 'that'. It was undoubtedly the otherworlder called Katsumi. The young man who had seemed the calmest among them. But at the same time, the people of Frontier had seen through him as a cunning and untrustworthy person.

While Frontier was technologically inferior to other nations, its application of what it had was outstanding. It was a flexible country, sensitive to the subtleties of human nature, and adept at deflecting the medieval emotional arguments thrown at it from other countries. In Arcadia, where brute courage was rampant, it was a nation that had built a unique culture of its own. It was an advanced nation that had polished its inner self. Polished so much, in fact, that it was like a den of demons. Their society was one where you would be ridiculed if you could not grasp the unspoken meaning in witty verbal spars and reply appropriately. Their diplomacy, which made full use of these skills, was second to none.

In other words, deft wordplay was their specialty.

Among the Frontier party, even Dolphen, who might be considered a meathead, held a strong suspicion of Katsumi. It was probably something close to hating one's own kind. In the eyes of the young man with the gentle smile, they had sensitively perceived a faint light of amusement.

"Well, yes. That was definitely the face of someone enjoying himself. He's toying with them, isn't he. The Kilfan men."

"That boy seems a little twisted, I think. In a different way than the Empire. He feels unstable, like he's all over the place."

"Ah. I think I know what you mean. There's this instability, like he's given up and nothing matters."

The speakers were Romel, Sakura, and Adoris, in that order. Dolphen just nodded slightly, a bitter look on his face. Each of them had offered a rather accurate analysis of Katsumi based on his appearance and words. The Kobito-san was momentarily wide eyed, but if they understood that much, it would be easier to explain. With a grin, the little girl told them of her scheme.

"...Are you serious?"

"No, that's... But is there any other way? Hmmm, for now, I suppose I should consult His Majesty."

"This child is always thinking up reckless plans. What will you do if you fail?"

This time, the speakers were Dolphen, Romel, and Sakura. Adoris was silent, a distant look in his eyes.

And so, the Frontier party's secret meeting ended. The next day, they would head to the royal capital, taking the Kilfan men with them. This was because the Kobito-san and her friends needed to prepare for their journey to Kilfan. Until then, they decided to welcome Katsumi and the others as guests of honor.

They couldn't let them out of their sight, after all.

On the smirking Kobito-san's shoulder, Pochiko-san stared intently at Katsumi.

"So this is the city of Lumiere. What a beautiful place."

On their way back to the capital, the Kobito-san took a slight detour to visit Lumiere, a city located west of Gesperista. Lumiere, which jutted out into the sea much like the Boso Peninsula, was surrounded by coral reefs. No matter which way one approached, it offered a scenic ocean view. The buildings were predominantly whitish, giving it a strong Mediterranean feel. The temperature was higher than in the capital. Though spring had not yet fully arrived, the summer like weather brought a faint sheen of sweat to the skin. A vast coral reef stretched from the city's edge far out to sea. This was the Forest of the Master.

Even though it's only about a two day carriage ride from the capital, the climate changes quite a bit.

As the Kobito-san looked around curiously, something caught her eye. It was a round fruit crowned with spiky leaves. There was no way the Kobito-san would miss its distinctive silhouette.

"A pineapple field!!"

Uwaaa, that's right, Merda said on my birthday that she brought them from the south. ...Wait a minute.

A disagreeable thought occurred to the Kobito-san. The pineapples she had served everyone at the baronial family's party. Where had they come from? She stared at Pochiko-san, but Pochiko-san just tilted her head and acted charming.

Kuh! You're cute, but! Could it be you borrowed them without permission... I can't think of any other possibility.

Seeing the Kobito-san staring at her with a tense expression, Pochiko-san buzzed her wings happily and snuggled closer with a bububu sound.

Ah, fine, whatever! Can't be helped!

Chihiro hugged the snuggling Pochiko-san tightly and ruffled her fuzzy body.

Pochiko-san looked blissful.

It can't be helped, she's a magical beast. If there was any damage, I'll pay for it.

With a wry smile of resignation, the Kobito-san continued to gaze out of the carriage window while holding Pochiko-san. She hadn't been able to do much sightseeing in Gesperista, so she was fully intent on having fun here.

"I hope there's something delicious to eat♪"

The Kobito-san chirped with a kyakkya sound. The carriages, one carrying the Frontier party who exchanged wry smiles at the heartwarming sight, and the other carrying Katsumi and his men, entered the city of Lumiere.

They did not yet know of the storm that would rage through Lumiere that night.
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			"How did it come to this!!"

Currently, the Kobito-san was in the middle of a desperate escape, dangling from Pochiko-san. Below, Dolphen was racing across the water, skillfully maneuvering a simple watercraft called a Paanyu. Clinging to his back was Katsumi, his face pale and soaking wet, shivering violently. The other knights and Romel were also on Paanyus, fleeing with all their might across the stormy seas.

It all started half a day ago.

A day's carriage ride from Gesperista. The Kobito-san's party arrived in Lumiere well after dark and immediately applied for a temporary residence.

Parking the carriage in front of a building called the Royal Palace Branch Office, the Kobito-san went inside with Romel and the others. The place, which resembled a nobleman's mansion, had a simple and pleasant atmosphere. It was free of excessive decoration, giving it a tranquil impression, much like a museum.

Though the Kobito-san didn't know it, such buildings were apparently present in every major city, established to properly distribute news from the royal palace and to prevent trouble between commoners and nobles. There was even a resident knight order to handle any problems.

I see. So it's like a combination of a police box and a city office?

This office also managed the temporary residences, so Romel went with a few knights to submit the application. Seeing them off, Chihiro sat down on a plush sofa. It was dark outside the window, but true to a port city, a brilliant line of lights stretched out before her.

The night view is beautiful. I hope there's some good food.

The vast, sparkling blue ocean under a sky where seabirds fly. And the setting sun, painted by the curtain of night, sinking below the horizon.

As the Kobito-san recalled the scenery she had seen on her way here, she suddenly felt a strange presence. A static like sensation shot up her spine with incredible speed.

What? Huh?

Her whole body broke out in goosebumps. She turned her eyes in the direction of the sensation, and her face froze.

"What? What is that?"

Notified by her words, the knights turned their gazes in the same direction. There, shadows of various sizes were squirming. It was in the distant sea, but the eyes of the knights who saw it widened in an instant.

"The forest is overflowing? No way... This is bad, it's a stampede!!"

A stampede?!

It was a major catastrophe familiar from light novels. To think she'd encounter one here. It was a common phenomenon in dungeons, but dungeons weren't limited to caves. If the conditions were right, the same thing could happen on land.

And a Master's Forest would certainly meet those conditions.

The suddenly bustling Royal Palace Branch Office staff read through a report that had just arrived and hurriedly called out to Romel.

"The Adventurers' Guild is already on the move. We've sent a fast horse to the Marquis of Gesperista. Everyone, please evacuate immediately!"

Romel gave a sharp nod to the frantic staff member and ordered the knights to leave the city at once. But then another report came in, and the staff member's face turned pale.

"They say this stampede is strange. According to the adventurers who tried to intercept it along the coast... it's heading in a straight line for this Royal Palace Branch Office."

This building was on the coast. A short carriage ride would bring them right to the sea. From the distant Master's Forest, it was coming straight here? Didn't that mean the cause was here?

"Then we have to escape even more quickly..."

While Romel and the others broke into a cold sweat at the unexpected situation, the Kobito-san was thinking.

This emergency occurred the moment they arrived. Monsters that should have been attacking the land indiscriminately were heading this way, as if with a will of their own. No matter how you looked at it, it seemed likely that they were the cause. And from this creeping, goosebump inducing feeling, she sensed no goodwill from those monsters. Rather, she felt a killing intent like a rage steeped in hatred.

From their dealings with the Queens, the Kobito-san and the Frontier party were sensitive to such things. What was agitating the monsters?

"Romel, don't move from here. Something's not right. If we move carelessly, it could cause a disaster in the city."

The Frontier members gasped, stunned into silence. The Kobito-san explained her theory.

"...So, if we run away, the city of Lumiere might be destroyed out of spite."

It was indeed highly probable that the anger of having lost their prey would be directed at the nearest humans. Understanding dawned in Romel's eyes, but that was a separate matter.

"That doesn't mean I can let you be put in danger. We'll leave the city of Lumiere to the Marquis and evacuate."

No sooner had he spoken than Dolphen swept the Kobito-san up into his arms.

"Huh? Wait, but a lot of people could get hurt, you know??"

"More than that, you are precious to us. Do you understand?"

Romel smiled, though it looked like he was biting back something bitter.

What a skillful smile, hey.

While being held by Dolphen, the two of them glared at each other. Something flashed in their vision. It swooped down, grabbed the Kobito-san, and soared up near the ceiling.

"Pochiko-san?"

"Pochiko-san, what are you doing! Put Chihiro down!"

Romel shouted as if he were in a complete panic.

Calmly ignoring him, Pochiko-san continued to circle leisurely with Chihiro dangling below, a buiin sound accompanying her flight. The center of the spacious, museum like building was an atrium. The high ceiling reached all the way to a skylight on the third floor. No one could reach the two of them.

"Haha, that's my Pochiko-san. Thank you."

Pleased by the praise, Pochiko-san happily wiggled her antennae. And the Kobito-san, dangling below, giggled with a kyakkya sound. Romel and the others, who were looking up and watching her tiny, swinging limbs with frantic anxiety, felt like their hearts would stop.

"Chihiro, you're swaying, hold still!! No, that's not it, come down! Pochiko-san, I'm begging you!!"

Behind the desperately shouting Romel stood the bewildered members of the knight order.

"Wh... what should we do?"

"There's nothing we can do."

"What do you mean nothing... At this rate, we'll be caught in the stampede."

"Once Chihiro-sama has made up her mind, there's nothing to be done. Give up."

Dolphen, having reached a state of resignation and prepared himself, stood firmly before the knights like a guardian king. Behind the dumbfounded knights, a small murmur was heard.

"Chihiro-sama? Not Chihiro-sama?"

At that murmur, Dolphen's eyes narrowed with irritation. The one who had muttered was Katsumi. He didn't know why the Kobito-san was using a name from Kilfan, but that was of no concern to Dolphen.

"That's right, it's in your Kilfan language. It's written as 'a thousand' and 'to ask', I'm told."

Hearing Dolphen's words, Katsumi's eyes widened as far as they could go. Then, he looked up at the Kobito-san high above.

"Are you a tamer? Does a profession like that exist in Frontier? Magic, monsters... Why does Frontier get everything!"

The end of his sentence was laced with a bitter resentment.

Ah, I see. He doesn't know reality. He's mixing up stories and the real world, still in a tourist mindset.

"There's no such thing. Even the magic is just simple stuff with the four elements. This world isn't as convenient as you think."

"But you're taming a monster right there, aren't you! And on the way here, the people of Frontier were using magic like it was a cheat. It's full of things the Empire doesn't have."

"This world has its own principles. Sure, there's magic and monsters, but because of them, civilization has stagnated. You were in Kilfan for a long time, didn't you notice?"

"That is..."

It seemed he had some thoughts on the matter. Katsumi lowered his eyes slightly. From the Kilfan Empire's perspective, Frontier's civilization was probably crude and outdated. It would be best if they could each develop their own strengths, but humans are creatures who always want what they don't have.

"And I'm not 'taming' Pochiko-san. She's precious family. It's unpleasant to have you talk like that. This world isn't a game or a story. If you let your guard down, you'll lose your life. It's a harsher reality than Earth."

The Kobito-san, who had started her journey on the brink of death, crawling on the ground. Katsumi's dreamy delusions had rubbed her the wrong way.

"There are no cheats, and no steamrolling anyone. All you can do is live desperately in the now. If you don't understand that, you'll die eventually."

The Kobito-san was unconsciously cheating and steamrolling, but she herself had no awareness of it. She had just been trying her best to survive.

"So, is there a way to become friends with monsters? If it's not a cheat, then anyone has a chance, right?"

Katsumi's words were pleading.

This left even the Kobito-san at a loss for words.

How much more self serving can you get? I just told you this world has its own principles.

It was not Chihiro who answered Katsumi, but Romel.

"How unpleasant. Her power is an extremely rare one passed down through the Frontier royal family. And you wish to obtain it?"

Katsumi flinched at the multiple sharp glares directed at him, his hands trembling.

"So it is a cheat after all. A reincarnation bonus? And yet those gods gave me nothing."

Ah, so that's how you take it.

But the Golden King was a principle of this world, passed down from the first generation. It was no reincarnation bonus. It was something that belonged here.

A heavy silence filled the air. Just as the Kobito-san was about to speak again, the windows of the Royal Palace Branch Office were shattered with a great vibration. A swarm of black and yellow striped snakes poured in like an avalanche. The smallest were about thirty centimeters, the largest several meters. The snakes of various sizes lunged forward in a straight line.

At Katsumi.

"Huh??"

The Kilfan men shielded the stunned Katsumi, swinging their weapons. Pushing them back, Romel ordered his knights to flee the building. Just then, he heard a staff member's shrieking voice.

"Don't harm the monsters! These are the children of the Master! Do not lay a hand on the snake monsters!!"

Sea snakes!

It seemed the Master of the Sea Forest was a sea snake.

Come to think of it, I haven't heard the details about the Sea Forest.

But the bigger problem was Katsumi. The monsters were undoubtedly targeting him.

"I'm going to the Sea Forest. I'll make a pact and have them stand down! The one they're after is Katsumi!!"

As Chihiro flew out with Pochiko-san, Romel and the others followed, shouting as they went. Then, near the coastline, Pochiko-san stopped. Romel's group, having caught up, were speechless at the sight before them. There, a great number of bees and frogs were pushing and shoving, trying to stop the snakes in a massive brawl.

"What is this...?"

Something flew onto the shoulder of the speechless Kobito-san.

"Mugita!"

It was the little frog she was supposed to have left at the baronial mansion in the capital. It was holding something in its mouth, which was curved into a grin. What it held was a rolled up piece of paper. Quickly unfurling it, she saw it was a letter from Merda. It seemed she had someone at the palace write it for her.

I hope she didn't write on the walls again.

The Kobito-san's face twitched as she read the letter. According to it, Pochiko-san had sent word of a suspicious person. And Merda, connected by golden magic, had grasped the Kobito-san's destination and, with Molt's cooperation, had sent reinforcements just in case. The bees, each carrying a frog on its back, had apparently come here in the hundreds. The Kobito-san gave a wry smile at Merda's final sentence, which expressed hope that nothing would happen. Just as she was about to head towards the sea, she heard a voice from below.

"Chihiro, we're going too! Wait a moment!"

The Kobito-san tilted her head at Romel's words.

Cross this chaotic sea? As far as I can see, it's a writhing mass of monsters.

As she watched with skepticism, Romel and the others brought out several vehicles that looked like three surfboards lined up with a handlebar attached.

"This is called a Paanyu. It's a simple sea vehicle. We use them for reconnaissance and patrols, but in this situation, it's all we can use."

Huh? You can use it even in this chaos?

Before the Kobito-san's curious eyes, Dolphen was dragging Katsumi along.

"If you're the target, then come with us! You'll be a nuisance in the city. Though it is utterly against my will, I will protect you."

Saying that, he put Katsumi on the Paanyu and chanted a spell. The chaotic sea swelled, and a gently curved path of water formed on its surface.

"It won't last long. Let's go."

The lined up Paanyus floated up one after another, propelled by those skilled in wind magic. Bees and frogs flew around them, as if to protect the departing Frontier party. Everyone was soaked from the spray. Leaving the chaotic coastline behind, the monsters also began to move in unison, chasing after the Kobito-san's group as they headed for the Sea Forest. And now, they were right in the middle of a game of tag.

Really, how did it come to this!!

With a dry smile plastered on her face, the Kobito-san followed the lead of Romel and the others, heading straight for the Sea Forest.

Behind them was a massive swarm of sea snakes, chasing them with surging waves, and the bees and frogs, brawling to stop them.

Seriously chaotic.

With the same word simultaneously popping into their minds, the two from another world unknowingly exchanged a glance.

At the terrified young man, the Kobito-san grinned broadly.

No matter how desperate the situation, the Kobito-san was still the Kobito-san. Inevitably dragging everyone around her into the mix, she cheerfully went her own way today as well♪
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			"Is that it? Something's not right."

As they surmounted the surging waves, they reached the horizon where the city of Lumiere was just barely visible. That was the edge of the Sea Forest.

However, there were several tubes piercing the surface.

Those things, with hatches on top, had turbines powered by wind magic tools spinning. They were shaped like cones stuck straight into the sea. Chihiro climbed onto one of the tubes, which was about three meters in diameter, and had Dolphen open the hatch.

"Try turning it to the right. That should probably open it."

As instructed, Dolphen turned a round, wheel like object to the right and opened the hatch. Inside was a ladder, and about two meters below, another hatch was visible. It was a double structured entrance with an air intake powered by a wind magic tool. And all around the pillar, large bubbles were rising with a bokoboko sound.

In other words, this is...

The stone tube was about fifty centimeters thick. A mesh of steel beams supported it from the inside, making it a sturdy construction. It would likely withstand even a monster's attack.

"...It was you!!"

The Kobito-san turned to Katsumi, who was swaying alone on his Paanyu, and her eyes shot daggers.

"You built this for poaching, didn't you! A straight shaft down to the seabed!!"

Katsumi's body trembled violently as he gave a small nod.

"They asked me to... They said large ships couldn't escape the monsters and would be sunk. ...But small, maneuverable boats couldn't fish safely. So I thought, why not build a place that could serve as a base... I never thought it would turn into something like this."

According to Katsumi's story, he had been consulted by people who said the monsters were preventing them from harvesting coral, and he had helped them. He made multiple tubes about a meter high, sunk them into the sea in order with precision down to the millimeter, and reinforced them by fitting pre-made iron fences on the inside. Then, he attached a double hatch and an air intake to the top, drained the water from inside, and reinforced any leaks with natural asphalt or tar. The bottommost tube had two man sized holes, which the fishermen would use to enter and exit for their harvest. The air drawn in from the upper intake supplied oxygen and maintained the space inside. It was a process made possible by knowledge of modern civilization's mechanisms. The Japanese technology that had taken root in Kilfan had enabled it. All they had to do was sink and reinforce the tubes. It didn't require many people or a large scale facility. Since people generally stayed away from the Master's Forest, Frontier's patrols had likely overlooked it. Positioned at the very edge of the horizon, you wouldn't notice anything was amiss unless you got close.

"To put it simply, it's like sinking a cup upside down in water. There's air inside, and if you put a double door on top and enter while keeping one closed, the air inside won't leak out."

Understanding dawned on Romel and the others at the Kobito-san's analogy. They looked at the swarm of sea snakes, which seemed agitated and ready to surge towards them at any moment. For some reason, after entering the forest, the monsters had stopped dead in their tracks. However, the murderous intent in their eyes was real. Romel shivered at their glowing, vertically slit pupils and looked down at the Kobito-san.

"Didn't you realize this was a monster's forest when you were told?"

Katsumi, not understanding the meaning of her words, tilted his head slightly. The Kobito-san turned a bitter face to him and shouted in a low, piercing voice.

"You know Kilfan has no magic power and no magic, right? Naturally, there are no monsters either. That means the sea area with monsters is Frontier's territorial waters! You aided in the illegal poaching in another country's sovereign waters!!"

At her shout, Katsumi's eyes flew open.

"Ah... But, no one told me that."

"Of course they wouldn't, a bunch of people trying to do something bad!!"

As the enraged Kobito-san was about to press him further, a high pitched voice echoed in her head.
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			"So, that's the plan. We're getting the Master's children back from Kilfan. And while we're at it, let's declare war. A complete and total break."

That was the original plan.

They would receive permission from His Majesty the King, declare a severance of diplomatic ties, and announce Sakura's defection. They planned to issue a small threat to ensure Kilfan would never interfere with Frontier again. However, Kilfan's villainy, which went above and beyond, had set the Kobito-san off.

If this incident hadn't occurred and they hadn't noticed Kilfan's actions, monsters might have poured out of the withered Sea Forest and into Frontier. Chihiro explained that possibility to Romel, her lips twisting into a cruel smile.

"Can you believe it? After poaching in the Sea Forest right under our noses, Frontier was almost dealt a devastating blow."

Standing defiantly on the Master's head, the young child's bright blonde hair streamed in the wind. In her eyes, golden pupils shone brightly. Though she was backlit by the moonlight, their gleam was as clear to Romel, Dolphen, and the others as the stars in the night sky.

"An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. That's what they say, but my creed is to pay them back a hundredfold. I'm going to crush the Kilfan Empire. I won't accept any objections. We'll do it by ourselves if we have to."

Around the little girl swarmed countless magical beasts.

You probably could, couldn't you.

Romel let out a dry laugh. The knights looked confused, wondering what 'an eye for an eye' meant.

If your eye is put out, you put out an eye in return. If your tooth is broken, you break a tooth in return.

In other words, it meant you should retaliate for what was done to you, but it also served as a warning not to do more than that. As the Kobito-san explained this, one of the knights timidly raised his hand.

"Then, doesn't paying them back a hundredfold go against the meaning of that warning?"

The Kobito-san turned a faint, beastly smile on the knight who had voiced his simple question.

"When someone picks a fight, you're supposed to buy it at a high price, aren't you? If someone slaps your right cheek, you have to at least give them a slap back and a kick, right?"

Slap... back?

The knights tilted their heads again at the unfamiliar words. Only Katsumi turned pale and trembled.

It's not just a slap back and a kick. You're planning to beat all their vital spots to a pulp, aren't you.

Ignoring the shivering Katsumi, the Kobito-san discussed the plan with Romel and the others. They decided to send half the knights back to Lumiere to inform the royal palace of the situation, while the remaining half would ride into Kilfan.

"What are the specifics?"

Romel, having resigned himself to the fact that there was no stopping her, asked the Kobito-san to grasp the full picture.

"Let's see. The annihilation of the coastline, the destruction of military facilities, kidnapping the emperor from the castle to hang him from the walls, and a declaration of severing ties. I suppose?"

As she ticked off the list on her fingers, Romel felt his consciousness begin to fade. Each item was an act of hostility far exceeding a mere declaration of war. The moment they kidnapped the emperor, the Kilfan Empire would be finished.

That's basically the same as occupying Kilfan, isn't it? We don't need a country like that, do we?

His question must have been written on his face. The Kobito-san's eyes, which were watching Romel, darted away overtly.

"Well, you know... Delicious food is innocent, right? And there are things we won't be able to get if we sever ties. So I thought we should take what we can get."

While such a dangerously violent proposal would be unthinkable in modern times, it was a frequent occurrence in the medieval period. In the past, entire desert nations had been destroyed just to obtain a single silkworm cocoon. The balance of power could easily shift based on the emotions of a ruler. There were even examples of it changing over a single peppercorn.

So that's what it was!!

The Kobito-san was greedy when it came to food.

This time, the other side had shown clear malice. It seemed her plan was to use that to her advantage and plunder everything she possibly could.

Her cute, apologetic smile looked demonic.

Romel was afflicted by a splitting headache as he imagined the cleanup that would follow.

However, he was still royalty, no matter how rotten.

He quickly composed himself and had Dolphen and others skilled in water magic wash everyone. Furthermore, with a composite magic of wind and fire, he flash dried them. The effect of the magic rippled out with a buwari sound, leaving everyone looking crisp and clean.

"We are, for all intents and purposes, representatives of our country. Our appearance is important."

He lightly adjusted his collar, a familiar, nonchalant smile on his face, and cast his gaze around. The drenched knights also straightened their backs and began to move. After seeing off the Paanyus of those who would report to the royal palace, the Kobito-san looked at the Master of the Sea Forest.

"Come to think of it, I didn't ask your name. I'm Chihiro. And you?"
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			"I fell asleep, huh. Sorry about that."

With a big funyaa yawn, the Kobito-san, held in the lap of a cross legged Dolphen, rubbed her eyes with a kushikushi sound. The knights watched her with fond smiles as they packed up the camping gear. Twisting her neck left and right with an unii unii sound, Chihiro looked up at the high sun.

"Well, everyone was tired, so it was probably for the best. And it seems we've received a reply."

Stretching lightly, Romel raised a hand to shield his eyes as if looking into the distance. Following his gaze, a faint dot could be seen in the clear blue sky. The dot grew larger and larger, and with a sharp buzzing of wings, a toddler sized bee landed in front of Romel.

In its skillfully crossed front legs was a single letter.

Romel took the proffered letter and was about to open it when he felt a strong gaze. The bee that had delivered the message was staring intently at him. Romel tilted his head for a moment, but then he understood its intent and his face broke into a smile. He crouched down and gently stroked the bee's head.

"Thank you. You've done well."

Stroked by a hand infused with magic, the bee's eyes melted with pleasure. It held its stroked head as if it were precious and flew away. Watching it go, Romel was filled with an indescribable feeling.

Romel looked utterly embarrassed.

That feeling was one of bashfulness, but he did not know it.

Then he turned his eyes back to the letter, narrowing them in thought.

"This is strange. Wasn't the emperor supposed to be an idiot?"

What a terrible thing to say.

Romel showed the letter to the wryly smiling Kobito-san.

It was a reply to their declaration of war.

"Huh? A declaration of war... Since when?"

Romel smirked at the feigning Kobito-san and glanced towards the shade of a tree. A set of writing tools lay there.

"Well, attacking suddenly would be against reason. If we don't want to be reviled as barbarians, proper procedure is important, Chihiro."

Even with his friendly smile, the blackness of his heart was impossible to hide. Or rather, he probably had no intention of hiding it. Taking the offered letter, the Kobito-san bared her teeth in a grin. After a quick glance at the text, Chihiro's brow furrowed in thought, just like Romel's.

It stated that they admitted to all their wrongdoings and would surrender completely. Furthermore, it specified that the emperor would also accept punishment.

It was clean, or rather, far too unexpected.

Staring intently at the document for a while, the Kobito-san's eyes suddenly flew wide open.

"Here! This is bad!!"

The place Chihiro pointed to was the emperor's imperial seal. The name on it was Hito Sakura. Romel and the others could not read the imperial family's exclusive seal, which used kanji. Even for Chihiro, the unique, stylized characters of the seal were difficult to read, but here, her mysterious ruby text skill showed its power. Ruby text hovered above the seal. Floating there, clearly in Japanese, was Hito Sakura.

"This isn't the current emperor's name, it's Sakura's name! The emperor plans to make Sakura take responsibility for the war and escape, I'm sure of it!!"

Abdication was not a difficult process. If the current emperor prepared the documents and submitted them, it would be accepted. The one abdicating had no say in the matter. That was the kind of power an emperor held. The reason the current emperor was able to succeed, ignoring the previous emperor's will, was solely because of Sakura. If Sakura were to become the rightful empress, then there would be no complaints if her older brother, the current emperor, took the throne. Furthermore, with Sakura having fled the country, it was a natural course of events for him, the only remaining direct descendant, to become emperor.

This was just speculation, but could it be that the previous emperor's will had come into effect now? Sakura's death had not been confirmed, and Kilfan knew she was alive at the Manmaden. They had even made a formal request for her return. The current emperor, who had not married Sakura, was probably in a provisional position. He was a placeholder until Sakura, the designated heir, could succeed. Otherwise, they wouldn't be able to switch heads so cleanly, and more importantly, there's no way they could have prepared an imperial seal in time.

Hearing Chihiro's explanation, the color drained from Romel's face.

"They got us. In that case, I should have specified the current emperor in the declaration of war. Our message only mentioned holding the emperor responsible for the invasion of territorial waters, demanding the surrender of military force and the return of the Master's children, and opening the way to the imperial capital."

Romel gritted his teeth.

It couldn't be helped. If the letter was addressed to the current emperor, then the word 'emperor' in the text would be taken to mean him. Who would have thought they would try to escape by switching heads?

"What's Sakura's brother's name?"

Flinching at the Kobito-san's chilling voice, they muttered in unison.

""Rikuto.""

Romel and Katsumi exchanged a glance. The Kobito-san gave a faint, wry smile and spoke with bitter resentment.

"Rikuto, huh. ...What a despicable coward."

A subzero rage drifted through the air, freezing the spines of even the battle hardened knights. A pipsqueak like Katsumi didn't stand a chance. With her pale green shoulders trembling, the Kobito-san turned around with a radiant smile.

"It's a kind invitation. Shall we go?"

Contrary to her soft smile, a blizzard raged around her. Tset let out a laugh, clearly amused.

...This is not good.

His skin crawled as if it were being stroked by sharp blades of ice, and a chill he couldn't shake ran down his spine. Katsumi was frozen stiff by the little girl's terrifying transformation, unable to move a muscle.

Even though they felt the same cold, Romel and the knights were moving normally, perhaps because they had been through a different number of harrowing situations. Their faces were grim, and it seemed even they could not remain completely calm. Then, noticing Katsumi frozen in place, Dolphen picked him up under his arm with a look of resignation and placed him on a Paanyu.

However, as the Frontier party was about to depart, the sharp buzzing of wings was heard behind them. New bee reinforcements had arrived, and further in the distance, several ships could be seen.

"Ah, they've come."

It was the ships of the Marquis's Knight Order from Lumiere. Though they were nervously approaching the swarm of magical beasts, they drew near the small island where Romel and the others were. A knight disembarked from a small boat launched from a short distance away and came to the island.

"It has been a while, Your Royal Highness. I have come at the command of the Marquis."

"It has been a while, Knight Captain Bittenfeld. This is Her Highness, Princess Chihiro."

The man who had come by small boat was an elderly man with bright red hair. A faint smile played on his lips, and his eyes shone with amusement.

"I am Erabster La Bittenfeld. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"I am Chihiro La Giorge. A pleasure to meet you."

The Kobito-san straightened her back and nodded, her eyes fixed on the man before her.

Red hair, and that name. Could it be?

When she glanced at Romel, he narrowed his eyes slightly.

"That's right. He's Harold's father."

Just as I thought. Both father and son are in the knight order, so it must be that kind of family.

"Let's collect the Paanyus and move to the ship. Pochiko-san and friends, if you please."

At Romel's words, the bees lifted the Paanyus with the knights still on them and carried them to the large ship that had arrived. Erabster watched this with a look of astonishment, his gaze shifting to Romel in disbelief. Romel shrugged at his wide eyed stare and looked at the Kobito-san.

"I had heard stories, but my, oh my. The Golden King is truly something to behold."

At Erabster's murmur, which mingled exasperation with admiration, the members from the royal palace exchanged glances. For them, this was a daily occurrence, and their senses had already grown numb. Sensing their confusion, Erabster laughed heartily.

"This is good. This will pay them back in one lump sum for all the bitter pills they've made us swallow."

Gesperista, the marquisate that governed the southwestern sea. As the ones on the front lines of the disputes with the Kilfan Empire, they must have had their share of grievances. His dark, ferocious smile closely resembled his son Harold's.

As she was carried by Pochiko-san and boarded the ship, familiar figures were waving on the deck.

"Chihiro! Are you hurt?"

"Sakura?!"

Sakura lifted the Kobito-san up, her brow furrowed with worry.

"Really... Don't be so reckless."

Sakura, whom she had parted with at the Royal Palace Branch Office, had been evacuated to a temporary residence with a guard assigned by Romel. She had nodded at his words to wait and had been waiting. But no matter how long she waited, no one returned. At dawn, she visited the Royal Palace Branch Office again with the escorting knights. There, she found the Marquis's Knight Order, as well as the members of the Royal Knight Order who had returned on Romel's orders. Sakura, having heard the gist of the situation, had forced her way into the Marquis's Knight Order, which was in pursuit of Romel and the others, and had come along.

"You're just a child. You should leave things like this to the adults."

"I'm sorry, Sakura. But matters of the Master's Forest are my jurisdiction."

As the two hugged tightly, the people around them smiled fondly. It was a charming sight, though Dolphen alone was chewing on a bitter bug.

"Well then, let's go."

At the Kobito-san's words, the five ships began to move, their crew nodding in agreement. Though they were sailing ships, Frontier's ships didn't need wind. Their basic power source was a magic tool. The sails were merely for insurance. Led by Tset, the fleet headed for the Empire, located at the far end of the island chain.

Trying to frame Sakura, you've got to be kidding me, Rikuto!! I'm definitely going to catch you!!

The Kobito-san's eyes narrowed dangerously.

Angry, laughing, surprised.

Every day brings something new. But today, the Kobito-san is full of energy♪
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			"What? What is that?"

Just as the letter of reply had stated, the Empire accepted the Frontier party from the coast to the imperial castle without any resistance.

From the five ships that docked at the port, thirty members of the Marquis's Knight Order disembarked from each, leaving a few behind as lookouts as they headed for the imperial castle. The castle was visible from the port, and Romel explained to the Kobito-san that this coastal port town also served as the castle town.

Building the emperor's castle right at the country's entrance. Are they stupid? Have all the emperors through the generations been stupid?

The Kobito-san directed a look of exasperation at the castle. Leading the nearly two hundred Frontier knights and the magical beasts, she headed for the imperial castle, while the others smiled wryly as if to say 'of course'.

The imperial castle was of an ambiguous architectural style, neither Western nor Eastern. The long, low wooden structure could be called Japanese style, but behind it were stone buildings and tall towers that looked like later additions. It was like some kind of amusement park.

Then, the Kobito-san and her party were guided into a large hall in the stone building, where they looked at the woman sitting on the throne with exasperated eyes. The woman stood up, walked before the Kobito-san, and knelt, bowing her head so deeply that the nape of her neck was visible. Her white neck trembled in small, constant shudders.

"My name is Hito Sakura. All responsibility for this failure is mine. I ask for your magnanimous judgment."

The Frontier party was stunned. The Kobito-san glanced at the people lined up on either side as if crowded together, and called out a few from among them.

"You there. Yes, the one in black clothes. And you over there, and the person to your right. Come here."

Confused by the instructions of a girl who was clearly very young, the three people stepped forward. The Kobito-san directed a sharp gaze at them and spun her words with venom.

"Is this person the Empress, without a doubt? As far as I heard, it was supposed to be a man named Rikuto."

A great stir went through the surroundings.

The three who had been called furrowed their brows and looked pained. They moved their lips several times, but no words came out. And then, an idiot who couldn't read the room jumped forward.

"The Emperor is that person. There is no mistake. Do with her as you please."

The man wore a vile, smirking grin. His narrow eyes curved in his square face.

Romel's eyes glittered ominously, and he narrowed them.

"Then let us hear the voice of the people. Those who believe this woman is the emperor and desire her judgment, step forward."

With a rustling sound, more than half of the people in the hall stepped forward. Some hesitated, wondering what to do. Others didn't move a muscle. They amounted to less than a tenth of the total.

But that was enough.

With a sly grin, the Kobito-san had the three she had called out, along with those who had not stepped forward, moved to a separate room. The three in question had worn expressions of clear bitterness at the scene before them.

No matter the place, there are always people of conscience.

"Now, let us continue our talk. Your Majesty the Empress. The crimes you have committed are great. I do not mean to rake up the past, but for a long time, Frontier has been greatly inconvenienced. Despite our desire for improvement and the signing of a non-aggression pact, we have this sorry state of affairs. How do you explain yourself?"

There was not a shred of warmth in Romel's words.

"Punish me as you see fit. If you desire my head, I will give it to you."

The woman declared bravely, though she was trembling.

Just then, the Kobito-san shouted at the top of her lungs.

"Restrain everyone in this room!!"

With a great nod, the Frontier knights broke sealing orbs one after another and immediately unleashed their magic. The orbs contained countless ropes. They manipulated them, and in an instant, they had bound up everyone in the hall. The people of Kilfan didn't know what had happened. It was over in a flash. The hall was filled with wriggling caterpillars wrapped in rope.

"You who acknowledge this woman as the emperor must surely have the spirit to follow Her Majesty the Empress in death. We will pass judgment on everyone here and make that Kilfan's punishment. You have no objections, do you?"

"Wh...?"

In the room painted with a single shade of astonishment, the idiot who couldn't read the room spoke up again.

"Isn't the punishment supposed to be for the emperor? Why us as well?"

The Kobito-san glanced at the man thrashing about like a caterpillar with eyes that could cut, and her lips twisted into a cruel smile.

"Because you tried to deceive Frontier. Are you making a fool of us? Not only did you switch heads, you put up a fake."

The caterpillars were collectively struck dumb.

They knew everything?

Finally realizing this, the caterpillars were stunned, and not a single one could look away from the Kobito-san. Among them, the unbound woman in front of her crumpled to the floor. She trembled violently, prostrating herself as if stuck to the ground.

"...I am truly sorry. I could not defy His Majesty the Emperor's command... I have no words of apology that I can even utter."

Looking at the woman who was frozen in fear, the Kobito-san gave a slight jerk of her chin to the knights. From the center of the knights who lined the hall as if to fill it, Sakura appeared gracefully. She stood with her back straight, dressed in a magnificent bluish-purple kimono, her black hair tied up high and adorned with an elegant hairpin and braided cord ornament. Her radiant appearance and beautiful face were a sight to behold.

With a divinity that set her apart from the other Kilfan people around her, the room fell into a dead silence.

Then Sakura approached the woman in front of the Kobito-san and had her raise her face.

"You have been treated cruelly. Come, stand up."

The woman who raised her face stared at Sakura before her in disbelief.

"Is that you, Sakura-sama? Truly?? Um... I wonder if you remember... I am Momiji."

"Momiji? My, you've grown so much. I didn't recognize you."

The two of them beamed with bright smiles. It seemed this woman was an acquaintance of Sakura's. In that case, it would be fine to leave it to Sakura.

Thinking this to herself, the Kobito-san glared at the countless caterpillars lying in the hall.

"Now then. Where might His Majesty Emperor Rikuto be? The fool who would try to deceive Frontier with a fake emperor?"

Sensing that it was all over, several of the caterpillars flicked their eyes to the same spot. Naturally, the idiot who had been chiming in from the start was rolling around there. Sakura, who had brought the now standing woman to the Kobito-san's side, also looked down on the man with a sharp gaze.

"Brother. There is a limit to foolishness. How pathetic."

Emperor Rikuto stared at Sakura, who was lightly shaking her head, and his eyes darted about restlessly.

"Someone, seize these people! Will no one help me!!"

But from nowhere, no one came.

The imperial castle had already been taken over by countless magical beasts. Only the people in the hall were unaware.

The smirking little girl was gazed upon with dread by Sakura's brother, his whole body breaking out in goosebumps.

Does this kind of thing, being too late, also count as getting what you deserve?

Recalling a standard phrase from light novels, the Kobito-san came to the lone conclusion that truth is always stranger than fiction.

The sky, which had been clear when the Frontier party arrived, had begun to cloud over, as if to represent the fate of the country.

"Now then, what should we do. First, as the one responsible, should we behead Emperor Rikuto, or hang him. Which do you prefer?"

At that, the idiot let out a scream, jumped up, and began to wriggle as if intending to escape.

Is this guy an idiot?

The Kobito-san's eyes were fixed on him. The rest of the Frontier party must have felt the same. Without a word, they stomped on Sakura's thrashing brother.

"The rest of them can be made into criminal slaves for forced labor. Imprisoning them or punishing them would be a waste of tax money."

"That's right, that's the safest option. The mines are always short on hands, so that would be a help."

The little girl wrote smoothly with a pen in her hand. Together with Romel standing beside her, they created the heartwarming illusion of a drawing session, but the content of their discussion was outrageously violent.

After she finished writing, the Kobito-san gave a small nod.

Sakura signed the document. She had Momiji prepare the imperial seal, and with it stamped, the document was complete.

The Kilfan people who had been watching the series of events unfold twisted their faces in despair. Noticing this, Sakura's brow furrowed sharply.

"Oh my. They went to the trouble of giving me power. Did you really not imagine this level of retaliation? What fools."

Sakura chuckled with a kusukusu sound.

She held no grudge against the country, but she was full of grudges against the poisonous insects infesting it. The hatred from having been tormented for so long and having her beloved killed ran deep. This was a once in a lifetime chance to settle the score. Sakura was not so good natured as to let it pass.

Romel nodded with a look of understanding, a slightly ironic glint in his eyes as he looked at Sakura's brother.

"Why not make the execution a cup of poison? We don't need to make an example of him, it would probably be counterproductive. Let's spin it as a heroic tale of an emperor who sacrificed himself for his country. It's infuriating, but it will save us trouble later on."

Looking at Romel's sharply raised eyebrows, the Kobito-san had no choice but to nod. Even if he was a vicious tyrant, a lack of courtesy would leave resentment in people's hearts. Moreover, the Frontier side was in a position equivalent to invaders. It was better not to incur unnecessary grudges.

And so, a cup of poison for the emperor's suicide was prepared. Just as a knight held Rikuto down and was about to force him to drink it, two bolts of lightning were unleashed from the dark clouds swirling above the castle. They pierced through the castle roof and struck the hall where Rikuto was about to be executed. The lightning that fell with a deafening roar was like a person shaped light, as if to protect Rikuto.
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			"Wahooooo!"

The Kobito-san ran around, her face beaming with joy. Pochiko-san clung to her shoulder to keep from falling off. Following behind them were Dolphen’s escort squad and the magical beasts. The people of the Kilfan Empire could only stare, taken aback by the slightly chaotic scene.

This was a farmstead. The Kobito-san was running freely through one of the largest farms in the Kilfan Empire. She peeked into the granary. Inside, countless hemp sacks were piled high, almost groaning under their own weight. They were filled not only with rice, but also soybeans, adzuki beans, dried fish, dried gourd shavings, shiitake mushrooms, dried bonito flakes, kelp, and so on. The treasures the Kobito-san had dreamed of were packed tightly within.

"Wooooow…"

It seemed she had run out of other words. Dolphen and the others watched the Kobito-san, whose language center had apparently ceased to function, and smiled wryly. Then, someone spoke to their party.

"We are honored that you are pleased. Please, take as much as you like."

Smiling gently with the kind eyes of a benevolent old man was an elder with salt-and-pepper hair. His name was Sakakibara Hitoshi. He was one of the elders who had served long in the Imperial Palace.

In Kilfan, under the Emperor, there were five Regents and twelve elders. Each had a designated role, and Sakakibara’s was the management of the Inner Palace.

And so he revealed the secrets of the Inner Palace. Secrets disclosed only to an emperor upon their ascension. The Emperor Rikuto had been a provisional ruler, so he had not been informed.

It turned out that Rikuto and Sakura shared no blood connection.

The current imperial family was a different clan that had taken over just two hundred years ago. This was a country where bloody usurpations were commonplace. It was not unusual for the emperor’s family to be replaced. Ancient China and Japan during the Warring States period were much the same. However, there was one difference here. The family of the previous emperor, which should have been eradicated, was allowed to live. To introduce new blood into the imperial line, which had been suffering from a low birth rate of females, the former emperor’s lineage was maintained in a secret Inner Palace, where they were made to breed exclusively for the *tazunebito*.

Of course, the princesses born there were invariably taken by the emperor and married to either the emperor of the time or his son. Sakura was one such princess.

In a way, it was a human farm. One can imagine the fate of any male children born, other than the princesses.

It was enough to make one sick.

Sakura’s mother was already deceased. The decline in the female birth rate was severe, and with only a few *tazunebito* visiting now, the secret Inner Palace was apparently no longer functional. This meant Sakura was the last princess of the legitimate former imperial family. Her father was the previous *tazunebito*, the one Sakura despised. The very man who had created the Manmaden. The irony was almost too much to bear.

And so, the Kobito-san locked this secretly shared story away in her heart. There was no need to bring new sorrow or despair to Sakura, who had finally been freed from the shackles of her past. Sakakibara agreed with her on this.

She then promptly forgot the story she had just heard and was now wandering about, following the whims of her desires. Sakura also wanted to meet with the relatives she was curious about, so she went off separately with an escort. Meanwhile, Romel was cooped up in the Imperial Palace with the Regents in charge of political and financial affairs, trying to sort out future arrangements.

There had been a brief moment on the brink of disaster. Zett had found the captured children of the Forest Master tied up powerlessly at the port, suffering from magic depletion. Enraged, Zett nearly caused a catastrophe, but the Kobito-san quickly healed them with her magic, averting the crisis.

However, Zett’s anger still smoldered, and he remained off the coast, fuming.

The relocation of the Kilfan people was scheduled to happen when the Kobito-san next visited Merda. Those who wished to move were to be notified of a specific date and time, and told to have their belongings ready. Since only people could be transported, they could not bring anything they were not holding. Having heard this from the gods, everyone was apparently busy preparing for the move.

After all the commotion, the Kobito-san and her group had moved the people to a separate room and asked them for the details of Kilfan’s situation.

Given that they had been in that hall, they were likely individuals of some standing.

They had apparently overheard the conversation with the gods. When the Kobito-san entered the room, they all bowed their heads deeply in unison.

"We thank you from the bottom of our hearts for saving Sakura-sama."

"We have no words for our shame, having failed to prevent Rikuto-sama’s foolishness."

"We are filled with nothing but shame for having troubled outsiders. We are truly sorry."

It seemed they were decent people after all.

The Kobito-san gave a slight nod in response to their apologies and began to speak of what was to come. Those they had tied up would be taken away as criminal slaves, but she had promised the gods to spare Rikuto. However, his type would surely start plotting something new as soon as the danger passed. When the Kobito-san asked if there was any way to handle him, a man who said he was one of the Regents raised his hand.

"Rikuto-sama has abdicated the throne. He no longer holds any power. Therefore, how about we allow him to live out his days peacefully on the top floor of the tower?"

There’s no way that’ll be peaceful, right? That.

A broad grin spread across the Kobito-san’s face.

The people responded with gentle smiles of their own.

Once the rotten ones are gone, you can do whatever you want, is that it? They have a promising future. It would be a waste to use them up and throw them away here. Honestly, I don’t really care about Kilfan.

"Why don’t you all come to Frontier?"

For a moment, the people stared in astonishment, their faces growing serious.

"It may be warped and rotten to the core, but… it is still the country where we were born and raised. We cannot abandon it."

"But proper governance is impossible here. It is full of people who do not see others as human. If it is for the sake of saving the weak, fleeing may also be an option."

"Isn’t it our duty to correct it? We can give up anytime. Shouldn’t we at least try first?"

"Are you certain our efforts will bear fruit? It may end with us only bringing more suffering to the people living now."

The people debated back and forth.

Yes, this is how people should be.

They objectively look at themselves in the present and find possibilities from all angles. Whether for good or ill, it is important to think. People who can do that are precious. The conscience of Kilfan was gathered here.

"That’s why you’ll create a new Kilfan Empire… no, a Kingdom of Kilfan."

The people’s eyes widened at her unexpected words. The Kobito-san grinned at them and began to explain in detail.

In Arcadia, countries were scattered across a vast continent. Most of the land was wilderness or desert, and nations were built in the few green regions. There were borders for convenience, but few countries considered the wilderness or desert part of their territory. As proof, even though the Manmaden in Yarmouth had created a vast farm in the wilderness on the border, the neighboring country of Flawers paid it no mind. The Kobito-san proposed they use this to their advantage and create a new Kilfan in a large stretch of wilderness on the border. It was unused land, after all. Other countries would surely find it helpful to have a prosperous nation midway, rather than having to cross a vast wasteland.

"There’s a perfectly good wilderness north of Frontier. You’re experts at greening and cultivation, right? Why not give it a try?" The Kobito-san spread a map on the table.

It was a world map said to have been made by the Golden King long ago during his pilgrimage. On it, north of Frontier, lay a wilderness three times the size of the current Kilfan. They could have this place. A region that belonged to no one.

"I don’t think it would be difficult if you start cultivating from the part adjacent to Frontier. I can help out, too. What do you think?"

To build a new country from scratch. What a captivating idea. Moreover, they could cut ties with the worthless rabble and create a paradise of their own.

Unable to give an immediate answer to the unexpected offer, they asked for some time. The Kobito-san readily agreed, and was now, in the present, running wild, driven by her instincts.

But even as she ran about, something was nagging at her.

She was forgetting something. What was it?

The god who sowed the seeds. A miniature garden to correct a mistake… Cultivate? What about the harvest?

The gods protected Rikuto and ignored Sakura.

Thinking that far, the Kobito-san had a sudden realization.

Wasn’t it the opposite? They captured and confined Rikuto, and freed Sakura from Kilfan?

…What was the point of that?

I still don’t get it.

However, the answer lay in the Kobito-san’s previous life. That night, at Sakura and Sakakibara’s suggestion, she stayed at the Imperial Palace and had a dream about a story her father told her long, long ago.

And she shot bolt upright.

"Ei-sa… isn’t that the nickname of the pitcher from the folk tale that became the origin of the word ‘ace’?"

The legendary pitcher said to have led his team to victory in sixty-four out of sixty-five games.

If I’m Ei-sa, meaning ace… then Queen and King. Zett… isn’t that another way of reading Zehn?

Realizing this, the Kobito-san was stunned.

Unable to stay still, Chihiro jumped out of bed. She had Pochiko-san, who had been in bed with her, carry her and fly her from the palace window to Zett, who was waiting offshore.

She glared at the surprised Zett, who was startled by her sudden arrival, and asked with a serious gaze.

"By any chance, is the name of the Forest Master in the west Joker?"

Understanding the question, Zett looked down sadly. His silence said everything.

What they had in common was their golden magic. If that was the case, then Chihiro and the Masters were…

A hand that’s completed by my joining? How cunning. But what’s the point?

Queen, King, Joker, Ace, and Zett. In German, that’s Zehn. It represents the number ten. If the golden magic is the common suit, the hand you can make is a royal straight flush. The best hand in poker.

The gods’ hand? Why us? Because we’re reviving the Masters’ forests? But…

The Zett before her didn’t seem to welcome this. Something Chihiro didn’t know was stirring beneath the surface.

"Zett. Do you know something? Tell me."

Zett shook his head weakly and bowed his head even lower.

《By my covenant with the gods, I must not tell anyone. Not even the Golden King… I never thought you would see through it.》

No, the gods must have realized. Poker is a game from Earth. There’s no way Chihiro wouldn’t know it. Why did the final piece have to be the Golden King? What are the gods hiding?

Zett gazed at the child who was frowning suspiciously and couldn't help but speak.

《The gods’ covenants are absolute. But… King, you have broken one corner of it. We have been spared from ruin.》

"Ruin? What’s that, is it bad?!"

Zett began to shed silent tears at the Kobito-san’s horrified expression, and nuzzled against her affectionately.

《I cannot say. I cannot say, but… thank you, my King.》

The Kobito-san gently stroked the childlike Zett’s head, feeling confused.

It wasn’t just Zett. Merda and Molt also looked sad at times. She had thought they were just worried about the decline of the Masters’ forests, but seeing Zett like this, another possibility emerged. Just like Zett now. Do they know something and have resigned themselves to it?

Something they can’t talk about. The Masters’ ruin, involving the gods. Are the gods not on our side?

Hugging the nuzzling Zett’s head, the Kobito-san whispered forcefully.

"It’s okay. No matter what happens, I’m on your side. Even if our opponent is the gods!"

Moving from the sea to the shore, the Kobito-san stroked Zett, who was coiled on the warm sand, and began to drift off to sleep herself.

Needless to say, the next morning, the Imperial Palace was in an uproar searching for the missing Kobito-san, and Romel gave Chihiro, who was found sleeping on the beach hugging Pochiko-san, a harsh scolding.

The seeds of doubt sown by the gods caused a sliver of unease and a dark bud to sprout in the Kobito-san’s heart.

When would that flower bloom?

It would not be in the distant future.

"Auu."

With most of the cleanup finished, the Frontier knights set off on their journey home. Each ship was loaded with heaps of agricultural products, and about eighty percent of the people scouted at the castle had agreed to participate in the founding of the new Kilfan. The remaining twenty percent would stay at the Imperial Palace to make sure no one did anything foolish. The Emperor Rikuto was confined to the top floor of the tower as planned, becoming an emperor in name only, while the remaining Regents would handle the governance.

"I’m kinda tired. I want to see Daddy."

Using a bee as a cushion on Zett’s head, the Kobito-san grumbled and whined.

"You know… to say that in front of me…"

Romel’s hair was tousled by the sea breeze as he looked up at the sky. Dark circles had clearly formed under his eyes in just one night.

Yeah, sorry. I know it’s my fault, yeah.

Feeling awkward, the Kobito-san quietly averted her gaze and fluffed the bee’s fur.

Ah, this feels so good. I might be getting sleepy. I woke up late last night, after all. I should sleep…

The next moment, the Kobito-san was fast asleep with a little snore. Pochiko-san immediately grabbed her under the arms. Noticing this, the members of the Frontier knight order let out a scream.

The surrounding clamor was like the whistling wind to her. Surrounded by an impenetrable wall of fluff, the Kobito-san is doing great today♪
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			The Twilight of the Gods and the Kobito-san ~Prologue~

			《We did not know.》

《That was our sin.》

A heavy haze drifted through the pure white space.

This was the celestial realm.

The worlds where gods dwelled were connected. Furthermore, places like the abyss and the chasm were common to all worlds.

Weaving through the gaps in the wafting haze, the gods of Arcadia looked down upon the world below.

Arcadia, eighty percent of which was once a desolate expanse of deserts and wastelands. A land covered in hard bedrock, scarce in water, with a narrow sea. A harsh world where what little greenery there was huddled by the water’s edge.

Newly born and only two in number, the young gods could create nothing more than a world like this.

A sad, lonely, cold land with extreme temperature differences. It was no environment for life to be born.

The power of gods comes from faith. A world is created, life is born, evolves into intelligent beings, and faith grows.

Only then can they truly wield their power as gods.

Still young and powerless, the gods of Arcadia lamented their weakness, grieved, and simply wept. Then, a single ray of light appeared.

Many gods visited Arcadia. They said they were gods from other worlds, come to celebrate the birth of a new world and new gods.

Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands. Seeing the countless gods lined up, the gods of Arcadia were speechless.

If there were so many gods, surely their worlds must all be magnificent.

As they gazed upon Arcadia, many of the visiting gods scoffed. It was too shabby a world, they thought.

It wasn't a voice, but a coarse, grating laughter that felt like a chilling caress.

In the midst of that vortex of ridicule, one of the gods proposed a wager.

I will give you the seed of life. If you can raise it successfully, I will grant you everything.

At the unexpected offer, the gods of Arcadia trembled with joy.

However, the god who proposed the wager, his sneer unwavering, declared further.

If you fail to raise it, I will have you return everything.

The gods of Arcadia hesitated for a moment, but then nodded deeply. As things stood, there was no hope for life to sprout in Arcadia. They were grasping at straws.

Clutching the small seed they were given, the gods of Arcadia sowed it in the earth.

The seed took root in the land and became a tiny creature that began to toddle around. The gods of Arcadia’s hearts pounded with excitement. Gazing down at them with a distasteful glare, the gods from other worlds returned to their respective worlds.

Only a few, the gods of a world called 《Earth》, looked upon the innocently joyful gods of Arcadia with pity.

As Arcadia grew little by little, the young gods became engrossed.

Is anything missing? Can they survive properly? Every day was spent watching over them with bated breath. When humanity was born after billions of years, the gods’ patience reached its limit. Normally, gods are not to interfere with the laws of the world. However, the newly born humans were so fragile, they looked as if they might die at any moment.

We must protect them.

Thus, the Masters’ forests were created, and the Masters, who received the gods’ power, broke the hard bedrock, summoned water, and spread wind and greenery. From here, the story began.

The story that would lead Arcadia to its ruin.

《We did not know the laws of the gods.》

《We did not understand that it was merely something borrowed.》

But now, they could not let go. Not their beloved children. The gods of Arcadia gnashed their teeth in deep regret.

It was around the time Frontier was founded, the golden ring was completed, and the legend of the Golden King was established over several thousand years. Only then did the gods of Arcadia realize the irreversible mistake they had made.

It was the fact that they had given Arcadia their divine magic.

The land, which had come to rely completely on the gods’ power, stopped growing altogether. The land that should have grown on its own became dependent on magic as it was filled with it, and its growth ceased.

Humanity, promised a bountiful harvest without any effort, stopped thinking. They lived in indolence, and the development of their civilization halted, stagnating and becoming corrupt.

The god who had made the wager appeared before the gods of Arcadia, who were crushed by the foolish reality they had created.

The wager was his win, he declared.

Arcadia’s humanity had not grown. The world had not grown. As promised, he would take everything, cast it into the abyss, and return it to its original state.

For him, it must have been a game with a predetermined outcome from the start. A cruel game to mock and toy with the newly born, young gods.

Gods are capricious beings.

Living for eternity, they were always starved for stimulation. As if turning over a card, they would give and take away with ease.

It was plain to see that the gods of Arcadia, ignorant of divine law, would excessively interfere with the humans to whom they had grown attached.

Gods are observers. They may offer advice, but they do not lend a hand. To do so would warp the world. Arcadia was warped, just as predicted. The life was borrowed from the start. Everything was at the whim of the god who proposed the wager. If he said he would take it back, he could easily do so.

It was a wager proposed with that in mind. To trample upon the struggling young gods.

The opponent held a winning hand of the highest order. The gods of Arcadia were powerless.

They gazed with despair at the cunning god who laughed boisterously.

However, several other gods spoke to them then.

It is not over yet, they said.

To the suspicious gods, the gods of the world called 《Earth》 spoke.

It has only been a few thousand years since humanity was born. You should watch for at least a hundred million years. It is too soon. You are doing this on purpose, are you not?

When pressed, the god who proposed the wager averted his eyes slightly, looking uncomfortable. Then, while still sneering, he agreed to continue the wager. It wouldn’t change anything anyway, he said.

Seeing off the god who spat those words and departed, the gods of 《Earth》 offered their help with a look of disgust.

By the laws of the gods, this would normally be unforgivable, but we will send humans from 《Earth》 as seeds. We will need them back eventually, but we will teach Arcadia a culture without magic. It is not too late. Create a country without magic and build a new civilization. That god has declared it. If they are raised successfully, he will grant you everything. This is a covenant that cannot be overturned. Once a Misaki is born, we win.

Then, with a hint of sadness, they proposed the disposal of the Masters who had been given magic.

The Masters’ forests are the root of magic. As long as they exist, humanity will depend on magic, and their growth cannot be expected.

Eventually, when the seeds grow and form a miniature garden, we will send a scythe for the harvest. A spirited scythe that will stir up the world and bring a new wind. We will grant that scythe the 《God’s Left Hand》 and the 《Devil’s Right Hand》. The powers of the gods that govern creation and destruction. We will have to get these back eventually as well, but they are power enough to move the world.

The god of Arcadia listened to the words of the 《Earth》 gods in a daze. It was a death sentence for the Forest Masters who had become magical beasts.

Though it was already over now, the Golden King had touched the Masters to create the golden ring. If the one who became the scythe were to touch them in the same way, the Masters, who possessed the gods’ magic, would be destroyed by the 《Devil’s Right Hand》.

To create them for one’s own convenience, and then to kill them.

Tormented by unbearable guilt, the gods of Arcadia borrowed the power of the 《Earth》 gods and created the miniature garden of Kilfan to avoid defeat in the wager.

The Kilfan sandbox to correct their mistake. When they descended to deliver the news, the gods told the Masters what had happened in the heavens. The voices of the gods, shedding silent tears as they apologized. The Masters listened quietly.

Ah, so we are a mistake. We are foreign elements that must be destroyed to set things right.

Their very existence denied, the Forest Masters nevertheless did not give up and continued to protect their forests.

The rest is known to all.

The people of Arcadia, who knew nothing of the gods’ will. But even without knowing, the gods’ true intentions were surely conveyed, and the people began to abandon magic and build a new civilization. The technology originating from Kilfan stimulated other countries, and in the last few hundred years, remarkable changes have been seen. Just as the gods had intended, the people of Arcadia were moving to break free from the boons of magic.

However, there is always someone who throws a wrench in the works.

《Chihiro-sama, why did you touch your left eye with your left hand?》

When she made her pact with Merda, she had asked the Kobito-san with a curious expression.

"Hmm? Well, it’s kind of like a superstition. The left side is said to be the holy hand. Because it’s the hand closer to the heart, or because the left hand is only for support and not used for destruction. It’s like a jinx for fortune tellers and curse masters, I guess."

The pact felt like a sacred ceremony. That’s why she touched the left side with her left hand, the little girl said.

The Kobito-san had no idea that this single act had saved the lives of the Masters.

The Forest Masters, who had been resigned to death, found new hope in the new Golden King. Knowing the will of the gods, they were unsure if they should welcome this development, but they could not speak of their covenant with the gods. In that case, they would be with this young king until the very last moment. They were already sentenced to death anyway. To do what they wanted, what they could, and go out in a blaze of glory was also an interesting prospect.

From here, the gods’ plans began to unravel.

Meanwhile, the god who had proposed the wager could not shake the feeling of unease rising in his heart. Victory in the wager was certain. And yet, why could he not quiet the turmoil in his soul?

If he had the borrowed life returned, cast it into the abyss, and filled that country with nothingness, that world would perish. Those foolish gods would have to create a world from scratch again. Though for a brief period, the faith they gained would surely make the next world the young gods created somewhat better than the current one.

Even if it was a game, gods do not do things that bear no fruit. In the end, it was a wager that also benefited the gods of Arcadia.

The faith gained from the borrowed life had undoubtedly become their power. All that was left was to have the borrowed thing returned. It had to be done.

It is forbidden for gods to interfere with the laws of the world. There is no future for a world like Arcadia, where the gods have bestowed excessive power. However, that also applies to himself, who gave the seed of life. He must recover the borrowed life and erase it in the abyss, otherwise he too would face punishment for violating the unwritten law of the gods.

This was a game with the fate of both their worlds at stake. A game where victory was assured. He should have held a magnificent hand that left nothing to chance, but if those cunning gods of 《Earth》 were to lend a hand, even the impossible might occur.

He did not think he would lose, but it would be wise to have some insurance.

They were originally lives from his world. The god who proposed the wager was able to interfere with the people of Arcadia to some extent.

And so he sent down an oracle.

To the now desolate country, Castrato.

"…An oracle. An oracle has descended for the first time in decades."

In a suspicious room in a corner of the Castrato royal palace, an old woman let the smoke from an incense burner curl around her fingertips and muttered as if in a delirium.

Upon receiving her report, a large crowd gathered in the palace hall.

In the hall, where the king and what appeared to be his chief retainers were lined up, the old woman opened her mouth wearily.

"A message from the gods. It says, 《There is a Golden King in Frontier. If you obtain the Golden King, magic and magical power will be restored》."

The old woman’s words sent a stir through the hall.

"The prophecy from decades ago was that a Golden King would descend. The likely royals were the golden-eyed first prince and the golden-haired second prince. Has one of them been recognized as the King?"

"No, I haven’t heard anything. If that were the case, they would come to the Master’s forest in the northwest of Frontier. Any word from our lookouts?"

"I have heard nothing. The first prince has purple hair, so the second prince is the more likely candidate."

"Guh… if only the kidnapping a year ago had succeeded…!"

"I hear they have taken in a new adopted daughter. It might be that child. She is said to be a distant royal relative."

At those words, the gazes of everyone in the hall focused on one spot.

There stood a woman with deep indigo hair and black eyes. She stood by the wall, her eyes thoughtfully lowered.

"If you had not failed a year ago, we might have had the Golden King in our hands by now. How pathetic."

The woman who bowed her head deeply was Cyril. The very maid who had hidden and raised Chihiro and plotted to steal her away. The king looked at the silently bowing Cyril with an expression of disgust and ordered her in a tone that made no attempt to hide his displeasure.

"We have not yet trained any new spies. It is risky to use you, whose faces are known, but there are no other suitable candidates. You will go with your former comrades and obtain the Golden King."

Castrato had many spies infiltrated in Frontier, but few were familiar with the inner workings of the royal palace. They had to press forward, even if it meant taking some risks.

"As you command."

Cyril answered curtly and raised her beautiful face. No one in the hall noticed the strange look in her eyes.

And so, the grand game entangled in the schemes of the gods quietly reached its climax, unknown to mortals.

At that time, the Kobito-san, who should have been at the very center of the storm, was sleeping soundly in Drago’s arms.

Oblivious to the schemes of gods and the conspiracies of men. The Kobito-san goes her own way today as well♪
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			《What is happening?》

《That one is a being granted from another world. Was she not the scythe?》

The sole foreign element, received from the gods of 《Earth》 and made to possess a soul of Arcadia. The gods of Arcadia, who had been told that this was the scythe that would move the world, harvest the miniature garden, and kill the Masters, could only stare in stunned silence at the turn of events.

Unaware of the gods’ intentions, she charged ahead as she pleased. She brought the Forest Masters to heel and journeyed across the world with innocent abandon. The gods of Arcadia were left speechless by the young girl who cut through existing conventions with satisfying ease and charged forward like a wild boar.

《Does she not possess the Right Hand?》

《Impossible. But, it is true.》

They could feel a brilliant power in the young girl’s left hand, but nothing in her right.

This put the cart before the horse.

But why?

As the gods of Arcadia puzzled over this, the gods of Earth appeared before them. They looked down at Arcadia with troubled expressions and bowed their heads deeply.

It seemed that due to the soul possession, she had lost the 《Right Hand》. Fatimah, the original owner of the soul, had apparently vanished into the abyss with it. The abnormal situation of two souls in one body had brought about an irregular result. The Kobito-san’s soul would eventually have to be returned to Earth. That was why they could not give her a new body. They had her possess the Golden King, which should have been the safest option, but to their dismay, that very Fatimah fell into a near-death state and was lost. As a result, Chihiro was forcefully awakened, and Fatimah, with whom she had assimilated, had taken the 《Right Hand》 with her.

What a disaster. This meant they could not destroy the Masters. The forests would not wither, and magic and magical power would remain.

This put Frontier in danger. Frontier had cherished its forests. For that very reason, it was the country with the most depleted land in all of Arcadia. At first glance, it appeared rich, but that was just an illusion, a deception. If the magic were to disappear, it would become a land more barren and dry than any other.

Above all, at this rate, defeat in the wager was inevitable.

《What should we do…?》

To the flustered god of Arcadia, the gods of Earth murmured thoughtfully.

We have prepared a message for such a contingency. All we can do now is leave it to humanity.

《She is a human like a child of the wild. She will surely notice. And things will turn out for the best.》

The gods of Earth smiled gently.

Since they could not interfere with the world, that was their only option. If she can save Arcadia, we will grant her any wish.

With feelings akin to prayer, the gods watched the Kobito-san.

If it was assistance to an individual, someone outside the world’s framework, they could interfere to some extent.

Just as the gods of Arcadia were debating whether to send an oracle, the scythe was brought down upon the miniature garden of Kilfan. That scythe was about to mercilessly take the borrowed life, and the gods, who rushed to the scene in a panic, used that as an opportunity to attempt to help her.

However, it unexpectedly brought about the best possible outcome.

Her wish was the dissemination of the miniature garden’s seeds. For the gods of Arcadia, it was an offer they could not have hoped for.

Thus, due to the Kobito-san’s unforeseen actions, the miniature garden project made a dramatic leap forward.

What were those thousands of years of grieving for? When they looked, Arcadia was slowly but surely choosing the best path.

The gods of Arcadia looked down at the world below with somewhat distant eyes.

There, waving white and red flags, was the Kobito-san, diligently working on transporting supplies.

After the great commotion in Kilfan, she took the translocated Kilfan people and headed for the northern wilderness. She set up a camp just before the wilderness adjacent to Frontier and guided each of them to their respective tents. The tents, kitchens, and other necessities for daily life were already in place. They were so well-equipped that the arriving Kilfan people did a double take. It was all thanks to Romel, who had seized the budget under the guise of the princess’s public works project. The Kobito-san received this blessing with a bow to the ground and built the camp to be perfectly sufficient.

Many people had helped.

Not just the royal palace and the knightly orders, but also the castle town, Yarmouth, and even the marquis’s border knights. A large amount of supplies had been sent from the city of Lumiere, and the large coral mixed in with them was said to be from the master of the ocean forest.

With a vast war chest in hand, the Kobito-san was suddenly fired up.

"Alright, let’s do our best!"

The Kobito-san grinned cheerfully.

Her actions were perfectly aligned with what the gods of Arcadia intended. She was aiming for a civilization that did not rely on magic.

A new country built using Kilfan’s technology. It would undoubtedly be a civilized society based solely on human power, not dependent on magic. Its cutting-edge technology and concepts would likely spread to Frontier as well. Eventually, it would surely spread throughout Arcadia.

Ironically, the situation was tilting in the direction the gods desired.

The reason was simple. The Kobito-san herself could not use magic.

The only magic she could use was creating a Master’s forest. In other words, in the magical civilization of Frontier, she was the only human who did not know the boons of magic. Therefore, in everything she did, physics and the concepts from her past life took precedence over magic.

She possessed an extraordinary ability to create a new forest and place a Master, filling an entire country with magic. However, knowing what the result of that would be, the Kobito-san chose steadfast human power over such an uncertain thing as magic.

Hard work does not betray you.

It was an idea unique to the Kobito-san, a realist from the modern age. She felt no attraction to a civilization that depended on something given and would collapse if it was lost.

This was likely where she differed from Katsumi.

"If you have time to wish for what you don’t have, get to work!!"

It was still fresh in her memory how the Kobito-san had kicked over the dumbfounded Katsumi, who was lost in regret, and had Pochiko-san drag him and toss him onto the ship.

Katsumi, who had been trembling while clinging to a single bee, was also participating in the founding of the new Kilfan. While still trembling, he was helping out using his modern knowledge. He seemed to have finally calmed down and was doing somewhat better, but he would still tremble whenever the Kobito-san approached, so the bee he had been clinging to was now acting as his guard and caretaker.

Perhaps it had grown attached to him after being clung to for so long. The bee never left Katsumi’s side and diligently took care of him.

Katsumi also cherished the bee, unconsciously reaching out for it.

"Why don’t you give it a name?"

The Kobito-san looked at the still-trembling Katsumi with an exasperated expression.

Am I a monster or something?

To Katsumi, she might be something close, but to Chihiro, it was the height of absurdity. As the Kobito-san scowled, Katsumi timidly asked.

"Is it okay for me to name it?"

"Why are you asking me? Why don’t you ask the bee itself?"

At her words, Katsumi lowered his gaze to the bee he was hugging.

"Do you… want a name?"

Hey. What a way to ask.

To the tactless Katsumi, the bee responded with a bzzzz bzzzz of its wings. To the bee’s obviously delighted response, Katsumi, though surprised, managed to find his words.

"Um… what should I call you? Tama? No, that’s for a cat. Uhm? Hachi? Maya? Are you a boy?"

Katsumi spoke falteringly.

The Kobito-san couldn’t help but snort at the names he listed and gave a wry smile. They were common names from nostalgic anime.

"The baby bees are mostly female, apparently."

Hearing this, Katsumi gently stroked the bee before him.

"Then, Maya. How about it?"

Well, it’s better than Tama.

Despite having a questionable naming sense herself, the Kobito-san acted all high and mighty.

Ignoring the little girl, the bee named Maya clung to Katsumi’s shoulder, looking quite pleased.

As the others watched the heartwarming interaction with the bee with a fuzzy feeling, something was wriggling on the Kobito-san’s left hand. A black and yellow striped snake. About thirty centimeters long and a little over a centimeter thick, it looked up at the Kobito-san with its big, watery black eyes.

Oh, right.

"You need a name too. You have stripes, so how about Shimajiro?"

The moment she muttered this, Katsumi, who overheard, burst out laughing.

"No way. It’s a snake, right? Isn’t that pitiful?"

I don’t want to hear that from you. Where did all your trembling go?

Nyoronyoro, maybe. No… if it’s a sea snake, there’s only one choice.

"Wadatsumi. Let’s call you Mi-chan."

The small snake smiled softly and purred, coiling around the Kobito-san’s upper arm like a bracelet. Seeing it, Katsumi was reminded of the ancient Egyptian gods. Even the gods were divided into many categories, with most being messengers, acting as proxies for the gods. The children of the Masters surrounding the Kobito-san looked like those messengers, and Katsumi couldn’t help but rub his eyes.

No way. If that were true, this little girl would be a god. That can’t be…

Thinking that far, Katsumi recalled the words of the manifested gods of Arcadia.

《Ei-sa is an important guest. She is our equal.》

From any angle, she looked like a person of Arcadia. Not a transmigrator like himself. At first, he had thought, another world reincarnation, how cliché. But on second thought, if they could transmigrate people, he didn't understand the point of reincarnating someone.

Was reincarnation necessary?

A transmigration with a twenty-year time limit was also strange. Is there something we don’t know?

Katsumi was suspicious, but he was too influenced by stories and wasn't seeing reality.

He did not know that most humans who got involved with gods met a tragic end. He might know it as a piece of knowledge, but he had not realized that he himself was now in that position. The unwritten laws of the gods are strict, and those involved with them are considered equally guilty and receive punishment. The reason the gods of Arcadia set a time limit was for that purpose. If they warped things any further, the seeds borrowed from Earth would be punished on a soul level. They would be cast out of the cycle of reincarnation, never to hope for a next life. The souls that helped the gods were promised a happy next life. The time limit was set to ensure that came to pass.

A toast to the gods’ efforts, desperately trying to bring salvation in ways unknown to mortals♪
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			"A hand that’s one card weaker…"

With the relocation of the Kilfan people settled for now, the Kobito-san entrusted the rest to Katsumi and began to reflect on everything that had happened so far.

Arcadia, a world where otherworld transmigrations occurred frequently. With this fact revealed, she felt like she was starting to grasp the sense of wrongness she had felt all along.

One thing was that this world had once been a very dry and harsh place. This was recorded in Frontier’s history, and Merda and the others had confirmed it.

What saved it were the Forest Masters.

The first Golden King who founded Frontier had written down the details meticulously, and based on that, Frontier had cherished the Masters’ forests.

As a result, the prosperous Frontier of today exists.

However, the Kobito-san, being a modern person, couldn’t accept this at face value. There are magical beasts. There is magic. She had no objections to those things. She thought that’s just how it was.

But if magic were to be lost, the land would revert to a wasteland. Why couldn’t the people of Frontier understand this terrifying reality? The surrounding countries were actually facing that very fate. And yet, there was no sense of crisis at all. They probably understood that if they lost the forests, they would lose magic. But they only made efforts not to lose the forests, and made no preparations whatsoever for the event that they were lost.

In a way, the most fragile and precarious country was Frontier.

The second thing was that the Kobito-san only noticed this precariousness, which she had almost but not quite been able to grasp, after visiting Kilfan. She was shocked that a country under the same conditions could be so prosperous without receiving any of the boons of magic. It was because the Kobito-san herself had been under the illusion that this was a world where magic was a given.

That wasn’t the case. Magic and magical power weren’t necessary. Just like Earth, this world could grow. In fact, wasn’t the gods’ magic hindering that growth?

Wasn’t it written in history? That it was a blessing given by the gods. It wasn’t something humans had acquired through their own efforts, nor was it something that had existed in the world from the beginning. If it was something given, then it was outside the natural order of things. Since it wasn’t created, it could be lost or depleted.

It was likely due to her having the concepts of another world, Earth. When she thought it through, the worldview of Arcadia was fragile and precarious. She suddenly understood it.

A vague, indescribable anxiety clung to the back of the Kobito-san’s mind. The ground beneath her feet, which had been so certain until now, felt like ambiguous and incomprehensible sludge.

Something is strange. Where is the problem?

The third thing was that night, when she thought about it. When she remembered the meaning of Ei-sa, she was astonished. If these were names based on cards, it was bad. The gods of this world shouldn’t know poker, which meant this had to be a message from the gods of Earth. A message addressed to someone related to Earth, whether a transmigrator or a reincarnated person.

They probably thought that anyone from Earth would understand.

Once she realized, she couldn’t stay still and had rushed to Zett. She wanted him to deny it. With that thought, the words she spoke were shattered by the affirmation of silence.

Not a jack, but a joker. Isn’t this a losing game?

The Kobito-san unconsciously looked up at the heavens.

If this was based on poker, there had to be an opponent. She didn’t know the will of the gods, but if the card hand was a royal straight flush that included a joker, it indicated that they were at a disadvantage. Even if it were a legitimate hand, there would be a possibility of the opponent holding the joker, and a higher hand like a five of a kind could be expected, but since the joker was in her hand, that wasn't possible. However, it was still a hand that was one card weaker, and while she didn’t know what was happening, she could guess that some kind of crisis was approaching Arcadia.

And the cards have meaning. A meaning that would easily come to mind for someone from Earth.

"The western forest, I guess. I won’t know until I go."

Joker. This means the trump card.

In other words, the Master in the western forest is likely the trump card hidden by the gods of Earth. It was certain that the gods of Earth were cooperating with Arcadia, and if this was a message, the meaning of the joker would also change. The fact that they hid it in a message like this probably meant they didn’t want the people of Arcadia to know.

"The poker opponent is interfering on this side too, aren’t they? I hate this."

Her wild intuition was terrifying.

The Kobito-san, who had lived her life solely on the intuition of someone raised in the countryside, was showing her true colors.

Gathering the fragments of konpeito candy shown by the gods, the Kobito-san constructed a universe. Beyond it lay a black box. Inside, was it a gruesome trap of ruin, or a wondrous gift from the gods?

Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

The Kobito-san stood up with a grunt, and while soothing her overheating brain, she wrote down all the possibilities that could occur.

The result was just one answer. Simple and clear.

"The golden magic isn’t needed, is it? This."

The Kobito-san’s whole body went limp. Unable to fight the fatigue, she melted like a slime.

A complete negation of everything I’ve done so far. Aiyayayayaii.

No, that’s not it. My original interpretation was wrong.

The world had changed due to the technology sent out from Kilfan several hundred years ago. Chihiro had thought that was a mistake, but from the looks of it, that was probably the correct path. Kilfan was a miniature garden prepared for that purpose. The diverse technologies had evolved uniquely in each country, leading to the present day. Frontier had been left behind in that regard, but as a nation, its development was top-notch. With the high quality of its people, Frontier could probably catch up quickly if they started trying now.

"I need to talk to Romel."

Wasn’t there a saying, two heads are better than one?

Literally intending to share their worries, the Kobito-san, with Pochiko-san supporting her faltering steps, headed for the royal palace.

"…Shall we sit down for a moment?"

Romel gave a long, hard look at the exhausted Kobito-san, who had been carried in suspended by Pochiko-san, and gestured to the sofa in his office. The Kobito-san collapsed onto the sofa like a boneless creature and handed the notebook she had written in to Romel. He took it, glanced through it, and then looked at the Kobito-san with a complex expression that was hard to describe.

"What is this?"

"The events up to now, and a prediction of what might happen next."

"…Magic is unnecessary?"

"We can live without it. It’s a luxury item, an extravagance. In fact, the way we thought it was essential until now is what’s strange."

"...Are you saying that the neighboring countries where diseases are spreading due to magic deficiency are in their normal state?"

"Yes. It’s normal for people to get sick and take time to heal from injuries. Frontier, where people are immune to disease and injuries can be instantly healed with magic, is the strange one."

Saying it out loud makes you realize how abnormal it is. The lifespan in Frontier is 1.5 times that of other countries. It’s really strange.

Even the Kobito-san, who had the concepts of Earth, had failed to notice that it wasn’t normal. She had assumed that magic was a given. That this was just how this world was. I can’t laugh at Katsumi. I had assumed that’s just how things were. Preconceptions are scary.

Her energy somewhat recovered, the Kobito-san shot up on the sofa.

"The forests were unnecessary. In fact, they should have been withered."

Romel was at a loss for words at such an answer. It was a statement that overturned the very foundation of Frontier’s existence. The prince regent was dumbfounded. And understandably so.

"That’s why. I’m going to the western forest. I feel like the answer is there."

The Kobito-san smiled weakly.

Surprised by her exhausted state, Romel hurriedly called for a doctor and picked her up.

Huh? Something’s wrong.

Romel’s mouth was moving rapidly, but she couldn’t hear his voice. Not only that, her vision was warping and blurring into white.

This isn’t good…

By the time she thought that, it was too late. The Kobito-san’s consciousness snapped.

"Chihiiroooooo!!"

The familiar scream echoed through the baron’s mansion.

Covering his ears, Romel relayed the doctor’s diagnosis.

"It’s exhaustion and a fever from overthinking, he said. With rest, she should be up in about three days."

A teary-eyed bear of a father. From the butler and maid running around, sharp glares occasionally pierced the back of Romel’s head.

But such trivial things didn’t bother him. Even thinking about it now made his blood run cold.

The Kobito-san’s complexion had gone from pale to deathly white. He had been so surprised he thought his heart would stop. So Romel could understand how Drago felt now. However, this loud noise was not acceptable.

Color returned to her pale face, and now, red as an apple, the Kobito-san breathed heavily.

Her lips moved slightly, and the onlookers held their breath. They were all speechless at the words that came from her staring lips.

"Going to the western forest… I’m going."

The silent scream in the hearts of the stunned Romel and the others was voiced by Drago.

"Don’t be ridiculous!!"

It was likely a unanimous cry, not just from everyone there, but from everyone involved with the Kobito-san.

The Kobito-san smiled faintly.

That day, the royal palace was hit by a storm of fierce debate that lasted through the night. The single notebook the Kobito-san had brought, and its answer, had thrown a spark into Frontier that ignited an endless discussion.

The overly energetic Kobito-san.

Perhaps this too was providence. Her consciousness did not return until she had had sufficient rest. Four days later, when the Kobito-san awoke, the sight of a hibernating bear with swollen, cried-out eyes beside her was just another charming detail.

Even without knowing the gods’ intentions, she knows the correct way of the world. It was precisely because she was raised on Earth that the Kobito-san noticed its clear distortion.

Kicking aside the swirling mysteries and questions, the Kobito-san is doing great today♪
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			"A hand one card weaker…"

Now that the relocation of the Kilfan people was mostly settled, the Kobito-san left the rest to Katsumi and began reflecting on everything that had happened so far.

Another world transmigration frequently occurred in Arcadia. With this revelation, she felt she was finally starting to grasp the sense of wrongness she had felt all along.

First, this world had once been a very dry and harsh place. This was recorded in Frontier’s history and confirmed by Merda and the others.

What saved it were the Forest Masters.

The first Golden King who founded Frontier had written down the details meticulously, and based on that, Frontier had cherished the Masters’ forests.

As a result, the prosperous Frontier of today exists.

However, being from the modern era, the Kobito-san couldn’t accept this at face value. There are magical beasts. There is magic. She had no issue with those things. She just accepted that was how this world was.

But if magic were lost, the land would revert to a wasteland. Why couldn’t the people of Frontier understand how terrifying this was? Neighboring countries were actually facing that very fate. Yet, there was absolutely no sense of crisis. They probably understood that losing the forests meant losing magic. But they only made efforts not to lose the forests, and made no preparations whatsoever for what would happen if they did.

In a way, the most fragile and precarious country was Frontier.

Second, the Kobito-san only noticed this precariousness, which she had almost grasped but couldn't quite, after visiting Kilfan. She was shocked that a country with the same conditions could be so prosperous without receiving any of the benefits of magic. It was because the Kobito-san herself had been under the illusion that this was a world where magic was a given.

That was not the case. Magic and magical power were not necessary. Just like Earth, this world could grow. In fact, wasn’t the gods’ magic hindering that growth?

Wasn't it written in history? That it was a blessing given by the gods. It wasn't something humans had acquired through their own efforts, nor was it something that had existed in the world from the beginning. If it was something given, then it was outside the natural order of things. Since it wasn't created, it could be lost or depleted.

It was likely because she had the concepts of another world, Earth. When she thought it through, the worldview of Arcadia was fragile and precarious. She suddenly understood.

A vague, indescribable anxiety clung to the back of the Kobito-san’s mind. The ground beneath her feet, which had been so certain until now, felt like ambiguous and incomprehensible sludge.

Something is strange. Where is the problem?

Third, that night. When she remembered the meaning of Ei-sa, she was stunned. If these were names based on cards, it was bad. The gods of this world shouldn't know poker, which meant this had to be a message from the gods of Earth. A message addressed to someone related to Earth, whether a transmigrator or a reincarnated person.

They probably thought that anyone from Earth would understand.

Once she realized, she couldn't stay still and had rushed to Zett. She wanted him to deny it. With that thought, the words she spoke were shattered by the affirmation of silence.

Not a jack, but a joker. Isn't this a losing game?

The Kobito-san unconsciously looked up at the heavens.

If this was based on poker, there had to be an opponent. She didn’t know the will of the gods, but if the card hand was a royal straight flush that included a joker, it indicated that they were at a disadvantage. Even if it were a legitimate hand, there would be a possibility of the opponent holding the joker, and a higher hand like a five of a kind could be expected, but since the joker was in her hand, that wasn't possible. However, it was still a hand that was one card weaker, and while she didn’t know what was happening, she could guess that some kind of crisis was approaching Arcadia.

And the cards have meaning. A meaning that would easily come to mind for someone from Earth.

"The western forest, I guess. I won’t know until I go."

Joker. This means the trump card.

In other words, the Master in the western forest is likely the trump card hidden by the gods of Earth. It was certain that the gods of Earth were cooperating with Arcadia, and if this was a message, the meaning of the joker would also change. The fact that they hid it in a message like this probably meant they didn’t want the people of Arcadia to know.

"The poker opponent is interfering on this side too, aren’t they? I hate this."

Her wild intuition was terrifying.

The Kobito-san, who had lived her life solely on the intuition of someone raised in the countryside, was showing her true colors.

Gathering the fragments of konpeito candy shown by the gods, the Kobito-san constructed a universe. Beyond it lay a black box. Inside, was it a gruesome trap of ruin, or a wondrous gift from the gods?

Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

The Kobito-san stood up with a grunt, and while soothing her overheating brain, she wrote down all the possibilities that could occur.

The result was just one answer. Simple and clear.

"The golden magic isn’t needed, is it? This."

The Kobito-san’s whole body went limp. Unable to fight the fatigue, she melted like a slime.

A complete negation of everything I’ve done so far. Aiyayayayaii.

No, that’s not it. My original interpretation was wrong.

The world had changed due to the technology sent out from Kilfan several hundred years ago. Chihiro had thought that was a mistake, but from the looks of it, that was probably the correct path. Kilfan was a miniature garden prepared for that purpose. The diverse technologies had evolved uniquely in each country, leading to the present day. Frontier had been left behind in that regard, but as a nation, its development was top-notch. With the high quality of its people, Frontier could probably catch up quickly if they started trying now.

"I need to talk to Romel."

Wasn’t there a saying, two heads are better than one?

Literally intending to share their worries, the Kobito-san, with Pochiko-san supporting her faltering steps, headed for the royal palace.

"…Shall we sit down for a moment?"

Romel gave a long, hard look at the exhausted Kobito-san, who had been carried in suspended by Pochiko-san, and gestured to the sofa in his office. The Kobito-san collapsed onto the sofa like a boneless creature and handed the notebook she had written in to Romel. He took it, glanced through it, and then looked at the Kobito-san with a complex expression that was hard to describe.

"What is this?"

"The events up to now, and a prediction of what might happen next."

"…Magic is unnecessary?"

"We can live without it. It’s a luxury item, a delicacy. In fact, the way we thought it was essential until now is what’s strange."

"...Are you saying that the neighboring countries where diseases are spreading due to magic deficiency are in their normal state?"

"Yes. It’s normal for people to get sick and take time to heal from injuries. Frontier, where people are immune to disease and injuries can be instantly healed with magic, is the strange one."

Saying it out loud makes you realize how abnormal it is. The lifespan in Frontier is 1.5 times that of other countries. It’s really strange.

Even the Kobito-san, who had the concepts of Earth, had failed to notice that it wasn’t normal. She had assumed that magic was a given. That this was just how this world was. I can’t laugh at Katsumi. I had assumed that’s just how things were. Preconceptions are scary.

Her energy somewhat recovered, the Kobito-san shot up on the sofa.

"The forests were unnecessary. In fact, they should have been withered."

Romel was at a loss for words at such an answer. It was a statement that overturned the very foundation of Frontier’s existence. The prince regent was dumbfounded. And understandably so.

"That’s why. I’m going to the western forest. I feel like the answer is there."

The Kobito-san smiled weakly.

Surprised by her exhausted state, Romel hurriedly called for a doctor and picked her up.

Huh? Something’s wrong.

Romel’s mouth was moving rapidly, but she couldn’t hear his voice. Not only that, her vision was warping and blurring into white.

This isn’t good…

By the time she thought that, it was too late. The Kobito-san’s consciousness snapped.

"Chihiiroooooo!!"

The familiar scream echoed through the baron’s mansion.

Covering his ears, Romel relayed the doctor’s diagnosis.

"It’s exhaustion and a fever from overthinking, he said. With rest, she should be up in about three days."

A teary-eyed bear of a father. From the butler and maid running around, sharp glares occasionally pierced the back of Romel’s head.

But such trivial things didn’t bother him. Even thinking about it now made his blood run cold.

The Kobito-san’s complexion had gone from pale to deathly white. He had been so surprised he thought his heart would stop. So Romel could understand how Drago felt now. However, this loud noise was not acceptable.

Color returned to her pale face, and now, red as an apple, the Kobito-san breathed heavily.

Her lips moved slightly, and the onlookers held their breath. They were all speechless at the words that came from her staring lips.

"Going to the western forest… I’m going."

The silent scream in the hearts of the stunned Romel and the others was voiced by Drago.

"Don’t be ridiculous!!"

It was likely a unanimous cry, not just from everyone there, but from everyone involved with the Kobito-san.

The Kobito-san smiled faintly.

That day, the royal palace was hit by a storm of fierce debate that lasted through the night. The single notebook the Kobito-san had brought, and its answer, had thrown a spark into Frontier that ignited an endless discussion.

The overly energetic Kobito-san.

Perhaps this too was providence. Her consciousness did not return until she had had sufficient rest. Four days later, when the Kobito-san awoke, the sight of a hibernating bear with swollen, cried-out eyes beside her was just another charming detail.

Even without knowing the gods’ intentions, she knows the correct way of the world. It was precisely because she was raised on Earth that the Kobito-san noticed its clear distortion.

Kicking aside the swirling mysteries and questions, the Kobito-san is doing great today♪
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			"It’s really coming along, isn’t it?"

"There are a lot of people and plenty of supplies, after all."

Just when she thought they were surveying and deciding on roads and districts, temporary housing had already been built while the Kobito-san was bedridden. The rows of two-story temporary houses were planned to become cheap lodging houses for short-term stays after the town was completed.

"Is there a demand for that?"

A cheap lodging house was a place for a no-frills, communal-sleeping overnight stay. As the name implied, you paid a fee for firewood and cooked for yourself at the hearth. There were no private rooms or bedding, just space to lie down and sleep with everyone else. Would Frontier really permit such a primitive and dangerous type of lodging? Guessing what the Kobito-san was imagining, Katsumi burst out laughing.

"No, no. Not like the ones in Japan’s skid rows, but the kind where you can stay overnight in a private room. The concept of lodging without meals doesn't seem to exist here. An inn usually means a set package of a room with breakfast and dinner. So, to explain the idea of simple, cheap lodging, I talked about cheap lodging houses where you could stay for the price of firewood. They seemed to like the name, so everyone just calls them that."

I see.

More immigrants might come from Kilfan in the future, and there's a possibility of people moving to this new land from other places as well. So they want to keep the temporary housing, but maintaining the facilities costs money, and they want to charge at least a minimum fee.

That stopgap measure was the cheap lodging house.

Things would probably change once the town was up and running and they had a better handle on production and construction. Eighty percent of the private houses were already built. The farmland and pastures were almost complete, and they were currently planting rape blossoms and wildflowers on the land that had been tilled with Frontier’s earth magic. They were also making progress with tree planting, and the wilderness, which lacked the benefits of magic, had been completely transformed.

The power of people is truly great.

They just wanted greenery. The people of Kilfan said they couldn’t feel at ease without greenery, so they were diligently raising seedlings.

Maybe I should go get some more seeds and seedlings?

Katsumi gave a light tap to the back of the head of the Kobito-san, who was pondering this with a serious face.

"You were just thinking something bad, weren’t you? We’re close to Frontier, so we won’t have trouble with food. Don’t push your luck, or things will get warped."

How did he know?

Pochiko-san tapped Katsumi’s right hand, the one that had hit the Kobito-san, with her foreleg. She seemed indignant, her nostrils flaring with a rare "mofuu."

"Hey, I wasn’t bullying her. Right?"

He might be used to the Demon Lord, but was he weak against bees? Katsumi was clearly flustered. They were both from Earth, after all. Once they broke the ice, it didn’t take long for them to become friendly.

"Pochiko-saaan, Katsumi’s bullying me!"

As the Kobito-san crouched on the ground, feigning tears, Pochiko-san buzzed her wings sharply and lunged at Katsumi. As Katsumi ran around in a panic, Maya intervened to protect him, but overwhelmed by Pochiko-san’s ferocity, they got tangled up and fell to the ground. Still, Maya desperately tried to stop Pochiko-san. As Pochiko-san raised her leg to strike, Maya was sent flying by the blow, and for a moment, it seemed like the letters "aaaaah" were written on her back.

Finding the adorable struggle too amusing, the Kobito-san couldn't help but burst out laughing and quickly revealed her prank.

"Just kidding♪ Thanks, Pochiko-san♪"

Beckoning to the two dumbfounded bees, the Kobito-san gathered magic in her palm.

"Sorry, I just wanted to play a little prank."

The previous animosity was gone as if blown away by the wind. The two bees pushed and shoved, excitedly sipping the Kobito-san’s magic, completely content.

"Hey you… Pochiko-san was seriously scary."

"I just felt like playing a prank for some reason. My bad, my bad."

As Katsumi wiped away a genuine cold sweat, a loud buzzing sound came from behind him. The bees that had been helping with the town’s work must have sensed the Kobito-san’s magic. A huge swarm, easily a hundred strong, was descending upon them. Hurriedly dodging them, the Kobito-san unleashed a new burst of magic for the gathered bees.

Bees swarmed to the band of light.

As the Kobito-san watched the happy bees, she happened to see Katsumi enter the swarm. Without looking at anything else, he caught a single bee and came out of the swarm. The bee struggled in Katsumi’s arms.

"You already had some, didn’t you? Let the others have a turn, Maya."

Katsumi came close to the Kobito-san, pointed at Pochiko-san clinging to her shoulder, and declared firmly.

"Look, look at Pochiko-san. She’s satisfied with what she got."

Perhaps feeling awkward, Maya clung to Katsumi’s back, out of his sight.

"Honestly."

Katsumi’s face relaxed in resignation.

The Kobito-san’s eyes widened at the sight. The two of them were so natural together. And Katsumi could apparently tell Maya apart from the other bees.

This is how it should be.

The Kobito-san broke into a wide grin, her face lighting up with a tickled expression. Tamer, cheat, none of that matters. Bonds can form between humans, animals, and even magical beasts. It’s not about logic.

Two people playing with a giant bee.

The Kilfan immigrants watched the entire scene in silence.

At first glance, it was a grim, horrifying sight, but for some reason, it was a comforting, everyday scene. The people of Kilfan were gradually getting used to the way things were in Frontier.

Around the time this peaceful scene was unfolding in the wilderness.

Cyril and her group were in Frontier’s northwestern territory.

"It has been a long time, Marquis Ansbackh."

"Well, well… some familiar faces. And what brings you here this time?"

The mansion Cyril and her group visited was that of Marquis Heivleihell Ansbackh. He was the one who had sheltered them in the past and sent them to the royal palace. He was also Second Consort Habirush’s father, and his great-grandfather was related to the Castrato royal family. He was a spy who had infiltrated the marquis house, which had strong ties to the Frontier royal family, through the guise of an international marriage between nobles. His mission was to steal knowledge of magic from the Frontier royal family and report it to Castrato. During the previous divine oracle, he had taken advantage of the fact that his own child possessed the iris and sent Castrato’s agents in with the marriage.

Habirush, who had been drugged since birth and was at her father’s beck and call, married into the royal family without any question and gave birth to a royal child. A daughter with the iris was born, and then another divine oracle from the gods. This could only be providence. Surely, their goal would be achieved. They would obtain the child who was the Golden King.

When news came that Consort Habirush had given birth to golden-haired twins and they had secured one of them, Heivleihell’s heart danced with anticipation. It was the culmination of a long-held wish, passed down from his great-grandfather for over a hundred years.

And yet…

Heivleihell looked at the dozen or so people before him. The fools who had squandered a once-in-a-lifetime chance.

Cyril glanced at the glaring Heivleihell and placed a document she had been entrusted with on the table. It was a royal decree from the Castrato royal family.

"As it says here, we are to secure the Golden King by any means necessary. If you could create a small opening for us, we will sneak in and capture them."

Heivleihell looked at Cyril, who confidently sipped her tea, and let out a deep sigh.

"Impossible. You may not know, but the Golden King has already awakened and formed a pact with a Forest Master. If you try to lay a hand on them, you’ll be minced meat in an instant."

With the previously standoffish diplomacy becoming more active, it had become difficult for Heivleihell to send information abroad. Thus, Castrato was unaware that the Golden King had awakened and that the pact was complete. This had all happened in the last year. It was a matter kept almost entirely secret from foreign countries. It was information known only to the marquis house, which had always taken princesses from the royal family as wives. Ordinary nobles did not know yet.

"The Golden King was a distant relative’s daughter. Her name is Chihiro La Giorge. She is now the king’s adopted daughter and lives in the royal palace. She is surrounded by the children of the Master she made a pact with, so we can’t get near her."

"My lady… what happened to Fatimah-sama?"

Cyril’s voice was strained, trembling. Heivleihell snorted and answered as if it were of no consequence.

"The child wasn’t in the place I was told. I wasn’t informed until ten days had passed. She was probably already dead and disposed of, or there would have been a huge uproar if she had been found alive. She must be dead."

Cyril’s comrades had failed to start a riot, but they had tried various means to sneak into the royal palace. However, none of their attempts succeeded, and what's more, their suspicious activities were detected by the palace, forcing them to flee the country. As a last resort, they had asked Heivleihell to check for them. Even Heivleihell couldn’t wander around the royal palace without his attendants and retinue. If he were to set foot in the back work areas dressed so conspicuously, he would be the center of attention. Making up various excuses, it was nearly a month later that Heivleihell was able to have a maid check the designated room. He couldn’t let the palace maids and servants suspect any suspicious movements, and bribing a low-ranking maid required a considerable amount of money. Remembering this, Heivleihell made a face as if he had bitten into a bitter bug.

"Is the consort in good health?"

"Ah. Her caretaker maid is still the same. She is still immersed in her dream world."

All of Consort Habirush’s attendants and guards were under Heivleihell’s influence. They were not from Castrato, but they were easy pawns who moved for money. On the other hand, he had to be wary of betrayal, but he had them tightly controlled with a system of mutual surveillance, snitching, and rewards.

"A magical beast escort, you say."

Cyril racked her brain over the unexpected obstacle.

How should they deal with this? If the Golden King had already awakened, it was actually convenient.

According to the divine oracle, the Golden King could create forests and move Masters. They could immediately fill the country with magic and revive magical arts.

A direct approach is not wise. We need them to come to Castrato of their own free will.

Thinking this, Cyril took out a vial from her pocket. The slender, palm-sized vial contained a light purple powder. At the sight of the familiar substance, Heivleihell’s face twisted slightly.

"Let us use this on the Golden King. Unlike the diluted liquid, this should have an immediate effect."

This powder was a brainwashing drug concocted by Cyril. It had been used on Fatimah before and was still being used on Consort Habirush. The recipe for this drug was also something passed down by divine oracle, protected and inherited by Cyril’s family for generations.

"The Golden King is a young girl. It might be surprisingly easy if you slip it into some sweet treat or drink. However, creating the opportunity to serve it will be the real challenge."

"An opportunity will present itself soon. This territory has a Master’s forest, after all."

Heivleihell’s eyes widened in shock.

The country of Castrato lay on the other side of the northern wilderness. The Ansbackh Marquisate of Frontier, which guarded that border, was located in the northwest of the capital, and within its domain was a Master’s forest known as the Western Forest.

Being the Golden King, she would surely visit on a pilgrimage. It would not be difficult to invite her to the lord’s mansion at that time.

Heivleihell watched Cyril, who wore a moist, elegant smile, and smirked himself.

Unaware that they were counting their chickens before they hatched, the Kobito-san let her thoughts wander to the Western Forest.

"I wonder if there’s any delicious food in the Western Forest’s territory? Since it’s a marquis’s domain, there might be food from the neighboring country of Castrato to the north. I’m looking forward to it, aren’t you, Pochiko-san♪"

The Kobito-san, who remains unshakable anytime, anywhere.

Though her daily worries are endless, the Kobito-san always enjoys life to the fullest♪
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			"How did it come to this?"

Kobito-san was currently in the middle of being summoned to the castle.

Apparently, after a fierce debate reached a stalemate, they decided to hear from the little girl who authored the proposal notebook. The two opposing factions faced each other across a long table, sparks flying between them.

Surveying both sides with a tired gaze, the King placed Kobito-san on his lap and began the meeting. Kobito-san looked suspiciously at Romel, who stood beside them. As if to apologize, Romel held up the fingers of one hand together in front of his face.

Well, he looks exhausted, so I guess it can’t be helped. You’ll owe me big for this, Romel.

Noticing the corners of Kobito-san’s mouth curl into a grin, Romel looked up at the ceiling with a slightly distant expression.

Amidst this, the meeting, which had been proceeding in an orderly fashion, gradually began to heat up.

"It’s exactly as this notebook says. Things that foreign countries are capable of, our own country is not. This is a grave situation."

The one who began to speak so loudly was Count Glacius, a tall, well-built man in his early thirties. He had a gallant air and a robust physique. His honey-colored hair was neatly slicked back, and the brilliant, fierce light dwelling in his light brown eyes left a strong impression. At a glance, he looked every bit a military man, but he was in fact a civil servant. According to Romel, he came from a family that oversaw agriculture and forestry, and had long felt a faint sense of crisis about the richness of the forests, which never seemed to dwindle no matter how much they were logged. It was obvious that this was a blessing of magic. He was one of the few who questioned it. What’s more, the surrounding countries had lost their magic, and their agriculture, let alone their forests, was in a precarious state. If Frontier did nothing and stood idly by, and if by some chance the magic were to disappear, wouldn't an unprecedented disaster befall the kingdom?

His vague anxiety had hit the mark.

Kobito-san’s submitted notebook described the instability of magic, which he had sensed but couldn't quite grasp, and its harmful effects. Furthermore, it detailed the potential damage that could arise and the countermeasures against it.

This is it.

His eyes opened wide, the count used every means at his disposal to investigate the actual conditions of the neighboring countries and came to this meeting prepared.

"In Frontier, we have abundant harvests without any effort, and plants and animals grow quickly. This is impossible in other countries. It is Frontier that is abnormal."

It had been several hundred years since the magic in the surrounding countries had been exhausted. Many things were lost, and to help those nations, Frontier expanded its farmlands and worked to provide food aid. Unlike other countries struggling even to eat, the well off Frontier developed as a nation during that time, evolving into a rare constitutional state.

As a result, every country held Frontier in high regard.

As Kobito-san silently listened to the count’s impassioned speech, a theatrical sigh came from the opposite side of the table.

"And what of it? It simply means our country is a prosperous one, beloved by the gods, does it not? Why must we tremble in fear at the thought of magic disappearing? The Forest Masters are in good health, and the people are well. Is that not the answer? Enough of this nonsense."

The one who spoke in such a dumbfounded tone was an elderly man. This was Marquis Vanfel. He let his pure white hair flow back in a soft, loose style, and his light blue eyes glinted darkly.

According to Romel, he was the head of the conservative faction, and he looked down on non-magical civilizations as inferior from the start, apparently unable to comprehend Count Glacius’s points at all.

"What do you make of the gods’ blessings? Is it not a gift left and passed down to us by the Golden King himself? Surely, connecting and protecting it is the way to repay the gods’ grace."

"And where is the guarantee that it will be eternal? Who can say that Frontier alone is special?"

"The Golden King descends upon our country. That is the answer. It is a grace no other country has. Do you seek an assurance from the gods? Such arrogance. There is a limit to faithlessness."

"The gods are the gods. I am saying that while we should be grateful for their blessings, we must not neglect our own efforts."

"The very act of doing something so vulgar is disrespectful. It is tantamount to not believing in the gods. Can you not understand something so simple?"

It was a pointless, back-and-forth argument.

Ah, this is hopeless.

With a lukewarm smile, Kobito-san tilted her head.

"Is this discussion even necessary?"

The little girl’s high, clear voice echoed through the hall, and the people lining the table fell silent as if doused with water. Then, she slowly picked up the notebook and tapped its surface lightly with her fingertips.

"What’s written here is just one example, you know? If this isn’t done, I can predict much greater damage. Do you want to hear about it?"

With a bright, innocent smile, Kobito-san looked around at the many people sitting at the table.

"By all means."

In contrast to Count Glacius, who leaned forward eagerly, Marquis Vanfel stood up from his seat with a loud clatter.

"Absurd. I cannot bear to listen to the ramblings of a precocious child. A mere last-place princess in name only."

The marquis had not been invited to the royal banquet and only knew of Chihiro as the King’s adopted daughter. These matters were confidential, known only to the royal family, the knight orders directly involved, and their subordinates, all of whom were under a gag order. Ordinary nobles were only aware that the monster causing a stir in the castle was a servant of the Golden King and that the Golden King had already descended.

At that, Kobito-san let her hood fall. Her golden hair fluttered softly. Seeing it, the people in the hall stared with uniform astonishment.

"Sorry for being a precocious child. Can’t be helped, can it? I’m the one who can do whatever I want with that magic, after all."

They were surprised that the little girl sitting on the King’s lap was the author of the notebook, but to think she was the Golden King herself was beyond imagination. Flustered by the unexpected situation, the assembly hastily rose from their seats and knelt on the floor.

"Ah, you don’t need to do that. Please sit. Let’s get down to business."

She was a person who would become the King’s adopted daughter. It wasn't strange for her to have golden eyes. Therefore, no one present had questioned the fact that Kobito-san’s eyes were gold. However, it was a different story if her hair was also gold.

Having one or the other might be rare, but still possible. But there was only one person who possessed both.

Faced with a living legend, the people trembled and held their breath. Among them, only one person, Marquis Vanfel, remained standing calmly.

"And what of it? Are you saying you intend to meddle with the miracle brought by the gods?"

"That’s right. I wonder if the gods regret giving magic to the world. I think magic will soon disappear from the lands of Frontier, too. That’s why we have to improve the soil by hand, immediately."

Looking the marquis straight in the eye, Kobito-san declared it clearly.

"Do you get it? This isn’t the time to be debating whether to do it or not. The only choice is to do it, and what’s more, it’s an emergency that must be done urgently. Stay out of this, you old fool."

Kobito-san’s eyes burned from deep within their sockets. The marquis, called an old fool, flinched at her fiery gaze. "This is why it’s a problem when idiots are in charge. Romel, hurry up and make a schedule to start developing compost and green spaces. If the Forest Masters’ forests wither, we’ll have to create new ones, so we have a mountain of things to do."

Romel nodded, exasperated. His Majesty the King was in a daze, unable to keep up with the situation. The debate had shifted from a pointless argument of "to do or not to do" to the operational planning of how to carry out the development.

Count Glacius was energized, like a fish back in water.

It was convenient to have the right person in the right place.

While one side was vigorously discussing, the other side stood there, dumbfounded. The conservative faction, led by the marquis, was opposed, so they no longer had any business here.

"You all are useless, so you can leave. You have other work, don’t you?"

The little girl’s cold gaze. At her words, the members of the conservative faction grew flustered. The plan described in the notebook was a massive project. In a sense, it was a crucial undertaking that would determine the fate of the nation. To be uninvolved in it would lower their own standing and severely tarnish their family names.

Only now did the conservative faction realize the blunder they had made, and they all turned pale.

They looked at Kobito-san with pleading eyes, but without giving them a single glance, the little girl jumped down from the King’s lap.

"Well then, I’ll leave the rest to you. I have to go."

"Chihiro? Where to?"

"To the planned site for the Kilfan nation. In the unlikely event we don’t make it in time here, that place will become Frontier’s food storehouse."

At Romel’s astonished expression, the little girl offered a mischievous smile.

"What? Did you think I was helping them out of charity? With such a huge amount of money involved, I wouldn’t do something like that. I’ll have them pay back every penny I spent. With interest."

Kobito-san, having realized a part of the gods’ intentions, had been making this plan from the start.

Soil improvement, greening, and cultivation were things the Japanese excelled at. The land reclamation would likely proceed without taking much time. With the help of Frontier’s magic, it would accelerate even further. If the northern wilderness became farmland, Frontier would be able to manage even if the worst happened. With that ulterior motive, Kobito-san had gathered immigrants in Kilfan and welcomed them with thorough preparations.

Hope for the best, but always prepare for the worst, right? People from the old days sure said some wise things.

Faced with the ever-prepared Kobito-san’s foresight, the adults were at a loss for words.

Dangling from Pochiko-san who was on the ceiling, Kobito-san danced and cackled as she exited the hall.

When it comes to food, you never mess around, do you?

Romel let out a faint, dry laugh, but as long as it was for the good of the country, he wouldn’t complain.

Casting aside such useless thoughts, they stared at Kobito-san’s notebook and began to plan for nationwide soil improvement and the development of non-magical tools. Some of these things were already perfected in other countries, and above all, they had many immigrants from the technologically advanced nation of Kilfan.

The despair of ruin was dispelled, and Frontier had grasped a single spider’s thread of hope.

Whether this would lead to fortune or misfortune, only the gods knew.

Paying no mind to such things, Kobito-san soared through the sky. Wrapping the adults around her little finger, Kobito-san is full of energy today.
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			Ah, it’s happening again.

When she came to, she was in a pitch-black place. A heavy, cloying air clung to her, along with glowing threads.

Habirush drifted slowly through the darkness, losing all sense of up or down in the ambiguous space.

Since when did I start coming to a place like this?

The tightly woven threads were incredibly intricate, with fine stitches like a crocheted shawl. Nothing could be seen through the gaps, only an endless darkness that spread out with an eerie sound.

But...

‘It’s so calming.’

The silver, net-like object woven from sturdy threads was soft and springy, and it felt good to lie down on it. Would she be happy if she could forget everything and just fall into this darkness?

As she was thinking this, she suddenly heard the threads creak. The first inhabitant, who had been here before Habirush. It seemed this was something he had made.

《Ah, you’ve come. This little one has been waiting for you.》

A small child clung to his feet. The child looked at me happily.

‘Ah...’

The cute little girl smiled softly.

‘Welcome. What story would you like today?’

I hugged the little girl as she toddled closer and began to tell her a story. From reminiscences to fairy tales. It was little more than idle chatter, but the girl was exceptionally pleased.

A brief, smiling rendezvous. Eight black eyes stared intently at the innocent pair.

"Please wake up, Your Highness, Second Consort."

With a light shake of her shoulder, Consort Habirush opened her eyes. It was her familiar bed. This was Habirush’s palace, located in the northern part of the Inner Palace.

One of her ladies-in-waiting opened the curtains, while two others prepared breakfast and her clothes. Accepting the breakfast on a tray, Habirush leaned against the cushions on her bed and ate listlessly.

Her cheeks were slightly relaxed.

"Did you have a pleasant dream?"

One of the maids asked Habirush, her expression a little curious as she arranged the clothes on a dress form.

"I suppose so... It feels like I had a good dream. Oh? Or is this the dream?"

Habirush tilted her head in genuine confusion.

Not again, the ladies-in-waiting thought to themselves without letting it show on their faces as they prepared Habirush for the day.

"Today, Marquis Heburaiheru La Ansbackh will be visiting. Come now, please prepare."

"Oh. We have a guest coming?"

Three pairs of resigned gazes. They were used to it by now, but it was still tiring.

He’s your father, they sighed and muttered again in their minds.

As the maids dressed her, Habirush recalled the dream she had just been having.

For some time now, Habirush had been having the same dream.

A silver bed like a starry sky floating in the pitch-black darkness.

As she floated down like a bird’s feather, she would find a small child and eight eyes there. She would soothe the crying child and listen to the story from the eight eyes. It seemed the bed was of his making, and the little girl had suddenly fallen onto it. The bed of silver threads was about the size of the royal palace, soft and rippling like waves. There, Habirush would tell stories to calm the child. Watched over by the eight eyes, she played freely with the girl, sometimes sitting, sometimes lying down.

Habirush had this same innocent dream every night, but half of the memory would vanish upon waking, and the other half would be forgotten by the time she finished her meal.

Once dressed, she looked out the window at the garden and smiled contentedly.

"What lovely weather. I’d like to have my tea on the terrace today."

"As I said, a guest is arriving. Let us have tea tomorrow."

"Oh, is that so?"

Her reply clearly showed she had forgotten.

Not even ten minutes had passed since she was last told. Furthermore, they had been giving her the same explanation every day for the past two days.

Battling a splitting headache, the ladies-in-waiting escorted Habirush to the grand hall of the Inner Palace.

"Huh? Marquis Ansbackh?"

Romel nodded slowly.

"He’s Consort Habirush’s father. It seems he rushed here to object to your proposal. His domain also has one of the Forest Masters’ forests. He was probably looking forward to your pilgrimage, so it must be a big shock."

Ah, Kobito-san remembered Frontier’s last forest. She had been so caught up in the construction of the new Kilfan nation that she had half-forgotten. Sipping her tea, Chihiro listened to Romel’s explanation.

"Today, the marquis is coming to inquire after Consort Habirush’s well-being. Well, to be honest, I think he also wants to meet you."

There’s no stopping people from talking.

At the royal banquet, not a few people had looked back and forth between Theodore and Chihiro, tilting their heads in confusion. Some must have felt a sense of dissonance seeing the two with such strikingly similar features. The reason such rumors hadn't spread was solely due to Romel and the others thoroughly enforcing the gag order. Still, it wasn't perfect. After half a year, it was inevitable that some cracks would appear. Romel figured the marquis had heard the rumors and wanted to confirm them for himself.

Kobito-san took out some homemade sweets from her bag, offered some to Romel while munching on them herself. Accepting them, Romel lowered his eyes for a moment as if in thought.

This too was a part of daily life. Sweets had already become established, adding color to people’s moments of relaxation. Three-dimensional embroidery as decoration had also become commonplace. Since it didn’t require many types or high quality of thread, it spread among the common people, and clothing became livelier with embroidery that expressed individual personalities. It was enjoyable to see. And now, with the immigration of the Kilfan people, many new technologies and tools were being created.

Originally, the commoners had little magic and could only use basic life magic. So, they probably wouldn't be too troubled by a life without magic. The problem was the land, whose productivity would plummet with the loss of magic. Frontier’s agriculture and animal husbandry, everything would suffer catastrophic damage. The farther from the royal capital, the more severe the damage would be.

However, Kobito-san had also shown them a way to overcome these issues. The Kilfan people were building farms and ranches as a matter of course, so that people wouldn't be in dire straits when the time came.

What will be, will be.

It was a phrase Kobito-san often used.

"Well, if he asks to meet you, I suppose we can’t refuse. He is a border marquis, after all. I want to show some flexibility to those who border neighboring countries, as a sign of appreciation for their efforts."

Looking up at Romel’s wry smile, Kobito-san’s face showed she understood.

I see.

"Very well. I shall stay in the castle as a princess today."

At the child’s gentle smile, Romel, relieved by her quick understanding, called a maid to have her change.

Chihiro had a room in the royal palace.

She hardly ever used it, but for times when the royal family absolutely had to appear together, she would take off her Kobito-san clothes here and change into a princess’s attire. It happened about once a season, but the room existed for form’s sake.

She wore a plain, cream-colored A-line dress with a decorative sash draped diagonally from her shoulder. The sash had fine embroidery and was tied with a braided cord that had a tassel ornament. And on her head shone the tiara gifted to her by Prince Wilfe.

Her posture was simple yet exuded elegance.

Romel had found it strange when Chihiro had specified an unadorned dress when it was being tailored, but seeing it again now, he was struck by how splendid it was.

The dress was simple but made of high-quality silk, with silver embroidery here and there that tastefully colored the whole garment, serving to enhance her accessories. It was a light, yet dignified attire. Precisely because she was young and cute, she didn’t need ornate decorations. Extravagant embellishments would, in fact, give a heavy impression. This kind of sense was something Frontier, with its strong Western-style culture, lacked.

"No, really. I take my hat off to your sensibilities."

"Even if it’s only occasionally, the royal family has its dignity to maintain. If I have a few tailored in seasonal colors, I can change the impression with accessories and wear them repeatedly. It’s a convenient dress, you know."

Kobito-san smiled brightly.

Seriously, a princess of a country talking about convenient, repeatable outfits. ...Well, that's just the kind of girl you are.

While Romel was offering a dry, half-exasperated laugh, in the palace audience chamber, Marquis Vanfel was passionately addressing the King.

"Such an act that goes against the divine will cannot be permitted, Your Majesty. I implore you to reconsider."

The Frontier soil improvement plan had been decided in a rush last time, as everyone was overwhelmed by the little girl's intensity. Being carried out on a national scale, it was a massive project. It involved reorganizing land plots, combining agriculture and animal husbandry, fertilizing the land, and making adjustments as problems arose, a project that would continue over the long term. It couldn't be done overnight and would require a great deal of funding.

It was a plan unnecessary for Frontier, which overflowed with the blessings of the gods. It was just a waste of taxes.

Marquis Vanfel genuinely believed this.

Stared at with a serious gaze from the old man, the King let out a faint sigh.

"On what grounds do you say that?"

"Grounds?"

"Yes. You are aware that the surrounding countries lost their magic and their civilizations regressed. State your grounds for believing that this will absolutely not happen in Frontier."

At his words, Marquis Vanfel was at a loss. Even he understood that nonsense like "the divine will" would not serve as a basis.

Count Glacius’s words were backed by the grounds of the actual situation in neighboring countries. There was no guarantee that something that happened once wouldn’t happen again, and no guarantee that what happened elsewhere wouldn’t happen in Frontier. However, that would deeply wound the pride of Frontier as a magical nation beloved by the gods.

He could never admit it.

And at the council meeting he had attended with that thought, he had been completely refuted by the very Golden King who was supposed to be receiving the full extent of that divine favor.

The blessings of the gods were not absolute.

As if scolding a daydreaming child, that little girl had cut down Marquis Vanfel and his conservative faction with a single stroke. Look at reality, she had said. Her fixed gaze had spoken, asking how they could blindly enjoy the blessings of the gods.

Looking down at the faltering Marquis Vanfel, the King opened his mouth, though with some hesitation.

"That child... is one recognized by the gods as their equal. To question her actions is, in itself, to go against the divine will."

At these unexpected words, Marquis Vanfel was speechless, and the King explained the series of events that had occurred in Kilfan. The descent of the gods that Romel and the Royal Knights had witnessed. And Kobito-san, who had negotiated with those gods as an equal.

The characters for "living god" flashed through the mind of the stammering Marquis Vanfel.

"The gods approve of Chihiro’s actions. This means none other than that Chihiro is acting as the gods’ proxy. I could not say this at yesterday’s council with so many nobles present, but you understand, do you not?"

The King spoke as calmly as he could.

Marquis Vanfel now, finally, understood the blunder he had made. But even so, his faith in the gods did not waver.

Even if that was not what the gods desired.

He asked for leave in a low voice and quietly departed from the King’s presence.

Watching him go, the King sank into his throne as if exhausted.

It wouldn’t end like this. But he didn’t know what would happen, or how.

With an unknown anxiety in his heart, the King headed for Chihiro’s room.

The King knew she was here today. The tired old man unconsciously sought out Kobito-san for some comfort.
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			"Chihiro, my dear, come sit on my lap."

"I’d rather not, Father. We have a guest coming today, don’t we?"

"Ah, he should be meeting with Consort Habirush right about now."

"I will come to your lap, Father-in-law."

"Now, Mirtishia."

"That’s a fine cravat you’re wearing, Theo."

"My elder sister embroidered it for me."

Now then, whose line was whose?

With a faint, flat smile, Kobito-san stared off into the distance. The lounge in Chihiro's room was incredibly lively. The members of the royal family had appeared from who knows where and were leisurely enjoying some tea. Honestly, it was a little chaotic.

"Is that so. Your elder sisters should be four years old now. Their lessons must be progressing well."

As Wilfe traced the three-dimensional embroidery on Theodore's cravat with his finger, he kept glancing at Kobito-san. In contrast to her usual frog-like appearance, Chihiro's ladylike demeanor had him mesmerized.

Among his many younger sisters, she was an exceptionally outstanding princess. She had caused her fair share of problems, but her talent, which far surpassed them, was what had made Chihiro's presence known throughout the royal palace. Some praised her as befitting the Golden King, but such a title was probably just a bonus. There were whispers of wanting her to be the ruler of Frontier, but his father paid them no mind, insisting that the First Prince would be the next king. Chihiro herself had no interest in the royal family and was always running around like a wild child.

With a faint, bashful smile, Wilfe looked around at his family. His father and mother. Mirtishia, Uncle Romel. And Theodore and Chihiro. There were also his father's other siblings and consorts, and Wilfe's own younger siblings, but these six were his immediate family. He rarely saw the others. The consorts were in the Inner Palace, and his siblings under the age of seven were there as well.

Having learned of Chihiro’s visit by chance, the family members had gathered in this room, though not by any prior arrangement.

It was a strange thing.

Into the room of the harmoniously chatting royal family, Sakura announced a visitor.

"His Excellency, Marquis Ansbackh, requests an audience with Lady Chihiro-sama."

He’s here.

Her smile deepening, Kobito-san gave a small nod. Seeing this, Sakura turned on her heel to guide the marquis in.

"It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time. I am Heburaiheru La Ansbackh. I look forward to your acquaintance."

"I am Chihiro La Giorge. It is a pleasure to make yours."

In the reception room adjacent to the lounge, Kobito-san received Heburaiheru’s greeting. The elderly man before her stared at Chihiro as if appraising her.

"You must be tired from your long journey. I hear you have something to discuss with me. Please be brief so that you may relax at your leisure."

His eyes widened at the child who implicitly told him to hurry up if he had something to say, and Heburaiheru cleared his throat lightly.

"Regarding the plan that constitutes this national project, is it correct that it was your proposal?"

"That is correct. It is my proposal."

The little girl replied with quiet grace.

Her eyes formed a gentle arc, but a provocative light flickered in their depths. Exuding a sharp aura unbefitting her cute appearance, the little girl, perched on a large chair, looked down at the kneeling Heburaiheru and tilted her head.

"Is our business concluded?"

A shiver ran down Heburaiheru’s entire body at her smug face.

"No... Is that plan absolutely necessary? Do you believe that magic will eventually disappear from Frontier?"

While struggling against the goosebumps covering his body, Heburaiheru voiced the matters he needed to confirm.

"...It’s not that I think it will disappear, I am planning to make it disappear. Me, that is."

He couldn't understand the meaning of her words.

Heburaiheru’s eyes showed a flicker of puzzlement. Kobito-san gave a wry smile and repeated the explanation she had given to Romel and the others for Heburaiheru.

The gods were protecting the Kilfan Empire. And they were pleased with the spread of that culture, which did not require magic. From this, one could surmise that the gods wanted to erase magic from the land of Arcadia. That was why the surrounding countries had forgotten the blessings of the Forest Masters and were in their current state. It was by chance that magic remained only in Frontier, where the Golden King descended. This must have been unexpected even for the gods. In that case, following their will and voluntarily relinquishing magic would be the way to repay them for the grace they had shown until now.

"The nationwide soil improvement is part of that. The gods may wish to erase magic, but they would not wish for the people to suffer. Therefore, so that they have no lingering worries, we must show the people the path forward. We will improve the farmlands and livestock husbandry, and return to the proper order of the world. This is our urgent task."

The border marquis listened with a dumbfounded expression.

"In other words, it is not being lost, we are returning it. The divine magic we have relied on until now. Humanity will step out from under the gods’ protection and stand on its own two feet. In the land of Arcadia. A child must leave the nest someday, after all."

Heburaiheru, listening without blinking, understood the correctness of her words. Her perfectly ordered words settled comfortably even in his elderly heart. Until now, people had been steeped in the grace of the gods. Like infants clinging to their mothers, they had enjoyed the blessings of magic and sorcery as a matter of course.

Only now did Heburaiheru finally realize that it was something borrowed from the gods.

What is borrowed should be returned, and those under warm protection must eventually leave the nest.

When framed in human terms, it was all a perfectly understandable story.

But then, why did the god who sent oracles to Castrato desire the revival of magic?

The conflicting wills of the gods.

According to the stories, this little girl had received a blessing directly from the Creator God. As proof, several thousand people from Kilfan had been instantly transported to Frontier. Such a feat could only be performed by the gods.

The Golden King, graced with radiance. The little girl who controlled golden magic and had the Forest Masters as her servants was undoubtedly one who belonged in the hierarchy of the gods.

She was a being far more venerable than the prophet of Castrato.

In that case, was the oracle of Castrato mistaken? Or was it being falsified?

He didn't know...

Heburaiheru, born and raised in Frontier, had inherited his great-grandfather’s fervent wish from generation to generation, yet he knew a freedom that did not exist in Castrato. Of course, his loyalty to his homeland, Castrato, was unchanged. The pride of being a descendant of the Castrato royal family had been drilled into him since he was a child. A curse carved into the marrow of his bones, sometimes with words, sometimes with violence. The Ansbackh border marquis family had repeatedly performed irresistible brainwashing, with words and pain for the boys, and with drugs for the girls. That was the right thing to do, and it was also a sign of their resolve to use any means necessary to achieve their homeland’s dearest wish.

Therefore, he had no objection to the imperial order from his homeland.

But that didn’t mean he would meekly march to his doom.

He had to be sure.

The revival of magic and sorcery may be his great-grandfather’s wish, but if it did not align with the divine will, it could bring disaster upon his yet-unseen homeland, a land he had never set foot in.

Heburaiheru left behind the tea he had brought as a gift and swiftly departed from Chihiro’s presence.

Things were always in motion around Kobito-san. Unexpectedly so.

Kobito-san’s words and actions, having broken free from the gods' domain, shattered the measuring sticks of all sorts of people and forged ahead. This was involving neighboring countries and closing in on the gods' own will.

Slowly making her existence known to the world, Kobito-san is full of energy today.
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			"All right then. Time to pack for another trip."

With the groundwork for the new Kilfan nation and the Frontier soil improvement plan now on track, Chihiro finally began preparations for her pilgrimage to the Western Forest.

The town built in the wilderness was shaping up to be a collection of Kilfan’s finest technologies, with the synergistic effects of Frontier’s magic being fully demonstrated. The same was true for Frontier’s side of the soil improvement. The best aspects of both sides had matched perfectly, and things were progressing at an impossible speed.

Most of those who prided themselves on their talents had moved to Frontier from Kilfan. Having lost nearly half its population, one wondered what had become of it now.

Well, it can’t be helped. This happened because they didn’t take care of the people below them. It’s what they deserve.

Shaking off the pointless thought, the little girl lowered her eyes to the application form.

The personnel would be the usual members. She heard it was about a four-day carriage ride to the Western Forest, so they would need to stay three nights on the way.

Chihiro scratched her head with a glass pen, spread out a map, and made her plans.

One night at the multi-purpose square by the Kininaru Ki. Two nights in the border marquis’s territory. Should I stop by the marquis’s place? I’ll ask Romel later.

Quickly writing down the necessary personnel, supplies, and the round-trip schedule, Kobito-san took the completed documents and headed for the royal palace.

"Romel, is this okay?"

Seeing Kobito-san appear from the skylight, held aloft by Pochiko-san, Romel openly grimaced.

"Chihiro. Don’t imitate the Queen. Walk on your own two feet, please."

The surrounding people merely glanced at the descending Kobito-san, showing no particular surprise. Romel felt a headache coming on as he looked at his subordinates who continued their work in silence.

Don’t you guys get used to it. Why isn’t a single one of you even cracking a wry smile!

A magical phrase was being whispered throughout the royal palace with all seriousness.

Because it’s Kobito-san.

This unspoken understanding was spreading not just in the kitchens, but throughout the entire royal palace. And yet, despite being Kobito-san’s greatest sympathizer, Romel was still unable to escape his position as the sane one.

Nevertheless, Romel accepted the documents Kobito-san offered, quickly scanned them, and gave a small nod.

"I see, you’re going to the Western Forest. Yes, this is fine. It’s good."

The documents listed a number of personnel and expenses that were hardly fitting for a royal family member’s journey. However, Romel knew that this was the easiest arrangement for Kobito-san. As long as the bare minimum was in place, this girl would manage the rest somehow. In fact, there was even a possibility she might just fly off with Pochiko-san and no attendants at all. Considering that, he should be grateful she even submitted the documents.

Looking up at the resigned Romel, Chihiro asked with a slightly melancholic air.

"I plan to stay two nights in the border marquis’s territory. Do you think I should pay my respects to Marquis Ansbackh?"

Romel’s eyes widened for a moment, but then he smiled softly and lifted Kobito-san into his arms.

"That’s a good idea. Since you’ll be passing through his territory, it would be good to pay your respects. Well, it’s highly likely it won’t end with just greetings."

"Honi?" Kobito-san tilted her head.

With a wry smile, Romel sat on the sofa, placed the little girl on his lap, and explained quietly.

To wit, nobles valued appearances. Being able to host a high-ranking person as an honored guest was the greatest honor, something everyone eagerly awaited, ready and waiting. If that person was a member of the royal family, then naturally, it had to be included in the itinerary.

"So if you send an advance notice of your greeting, Marquis Ansbackh will welcome you with all his might. Be prepared to stay for one night."

"Hoh. Then we’ll save on one night’s travel expenses. Can we do that on the way back? I want to hurry as much as possible on the way there."

Is that what you’re concerned about?

We don’t need you to worry about saving on travel expenses. You’re a princess, you know? You have the right to travel without any inconvenience.

Romel wisely swallowed the words that had risen to his throat.

Because you’re the kind of person who enjoys even that inconvenience.

Romel truly was the one who understood Kobito-san best.

"And with that, prepare for the journey with the usual members, please."

Dolphen and Adoris looked at the little girl, who saluted sharply as she spoke, with expressions of exasperation.

"It’s already the middle of summer, you know. A pilgrimage in this heat?"

"It will cool down if we wait a little. It would be better to go then."

I see. Romel hadn’t pointed it out, but for these two who knew the field, a summer trip was apparently not recommended. Come to think of it, I don't remember hearing about anyone going somewhere to escape the summer heat last year either. Maybe it's not a custom here.

Being told this, Chihiro realized that her previous journeys had also been made while waiting for spring. Frontier, with its mild climate, rarely saw snow even in winter. It got cold, but not freezing cold.

In return, the summers were hot. Incredibly hot.

She remembered how, when she was languishing in the sweltering heat, Pochiko-san had created a cool breeze using the heat of vaporization, holding water from water magic and fanning her wings. Without that, Chihiro would surely have spent her summer nights sleepless. She was nothing but grateful to the bees who, in cooperation with the other honeybees, became her personal air conditioners all day long. Even now, if she were indoors, the bees would be waiting, fully prepared.

Because of this, Kobito-san’s perception was a little off from everyone else’s.

"Well, I think the bees will manage that somehow, so anyway, we have to hurry."

As the little girl waved her arms and legs about while talking, Dolphen and the others nodded, looking charmed and resigned.

The knight order, ordered to be escorts in the height of summer, would not say no if it was a request from Kobito-san. They glared at the sun with weary expressions, but still moved with vigor.

Later, for their sake as they ran alongside the carriage, honeybees would stick to their backs and volunteer as air conditioners, but they did not yet know of this happy future.

"Going on another expedition, Chihiro?"

His eyebrows furrowed pathetically, Drago hugged Chihiro and nuzzled her cheek. With a wry smile, Chihiro hugged Drago’s neck.

"Just a little longer. I think this will probably be the last long trip."

"Ah. Then, let’s cook a lot together. It’s a promise, okay?"

"Okay."

A heartwarming embrace between parent and child. No one, except for the gods, knew that this would be their final farewell in this life.

《This is truly heartbreaking.》

《It cannot be helped. What was borrowed must be returned.》

The gods of Arcadia looked down upon the world below with expressions of anguish. 《A Misaki was not born.》

《A vessel for the golden magic was not born.》

A vessel capable of acting as a proxy for the Creator God.

If this had been born, victory in the bet would have been certain. But this can only be born when there is a vessel that has long been involved with people, is rooted in the earth, and can call down the power of the gods. They had hoped the Forest Masters would become such a thing, but they were forgotten by the people, and the masters themselves forgot, and the path to evolving into a Misaki was closed.

All that was left was for Kobito-san to witness the outcome of the bet. Even the gods did not know which way it would turn.

There was an existence of a higher order than them, the gods. No god had ever seen this higher being. It was merely inferred that such an existence must be there, given the birth of new gods. In fact, even the gods had unwritten laws they must not violate, and transgressions were punished. There was certainly an existence that watched over and managed the gods who watched over and saw through the people.

If you truly exist, please have mercy on my children.

While the gods of Arcadia prayed fervently, the god who had proposed the bet was also looking down on the world he had created.

There, a desolate landscape spread out, rivaling that of Arcadia in its infancy.

It was once a beautiful world, overflowing with greenery and teeming with life. It boasted a cutting-edge, superior civilization rarely seen in other worlds, and the humans of his world enjoyed splendid lives.

But humanity strayed from the path.

Overconfident in their advanced science, they stepped onto the path to their own destruction, and in the end, aiming for mutual ruin, they destroyed all the land.

A war that started from a trivial trigger drove people to madness, overturned civilization from its foundations, and a vast amount of scientific poison swallowed both living creatures and plants, leading them to their deaths. Living things could not survive or grow on the land contaminated by the gruesome poison, and the surface of the earth, turned into a pile of rubble, was rapidly desertifying.

For the few lives that had barely survived, not much time was left.

His world was on the brink of extinction.

As he was weeping and lamenting, on the verge of his own world’s collapse, news came that a new set of gods and a new world had been born. His world, about to end, and Arcadia, which had just been born.

What irony.

He visited with a somewhat self-deprecating air and, seeing the crude Arcadia, felt a strange sense of kinship.

A desolate land with about twenty percent greenery.

But given a long time. A truly mind-bogglingly long time, perhaps life could have been born. This newborn land was not contaminated, after all.

Thinking that far, a devilish idea flashed in his mind.

It was a gamble that, with one wrong step, could jeopardize his own existence. But if he just stood by and watched, his world would undoubtedly perish. It was all or nothing.

And so, he proposed the bet to the gods of Arcadia.

If he could win this bet, he could bring a massive amount of life energy into his world. By stealing all the energy of the creatures raised in Arcadia, returning it to his world, and having the remnants erased in the abyss, there was a high possibility his world could be revived.

The right to take from another world belongs only to the one who gave.

But even gods have unspoken, unwritten laws, and just saying he would lend it would not convince the others. Because lending and taking were synonymous. Other gods would not overlook a loan that was premised on taking.

So, he deliberately said it.

If you raise it splendidly, I will give you everything.

A promise made before the gods is the same as a covenant. A contract that must be fulfilled.

That is why even the old, cunning gods tacitly approved. They didn't like it, but if it was a covenant, it was a matter between gods. They could not object. The young gods of Arcadia, ignorant of the ways of the gods, accepted the bet with beaming smiles.

He thought he had won.

He was sure that gods so excited about their first world would definitely make a mistake.

That's why he was impatient. As soon as Arcadia's civilization stagnated and began to fester, he demanded the settlement of the bet. Without thinking that it would draw the attention of other gods. He had no choice but to nod at the objection raised by the suspicious gods of Earth.

Several thousand years have passed since then. Arcadia began to change noticeably. At this rate, the outcome of the bet would become uncertain.

They must remain a foolish civilization dependent on magic and sorcery, just as before.

He could not lose.

The god who proposed the bet quietly opened a scrying mirror to Castrato and gazed into it, preparing to send down a new oracle.

In it, an old crone was reflected.

She sat in a room where suspicious incense was burning, not moving a muscle.

Kobito-san, ignorant of the gods' intentions and anguish. Dreaming of tomorrow's adventure as she sleeps with her bearded old man, the little girl forges her own path today, full of life.
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			"Alright, let’s go."

One carriage, ten escort knights. And Adoris and Sakura.

As the group emerged from the castle, the monsters they had with them made it clear at a glance that they were Kobito-san’s unit, and the people of the castle town all gave a slight bow. Some men tipped their hats, and children ran after them. Everyone saw them off warmly until the carriage was out of sight.

The carriage, rattling and shaking, headed straight west.

Remembering the *Journey to the West* puppet show voiced by comedians, a tune played in her head, and Kobito-san’s mouth twitched with the urge to sing.

"Our little princess is quite popular, isn’t she?"

With a soft smile and narrowed eyes, Adoris looked at the honeybees that had turned into air conditioners in the four corners of the carriage.

"It’s amazing what monsters can do."

"Indeed. It’s like the summer heat is a lie."

The honeybees were receiving magical water from Mi-chan and using it to create a breeze. Similar bees were flying above the escort knights’ heads, and the area around the group was enveloped in a pleasant, cool wind.

Furthermore, Mugita and several frogs on top of the carriage were maintaining a protective barrier over the entire Frontier party, which softened the midsummer sunlight and prevented the cool air from dispersing.

All thanks to my magnificent servants.

"Couldn’t this be done with a magical tool? Well, it would become unusable quickly, but it might be enough to get through this summer."

"Ah, that seems possible."

"But magic will eventually disappear, right? In that case, it might be better to research a different kind of tool."

Dolphen and Adoris chatted about this and that. Ignoring them, Sakura had a thoughtful expression and glanced at Chihiro.

"The purpose of the pilgrimage is to create the golden ring, right? Is there any need to go for the sake of magic that will eventually disappear?"

At the unexpected question, the expression vanished from Kobito-san’s face.

"Ah. Well, that’s true, but... before I make the forest wither. If I complete the ring first, there’s a chance that magic might remain in the land. Even if it’s magic that will disappear someday, it might let the Queens and others live a little longer."

The Queen, along with the other Forest Masters and monsters, lived by magic. Making the forest wither was simple. She just had to complete the golden ring and have the masters move. A forest that lost its golden magic would shrivel and slowly die. What would happen to the masters after that? Would a monster stampede occur?

She didn’t know what the result would be.

So, first she would complete the golden ring, and then she would make the forest wither. She would take every precaution, and if that still wasn’t enough, she would defy fate itself.

As the little girl snorted with determination, the adults all wore complex expressions.

Even Sakura, who had lived in a land without magic, recognized its usefulness. In Frontier, it was a part of daily life. Even if they were told in advance, confusion would be inevitable. They had no idea what the future held, but if it was the will of the gods, it couldn't be helped.

Even if it wasn't a unanimous agreement, the majority of people had accepted this choice.

Frontier prayed to the gods for mercy, hoping that at least the gentle masters would be spared.

"The west has a pretty different feel to it, doesn’t it?"

Chihiro stuck her head out the window of the trotting carriage and looked outside. There was considerably less greenery than around the royal capital or near Yarmouth in the east. The wind that rustled her hair was dry, and the sand and dust it carried irritated Kobito-san’s throat. The vast wasteland that lay between them and the neighboring country of Castrato was probably also a factor. The wilderness, the size of three countries, made Frontier’s western region look desolate, despite the presence of the Western Forest.

"The Western Forest is small. I believe it’s only about half the size of the Queen’s forest."

"Really?"

Dolphen nodded at the surprised Kobito-san.

"The Western Forest is in a deep ravine and spreads along it. Therefore, I recall its magic was only enough to cover the surrounding area... about the extent of Marquis Ansbackh’s territory."

Ah, so that’s why.

That’s why he was so distraught.

The marquis’s territory was on the border. Naturally, it was on land more barren than anywhere else in Frontier. Geshuberista, on the coast only about two days from the capital, had a vast coral reef, and its blessings were so extensive they overlapped with Merda’s forest. However, the Western Forest was four days away from the capital, and the forest itself was smaller, so the range of its magic was limited. There were probably some lands that didn’t receive the blessings of magic at all. For the western domain, the Forest Master’s forest was truly a lifeline. Losing it would be a matter of life and death.

"The construction in Kilfan has settled down quite a bit, so it seems like a good idea to urgently redirect support here. You really can’t understand these things unless you see them for yourself."

No matter how eloquently one pleaded their case, not even half of the plight would be conveyed. If you didn’t know the situation on the ground, it would just be recorded as a superficial report and be done with. Kobito-san knew of countless such cases. It was a common story in her previous life as well.

And then, by the time you rush in after it becomes a big deal, it’s already too late. In cautious and research-loving Japan, such stories were relatively few, but she had heard them often in other countries. That’s why those in important positions had to travel and see various places. There was a world of difference between knowing the field and not knowing it.

It was an important inspection tour, but thanks to some idiots who mistook it for a pleasure trip, they got slammed by public opinion, creating a big deal in a different sense. Recalling a few of those politicians, Kobito-san was immersed in a strange sentimentality.

No matter where you go, what humans do doesn’t change, huh?

Their first destination was the multi-purpose square by the Kininaru Ki.

While Kobito-san and her group were proceeding along a wide road with a good view, an oracle had been delivered to the prophet of Castrato.

"...The King is coming. The Golden King is heading to the Western Forest. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Report to the King."

When a civil official visited the King to deliver the prophet’s oracle, a letter from Marquis Ansbackh had already arrived. While carefully reading it, the King of Castrato listened to the oracle the prophet had received.

"This... is certainly strange."

"If we are to believe Marquis Ansbackh’s letter, it seems there are two divine intentions."

"Indeed, a new town is being built in the north of Frontier. It is said that it will eventually become a nation called the Kingdom of Kilfan with Frontier as its guardian."

Before the King were several nobles.

One was Marquis Oddard, a young noble who guarded the border with Frontier. The other two were Duke Harlbay, who managed the country’s domestic affairs, and Duke Andryuff, who managed foreign affairs. They were called the twin pillars of the Kingdom of Castrato, the two great dukes.

The four of them stared intently at the letter from Marquis Ansbackh.

The letter stated that the Golden King had encountered the gods and had received their will. It was to return the magic and sorcery that had been borrowed from the gods to the world. That humanity could live in Arcadia with its own power, without relying on the works of the gods. And so, they would break free from the gods’ protection and stand on their own. That was the will of the gods.

If this was true, it was understandable why magic had disappeared from countries other than Frontier.

It seemed Frontier was also moving to return its magic, watching the course of the world.

Certainly, during the chaotic period when magic was lost, if not for the food aid from Frontier, the various countries would have been in a much more tragic situation. It was not hard to imagine that conflict would have broken out in many countries, leading to a dark age of indescribable misery with looting upon looting. To be told that magic was left in Frontier for that purpose was a convincing reason. Castrato had been plotting to take that magic somehow, but now Frontier was saying they would return it to the gods.

Led by the Golden King, they were apparently striving to build a country without magic.

They were voluntarily abandoning their advantageous position. There was no room for doubt.

Moreover, the Golden King herself was doing it.

Each of them sank into their own sea of thoughts, not uttering a word. After a long silence, Marquis Oddard looked up at the King.

"We are ready to invade Frontier at any time. What are your orders?"

Hearing that, the King of Castrato made a face as if he had just remembered and bitten into a bitter bug.

"That is canceled. I had thought the perfect opportunity would be when the Golden King visited the Western Forest on pilgrimage, but... it seems that person has monster servants. Ones powerful enough to take down even Kilfan in an instant."

It was a well-known fact that Frontier had magic and was impregnable. Fighting was not a good strategy. But, if it was just a matter of capturing a single person, it was thought to be possible with their full strength.

One member of the royal family who could revive magic for Castrato. Just one was enough.

With that wish, they had sent multiple spies and had been waiting for an opportunity for many years, but Cyril and the others had let the once-in-a-lifetime chance slip away. And now, the Golden King was coming to the Western Forest, not far from Castrato. Thinking this must be the providence of the gods, the King of Castrato had ordered Marquis Oddard to prepare for war.

But... that too was meaningless.

How magic had disappeared from lands other than Frontier had been a mystery until now. But with the descent of the Golden King, that mystery was solved.

According to the Golden King, who had revived the forest of Flawers, an area becomes filled with magic when a master dwells in a vast forest. From the countries that killed their masters and lost their forests, magic vanished. Now that he thought about it, it was true. Frontier had been calling for the protection of the forests for a long time. It was we who had dismissed it with a laugh and paid it no mind. From the beginning, Frontier knew how magic worked and had warned us, but it was the surrounding countries that had ignored them.

The Golden King, who had revived the barely surviving forest of Flawers, had acknowledged this and told the royalty of Flawers that the Forest Master’s forest was special.

The blessing of the gods, lost through their own mistakes.

But if that too was within the gods’ intentions, it couldn’t be helped. Indeed, Frontier was following that divine will and preparing to return its magic.

He didn’t know what was right.

Who in the world was the god giving them oracles?

Looking at the course of the world, it seemed that the will of the Creator God that Frontier spoke of was at work. But the god who gave oracles to Castrato desired the revival of magic.

Something wasn't adding up.

A vague sense of incongruity scattered the seeds of unclear suspicion at the feet of the four silent men.

Unaware of Castrato’s confusion, Chihiro headed straight for the Western Forest.

With her trustworthy and cheerful companions, Kobito-san forges her own path today.
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			《Why? The gods are not supposed to be able to convey matters concerning the fate of that world. Only within the scope of an individual, at most.》

Looking down at the King of Castrato and his men, the god who had proposed the bet muttered in disbelief.

The unwritten law of the gods that they must not interfere with the principles of the world. Just watch. How painful and agonizing that was. It was an anguish common to all gods who resided in the heavens. All they could do was give oracles and blessings to individuals. How to guide the world using these was their eternal proposition.

If there was a Misaki, a proxy for the gods, they could convey the true intentions of the gods and interact skillfully with people, but such a being did not exist in Arcadia.

There were worlds with many Misaki and divine messengers, but most of them lurked in the celestial realm, or in the abyss and deeps, rather than the surface world. Those beings, common to all worlds, would occasionally descend to the surface, but they did not actively involve themselves with humans.

If a Misaki had been born in Arcadia, the bet would have undoubtedly been lost.

Because a Misaki would speak for the gods. Their will would be conveyed directly to humans.

It was a stroke of luck that a Misaki was not born in Arcadia. Yet, for some reason, the true intentions of the gods had been conveyed to the people of Arcadia.

《Why, I wonder?》

The god who proposed the bet collapsed with a look of despair.

His name was Legion. It was the name given to him by the people of Hazerlap, the world he watched over. Hazerlap, once covered in rich, deep forests, was a world of survival of the fittest, where fierce beasts roamed. It was a harsh environment where the weak were culled. Naturally, this principle also applied to humans, and the humans of the world Legion created gave a name meaning demon to the god who occasionally bestowed oracles and blessings upon them.

Faith gives birth to power, and that power is returned to the world. Humans, equipped with wisdom and technology, surpassed other creatures and achieved great prosperity. Legion too had thought that this world would continue stably, without any worries.

No one had imagined that a slight misalignment of a button would ignite a conflagration that would swallow even the stars and strip the surface of the earth bare.

Even if he lost the bet, Legion would not suffer any real loss. He would simply lose the few seeds of life he had given and silently watch his dying world.

Silently watch... As if I could.

Victory was within reach. There was no way he could give up.

Somehow... If he could somehow stop the return of magic. Or rather, if he could make them fight over magic and cause a foolish war.

The Golden King.

Legion grinned slyly and, through the scrying mirror, sent down a new oracle to Castrato.

"Wow, it’s really glowing."

Around the time the curtain of dusk began to be studded with the sparkle of stars, Kobito-san and her group finally arrived at the multi-purpose square by the Kininaru Ki on the outskirts of the royal capital.

Against the backdrop of a deep purple curtain, the Kininaru Ki glowed faintly. Under its broad canopy, Kobito-san stood with her mouth agape, her eyes wide and round.

It was a truly mysterious sight. The trunk, the branches, even down to a single new bud, had a faint glow as if coated in a fine golden powder. But it wasn’t a mystical or divine light, but rather a light accompanied by an approachable warmth.

Adoris watched the tirelessly gazing Kobito-san with a smile and began preparing a meal. The knights started setting up camp for the night.

They unceremoniously took out sealing jewels, broke them, and used the materials that emerged to erect two tents, each about five meters in diameter.

Then Dolphen guided Kobito-san to one of them. When Chihiro entered with a curious expression, she found everything from a bed to large cushions and a table set prepared inside.

However, Kobito-san was taken aback by something else entirely. Huh? What is this?

The tent had a spacious interior, and the exterior and interior volumes didn't match. A quick glance revealed it was nearly ten meters deep. Around a large, round low table were five cushions so big Chihiro could get lost in them, and beyond that, there was one double-sized bed and one single-sized one. A little further away were two more single-sized beds.

The entire floor was covered with a thick carpet. Kobito-san, Japanese on the inside, almost took off her shoes.

"The central bed is for Chihiro-sama and Sakura. Adoris and I will use the bed on the far right, so please call out if you need anything."

Looking where he indicated, she saw that the space between the beds was partitioned with a thin curtain, and the double-sized bed even had a grand, veiled canopy.

"Is this what camping is like?"

Kobito-san let out a wry smile, remembering their camping on the small island in the Kilfan Empire. A simple tarp and a thick shelf. That was what camping was supposed to be.

Dolphen, correctly understanding the little girl’s question, offered a complicated smile.

"Originally, this is what a journey for a member of the royal family who does not neglect proper preparations is like. It is conducted so that there are no inconveniences. ...Our journeys until now have been too irregular. We were just making do with whatever was at hand."

I see. So this is the Knight Guard showing their true strength.

"Just having a space to lie down would have been enough."

Beneath the table set was a quilted rug with intricate embroidery, and there Kobito-san went barefoot. Sakura prepared tea near the little girl, who was relaxing lazily against a cushion.

The interior space was twice the size of the exterior. This too was magic, she was told. An application of the sealing jewels.

Magic is so convenient, really. I can only be grateful to everyone in Frontier for willingly letting go of this blessing.

Chihiro had been prepared for a massive, clamorous opposition, so in a good way, she was caught off guard. She had feared that anguish and agony, the raw ugliness of humanity, would be unleashed, causing tremendous chaos throughout the country.

But when the lid was lifted, apart from the council at the royal palace, there was no significant resistance, and things proceeded smoothly.

All that was left was to complete the golden ring and turn off the tap.

If Joker in the Western Forest was the trump card prepared by the gods of Earth, then surely it would work out somehow.

While Kobito-san was lost in thought about the yet-unseen Western Forest, a new oracle was sweeping through the royal palace in the country of Castrato.

《If Frontier is abandoning magic, then they should have no need for the Golden King, the source of magic. In that case, obtain her, make her your puppet, and bring magic to Castrato.》

The brainwashing drug that had been used in secret for hundreds of years.

This was a drug given by an oracle, and it had been used on those destined to enter the Frontier royal family. It was to hide Castrato’s intentions and to send people who would do Castrato’s bidding into the Frontier royal family. A glance at Consort Habirush would reveal its effects.

Using this, it was possible to suppress the ego and manipulate someone at will. The Golden King would be no exception. She had heard that the Golden King was a young princess.

They would snatch the Golden King from Frontier, which had enjoyed the blessings of magic, and Castrato would newly receive the blessings of magic.

While harboring a sliver of doubt about the oracles they had received so far, they could not resist the temptation of easily obtaining magic, and Castrato steered itself towards the worst possible course.

The people of Castrato, unaware of Legion’s smiling intentions, were dancing to his tune. Human desire is bottomless. In a medieval world where foolish conflicts fueled by short-term gain were rampant, this prize was a treasure so attractive it was dazzling.

This world’s one and only Golden King.

However, just as Castrato had infiltrated spies into Frontier, this world was a medieval one with an unstable equilibrium. Other countries also had spies in every nation. The various countries had picked up on the suddenly active movements of the Castrato army.

And of course, the reason why.

A spy from Frontier also grasped this and sent a fast horse to Romel.

The people, dancing without knowing the intentions of the gods.

The clashing emotions of people still intersected and began to move, revolving around the treasure that was Kobito-san.

Completely unaware of the anguish and agony of the various countries, Chihiro was savoring the meal Adoris had made for her.

"This is delicious. I love Adoris’s cooking."

The Frontier party felt a sense of warmth at the little girl’s beaming smile. Kobito-san had no idea that this journey would be the one to decide the final contest between the gods. Finding happiness in delicious food, Kobito-san is still Kobito-san today.
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			The Last Forest and Kobito-san ~One~

			"I see, so you’ll be stopping by on your return."

Glancing at the letter from the fast horse, which announced the pilgrimage to the Western Forest, Marquis Ansbackh let out a small sigh.

He shifted his gaze to the window, an indescribable feeling swirling in his chest.

The Golden King, whom he had an audience with at the beginning of summer, had the form of a child, but he had been astonished by her logical and methodical way of speaking. That was no little girl. He must not be fooled by appearances. He had thought she was just a precocious child, but her contents were that of a sly old monster.

The marquis glanced at a drawer in his neatly organized and arranged desk.

Inside was a letter from Frontier. A petition from Marquis Vanfel.

The content was simple. It was a request to prevent the Golden King’s pilgrimage. Whether it was the will of the gods or not, he could not allow Frontier to sink to the same level as the surrounding countries. It wasn't even certain if it truly was the will of the gods. To be deprived of it by the gods was one thing, but to voluntarily abandon it was the height of folly. The royal palace was being led astray by the ramblings of a precocious child, and no one would listen to reason. Therefore, he was beseeching the border marquis, who he believed shared his sentiments.

That was what the marquis’s letter said.

The border marquis couldn’t help but let out a derisive laugh at the old man’s stubbornness, to be able to write such nonsense after having seen that princess in person.

It was because he had seen this that Marquis Ansbackh had decided to see the child in question for himself. He had only heard rumors, but he had been interested upon hearing she was a girl who strongly resembled his grandson, Theodore. The other nobles probably didn’t know, but Heburaiheru had an inkling about that little girl.

His other grandchild, secretly raised under the name Fatimah.

He had thought her dead, but from the bits and pieces of rumors that reached his ears, Heburaiheru could not shake the suspicion that the little girl might be Fatimah.

And on the day of the audience, that suspicion turned to certainty.

The princess sitting before him was the spitting image of Habirush in her youth. His proud daughter, hailed as a world-renowned beauty. It was impossible for another face like that to exist in this world. With a countenance so similar to both Habirush and Theodore, who would think the three were not related by blood? It was no wonder that many rumors and questions had reached Heburaiheru.

Did the royal family not notice? By what process did she become the king’s adopted daughter?

The questions that floated in his mind were endless, but for the time being, he finished his greetings and asked Heburaiheru why he was abandoning magic.

However, the marquis was terrified by the response.

To the theory that humanity, as the children of the gods as parents, should become independent, the marquis had no room for rebuttal. He had never imagined that magic and sorcery were borrowed things. He had never even considered the reason why other countries had lost their magic. Magic was the divine protection given to save young, weak humans. Now that humans had established nations and developed civilizations, they should break free from the gods’ protection, the little girl had said. That logic settled in Heburaiheru’s chest with a strange sense of rightness. In fact, it felt like he had been given a clear answer to things he had been wondering about until now.

While his whole body shivered at the sight of the little girl speaking, Heburaiheru even felt a strange sense of relief.

If this was the answer, then Castrato was being manipulated by something that was not a god. Unlike Castrato, Heburaiheru, who had been raised in the highly liberal Frontier, had always felt a sense of incongruity as he grew up. With his own circumstances. The thoroughly managed successor training.

The Ansbackh border marquis family, which used Frontier while having Castrato as its backer. The education, tantamount to abuse, that was performed on those who were in line to be the head of the family. The strange household where it was branded into them through words and violence that Castrato was absolute. The numerous torturous educational methods that were continued until an excessive reverence, to the point of a conditioned reflex, was soaked into the very marrow of their bones, and they became absolutely obedient to Castrato. If it were a daughter, they wouldn’t do such troublesome things. They would be raised like dolls with drugs from a divinely bestowed pharmaceutical art. Like Habirush.

But it was not so for the men.

Boys, who had to deal with the nobles of Frontier, govern their territory, and manage it, could not be turned into dolls with drugs, so they were raised to be obedient through thorough management and education. There were those who rebelled. Such people would rot away in a dungeon, never seeing the light of day for the rest of their lives.

One day, Heburaiheru and his brothers were guided to a staircase leading to the mansion’s basement. It was a damp prison, and inside a filthy cage was a single man.

A gaunt old man, chained up and muttering something. The utterly filthy figure, clad in rags and reeking of a sour smell, was explained to be their father’s brother.

He had rebelled against the family and refused to obey, so he had been given up on in his early teens and thrown in here.

At first, he had apparently hurled insults, but gradually he began to plead, and in the end, he wasted the majority of his life shouting apologies. Please forgive me.

Once given up on, you could never go back. This was the end of one who was useless to the family, their father said, gripping Heburaiheru’s shoulder with a nasty smile.

Heburaiheru and his brothers were terrified to their core by the fate of the nonconformist they saw beyond the bars.

The old man, kept alive only as an example, had a vacant light in his sunken eyes and didn’t even see Heburaiheru standing in front of the iron bars.

I don’t want to end up like this.

A tragic sight that crushed their rebellious spirit to pieces.

What happened to the old man after that?

When his father passed away and Heburaiheru became the head of the family, he went to the dungeon, but the man was no longer in the cage.

Much later, he learned that the old man had passed away, but he didn’t even know what had become of his remains.

The Ansbackh border marquis family, which raised loyal hunting dogs for Castrato. While feeling a sense of incongruity, Heburaiheru had been unable to go against the family’s wishes and had meekly accepted everything.

The six years he had spent at the noble academy, living in the dorms. That had been his only free time. Frontier, where everyone was equally free as long as they fulfilled their duties and responsibilities. Nobles were no exception. Because the legal system was well-established, there were no nobles who acted tyrannically towards commoners, and there was a high level of consciousness where one would be scorned for trying to use their authority to get their way.

This was how humans should be, Heburaiheru had thought, and he had questioned his own environment.

And he felt that his homeland, Castrato, where such noble tyranny was commonplace, was a terribly barbaric and wicked country. The numerous words his father and teachers would say when they sensed a rebellious attitude from the children.

In Castrato, you would be whipped with a single lash. You would be roasted over a fire. You would have been disowned long ago.

While being beaten with words and a riding crop by his teachers at every turn, Heburaiheru was truly grateful that he was in Frontier.

Only six years. And since he returned to the border territory during long vacations, it was practically only four years of freedom, but for Heburaiheru, his life at the noble academy was a treasure more precious than anything.

And then, he remembered.

A close friend.

"I wonder if he is well. I have not seen him in many years."

He had heard that his friend with flaming red hair was serving as a knight captain in a border marquis territory on the opposite side of this one. Remembering the nostalgic name, the corners of Heburaiheru’s mouth slowly rose.

Whatever will be, will be.

The imperial order from his homeland Castrato was the capture of the Golden King. This also coincided with Marquis Vanfel’s intentions. In a sense, the letter from him was convenient.

It was a simple job of having Cyril administer a drug and carrying away the little child who had lost her ego. However, the Ansbackh border marquis family would be lost in the process. They would have to flee to Castrato with the captured princess.

It was simple, but it was the final stratagem, with the family name at stake.

On her return from the pilgrimage, the princess would visit Heburaiheru’s mansion and stay for one night. If he could get the Golden King in his grasp, it would probably be possible to make the monsters obey as well. Over a hundred years since his great-grandfather married into the family. He could finally achieve their long-cherished desire, yet Heburaiheru’s heart was not clear.

A small wedge had been driven into his heart from his audience with Kobito-san. It was deeply embedded in the yoke that had long bound Heburaiheru, and it was about to break it.

Unaware of the yoke creaking and groaning, Heburaiheru was trying to be nothing but loyal to the homeland he had never once seen in his life.

Loyalty to his homeland, implanted in his heart before he could even remember. His father's curses, which ate away at him like a curse. That all of it was brainwashing and abuse, when would he realize it?

His father had also followed the same path. He didn't even think it was abnormal. A distorted family line that believed that being harsh and strict was love, in order to prevent their beloved children from suffering the same fate as the brother in the dungeon. Heburaiheru had also inherited this negative chain of the clan. He too had subjected his sons to an abnormal education.

As a result, Heburaiheru was surprised to find himself feeling both proud of his sons, who had grown up to be emotionless and cold, and at the same time, pained for them.

Why? This should be correct. If they were branded as nonconformists, they would inevitably be thrown into the dungeon, and their lives would be over. I should have protected my sons.

Heburaiheru’s thoughts, managed and corrected over a long period, were not those of a proper human being. Loyalty to his homeland Castrato, born of fear and violence. There was no doubt in his heart, firmly shackled. ...Or so he had thought.

Until he had his audience with Kobito-san.

The little girl who stood with dignity, who did not revere the gods, but rather spoke of them as if they were family or friends.

The only things that were absolutely unshakeable were death and pregnancy. Anything else could be dealt with somehow. Kobito-san knew that.

To the border marquis, who lacked such flexible thinking, the little girl with a free-spirited and challenging gaze seemed like an inscrutable monster.

But he couldn't take his eyes off her. To Heburaiheru, who was bound hand and foot by the curse of his homeland, she was a princess so dazzling and captivating that he was drawn to her.

When he closed his eyelids, a confident and cheerful smile would appear.

Unaware that his own heart was wavering, the border marquis held a detailed meeting with Cyril and the others to capture the princess who would visit in the coming days.

Frontier, feeling the stirrings of the surrounding countries firsthand, regretted sending Chihiro out with such a small escort.

A few days later, Romel, having received the report from the fast horse, would hastily organize a knight contingent and pursue Kobito-san, but there was no way Kobito-san, who was heading straight for the Western Forest, could know.

Lost in thought about the Western Forest, Kobito-san had entered the border marquis’s territory. Visiting a small village, Kobito-san received a simple welcome. It was two more days to the last forest.
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			The Last Forest and the Little Person

			"This is it? Huh?"

The wall they had seen as a single line in the distance now loomed before them, and Kobito-san let out a dumbfounded voice.

After passing through the Kininaru Ki's multipurpose plaza, a farming village, and a town, the Little Person Squad had arrived at their destination, the Western Forest. Greenery began to mix with the desolate landscape, and from the edge of town onward, a rich natural world unfolded. It was clear that the presence or absence of magical power was reflected in the terrain. This was the current state of Frontier.

And so they reached the Western Forest.

Blocking their path was a solid wall. It stood about seven meters high, and its length stretched unbroken as far as the eye could see to the left and right. As the newly arrived party gazed up at the towering wall, a soldier who seemed to be guarding it approached with a knowing look.

He noticed the small child accompanying them and stopped for a moment, but he quickly composed himself and spoke to Dolphen.

"Are you the pilgrims from the royal capital?"

"We are. The pilgrimage of the Golden King. Is the master's forest beyond this wall?"

"Yes. I was instructed to guide you upon your arrival."

Offering Dolphen a knight's salute, the guard guided Kobito-san and the others toward a small gate visible in the distance.

There, they found a set of double doors. A glance at the thick metal bolt on the right side suggested that it was usually shut tight.

The guards, standing at crisp attention, saluted the young child with Dolphen. They must have understood, without needing an explanation, that the little girl escorted by a knight was the Golden King in question.

Glancing at the guards, Kobito-san looked up at the wall with a puzzled expression.

It was a feature she had not seen in the other forests.

As if sensing her thoughts, one of the guards answered her unspoken question. The reason, he explained, was simple. It was an outer wall built to block the monsters that emerged from the master's forest. The Western Forest, situated in a deep ravine, would occasionally have monsters climb out. It seemed these monsters would not return to the forest. The ravine was over two hundred meters deep. Having managed to climb out, a fall back in would not leave even a monster unscathed. Perhaps understanding this, the monsters that climbed out would simply wander the surrounding area. The outer wall was meant to keep them from getting any further.

I see. A feat possible only because this is a relatively small forest. The royal capital had an outer wall too. I guess they can do it if they put their minds to it.

The little girl nodded with a look of understanding.

Watching her with concern, the guards' faces twitched at the small number of people in Kobito-san's party and the large number of monsters they had in tow. There were more monsters than humans. What on earth was going on?

"There may be monsters inside. Please be careful."

Warning someone who commanded monsters about monsters felt a bit contradictory. Despite this thought, the guard carefully checked inside through a slight crack in the door, just in case.

They had removed the bolt and cleared the area around the door of monsters, but they could not risk an accident. After confirming it was safe inside, the guards pushed open the groaning doors, struggling against their weight. Four soldiers worked together to open the five-meter-tall metal doors and ushered Kobito-san's group inside. Once through, the party from Frontier stood a short distance away, gazing at the dense forest.

"Is that the Western Forest?"

The soldier who had guided them stared at the inquisitive child with astonishment and gave a small nod.

"There is a deep ravine beyond that point. The bottom is the master's territory."

"I see. Thank you. Shall we go?"

Pulling her hood down further over her eyes, Chihiro was lifted into Dolphen's arms. With Dolphen carrying the little girl at the head, the Little Person Squad, including Adoris, Sakura, and the knights, advanced into the forest without hesitation. They were surrounded by a great number of bees and frogs. Come to think of it, there was a snake wrapped around the little girl's left arm too.

The guards watched them go, dumbfounded.

"So that is the Golden King and her servants....."

She really does command monsters, each of them thought, exchanging complex looks filled with a mixture of confusion and astonishment. They had heard the stories, but hearing and seeing were two entirely different things. The sight of the carriage surrounded by monsters had been staggering. The countless bees flying about, the frogs perched on the carriage roof. It was obvious at a glance that these giant creatures were monsters.

The guards suppressed the chill running down their spines with sheer willpower, standing stock-still until Kobito-san's group disappeared from sight. The moment the party vanished into the forest, they all collapsed.

"Impossible. What was that mass of magical power?"

The guards muttered, cold sweat pouring down like a waterfall. They had been overwhelmed by the magical power emanating from the monsters. The guardian frogs, the escorting and scouting bees. The surge of magic they radiated in their state of alert, and the golden magic that unified it all. It may not have been a big deal for the Frontier party, who were accustomed to Kobito-san, but for humans without such immunity, the pressure was immense.

While the guards sat slumped on the ground, unable to stand, Kobito-san's party pushed deeper and deeper into the forest.

It was a forest so deep it concealed the sky.

This, too, was a unique forest. If Queen Merda's forest was a place of deep green and dense overgrowth, Molt's forest was an open expanse with abundant water and a wide lake. The forest of the sea, needless to say, was a beautiful coral reef. And this Western Forest was overrun with plants from different ecosystems, almost like a jungle. There were things like banyan trees, palms, and sago palms. Creeping vines crawled over the ground and trees, tangling together in every available space, their thickness ranging from that of a log to an adult's arm. The humidity was high, and combined with the midsummer heat, the temperature would surely have been maddening without the cooling breeze from the bees.

Like South America on Earth? The Amazon, or something like that. No, I feel like I've seen this somewhere else, too. Oh, that's it. It's the forest that covered the flying castle.

Kobito-san recalled a famous movie from a certain well-known studio, the one with the unforgettable line about a girl falling from the sky, and gave a wry smile.

Watching it in the movie, she had casually thought what a beautiful forest it was, but being there in person, this was what it felt like. The air was oppressively heavy and clinging. The sweat seemed to absorb the moisture directly, growing heavier and more voluminous.

I have to respect Sheeta and Pazu for running around in a place like this. The certain colonel, too.

Just being held was making her short of breath. Her breathing grew shallow, and soon a wheezing sound started in Kobito-san's throat.

Worried about the little girl's light cough, Dolphen stopped walking. His pale blue eyes narrowed with concern.

"The unfamiliar environment must be putting a strain on your mucous membranes. Let's take a short break."

Sakura and Adoris nodded willingly.

Ugh, I really hate this tiny body.

"It’s okay. This will....."

Chihiro took a small packet from her shoulder bag and popped it into her mouth. After chewing for a moment, her breathing settled, and the discord in her throat subsided.

"What is that?"

"Honey lemon."

It was something she had made by crushing dried lemon, mixing it with honey, and hardening it into cubes. She had developed them as a bite-sized portable food for a trial run, but because they were nutritious and highly effective for fatigue recovery, she had brought them along on this trip.

"Here, everyone have some."

Taking several more packets from her bag, Chihiro handed them all to Adoris. He took them and passed them around to the knights, taking one for himself as well.

His eyes widened in an instant.

A sweet and sour taste with a faint bitterness spread through his mouth. The sourness made saliva well up, and his throat, which had felt scratchy moments before, felt cleansed and refreshed all the way down.

"And this, too."

When Adoris turned at her words, he saw Kobito-san covering her mouth with a cloth. It was a small, sash-like piece of fabric that covered everything from just below her eyes to her chin, tied behind her head.

That thing. The kind you use to avoid inhaling dust when cleaning. But why?

"There are probably all sorts of vaporized plant components floating around here. They might be harmful to the human body. It's just a precaution, but everyone should put one on."

With a *sucha*, Kobito-san produced cloths in both hands and waved them around.

Vaporized, I get. Components floating around? Might be harmful? Huh? Wouldn't wearing something like that make it harder to breathe?

Adoris and the others took the cloths and exchanged confused glances. Dolphen, however, showed no sign of doubt and covered his nose and mouth with the cloth as instructed.

"Hmm. I see. It certainly feels easier to breathe. The scratchy feeling in my throat from before is gone."

Dolphen took a deep breath and narrowed his eyes. Seeing this, Adoris and the other knights put on the cloths as well.

Oh? He's right.

The strange, clinging sensation in the air lessened. The honey lemon from before had probably soothed their throats, but it was suddenly much easier to breathe.

Glancing at the knights, whose eyes were wide with wonder, Kobito-san narrowed her own eyes dangerously and glared into the depths of the forest.

This is a forest that repels people. It's designed to make people feel uneasy and uncomfortable, so they unknowingly stay away.

She did not know if it was truly harmful to the human body, but a mechanism that clearly disliked people seemed to be at work. Something unseen was having an effect.

But the fact that a single mask was enough to mitigate it suggested it was not seriously trying to eliminate them.

A forest that dislikes people, huh.

Having regained their composure, the Little Person Squad proceeded deeper into the woods.

After a while, the view suddenly opened up, and a sheer cliff appeared before them. Chihiro had Dolphen put her down and looked over the precipice. The rock face was slightly overhanging, with no apparent place to climb down. A warm wind blew upwards, making the footing at the cliff's edge feel unstable. The footing was brittle and looked ready to crumble at any moment, and a sudden gust of wind blew through. Just as a startled Dolphen reached out for the staggering little girl.

A white object flew through the air with a *hyu* and wrapped around Kobito-san's arm.

"Huh?"

A pure white thread was wrapped around Chihiro's arm. The instant she registered it, the little girl's small body was airborne.

"Chihiro-sama?!"

"Uhyahhhh!"

The thread, extending from the deep forest at the bottom of the ravine, pulled Kobito-san toward it without a moment's delay, causing her small body to dive off the cliff. Dolphen and the others rushed forward in an instant, but they were half a second too late, their outstretched hands grasping only empty air. But Dolphen did not give up. He immediately placed his hands on the cliff, leaned over, and then kicked off the rock face, launching himself toward Kobito-san with a burst of speed.

"Dolphen!"

Leaping into the air, Dolphen caught up to Chihiro and held her tight.

"I will not be late a second time!"

Shielding Kobito-san within his own body, the two were pulled by the thread and disappeared into the forest far below. It all happened in less than the blink of an eye. Eyes wide, Adoris clung to the cliff's edge.

"Chihirooo! Dolphen!"

Pochiko-san and the bees plunged into the ravine, where the desperate cries of Adoris and the others echoed. A swarm of bees flew about, carrying the frogs.

"Pochiko-san! Can you carry us too?!"

Pochiko-san, who had been heading into the ravine, turned back at Adoris's shout. After circling with the other bees for a moment, another bee flew toward Adoris. It took a knight's sword, and two bees held it from either side.

"You mean, grab on?"

Grasping the center of the sword held by the bees, Adoris was lifted into the air, hanging like he was on a tree branch.

"Whoa, so this is how Chihiro flies all the time."

His feet left the ground, and the feeling was incredibly unnerving. But he had no other choice. Though frightened by the new sensation of floating, Adoris shouted to the bees.

"Go!"

Responding to his cry, the bees flew toward the ravine. The knights, who had been watching in a daze as Adoris descended, snapped back to their senses when they saw Sakura grab onto a spear in the same manner.

"Wait, Sakura-san! You should wait here! We will go!"

"What? Don't be ridiculous. You lot should be the ones to leave half your number here to wait. If we don't return by sunset, ask the Marquis for reinforcements."

With that, Sakura took a running start and launched herself into the ravine. Watching her leap off so calmly, the knights were left speechless, exchanging glances.

Now that she mentioned it, she was right. Some of them should stay behind, just in case.

But shouldn't Sakura be among those who stayed? Why was she taking the lead and jumping in?

And yet, the knights felt a strong sense of familiarity with this situation.

She's like Kobito-san.

That quick decisiveness, that boldness.

Was it just their imagination that she seemed to overlap with Kobito-san?

Despite such idle thoughts, the knights acted immediately. A third of them remained as the waiting party, while the rest descended into the ravine with the bees.

Whether a demon or a serpent would appear, they did not know.

The Little Person Squad, who knew the Forest Masters said to be the most terrifying beings in the world, had nothing to fear.

Swallowing a multitude of thoughts, the Western Forest remained eerily silent.
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			"Woah!"

Pulled into the ravine, Chihiro and Dolphen were caught by something soft. Bouncing high like a fava bean popping in a frying pan, she was thrown by the force and ended up face-down on Dolphen's chest. He had curled his large body around Kobito-san, and the momentum sent him rolling across the ground. Fortunately, they landed on thick grass, so no harm was done. After rolling a few times, Dolphen immediately got to his feet, holding Kobito-san close as he cautiously surveyed their surroundings.

"Where are we.....?"

A deep forest that completely blocked out the sunlight.

Even looking up, all he could see were towering trees, no cliff face, no light, nothing. The soft grass underfoot was tall enough to hide about half of Dolphen's crouching body.

"Chihiro-sama, are you injured?"

Holding the squirming girl tight, Dolphen took a small orb from his hip bag. Just as he was about to smash it on the ground, a hand stopped him.

《That would be a problem. I intended to invite only the King. You will refrain from using light as well.》

Multiple threads flying from all directions had stopped Dolphen's hand. Ignoring the flustered man, the trees before them creaked and groaned as a giant creature emerged.

It was a spider easily exceeding five meters in length.

Its body was shaggy, its legs thick. Its eight glistening eyes were all fixed on Kobito-san. If it were a creature from Earth, it would resemble a tarantula, but its color was jet black. It was a beautiful spider, its glossy, raven-black body accented with touches of vermilion that blended into the darkness.

"Are you the Forest Master?"

《Indeed. Hmm....?》

The giant spider blinked its many eyes and stared at the little girl.

《You... you do not have a right hand? What happened to your right hand?》

"My right hand?"

As Chihiro practically radiated a question mark, the spider made an indescribably complex face.

Forest Masters are so expressive.

Ignoring Kobito-san's idle thought, the spider gave a weary sigh and settled down before her, curling its massive body.

《Release him. He is a guest, after all. King, please tell that man not to move.》

The threads from all sides had been cast by the master's children. Looking closely, she could see countless miniature versions of the master lurking in the gaps between the dense trees. They ranged in size from palm-sized to as large as a toddler. Perhaps that was the standard size for the master's children. The threads were cut with a *butsuri*, and the slackened strands scattered around Dolphen. Chihiro looked up at Dolphen, who was staring about in astonishment, and gave a wry smile.

"It's the master and its children. They said not to move, so please stay still, Dolphen."

As if a switch had been flipped, Dolphen grasped the situation. He sat cross-legged on the ground and settled Chihiro in his lap once more.

His composure in these situations was admirable. He placed his complete trust in Kobito-san. Even with a ferocious-looking monster before him, if Kobito-san told him not to, he would not attack, no matter how much it bared its fangs.

He was a follower who made things easy.

"So? You invited me, which means you have business with me, right? I have some with you, too."

The spider looked at the little girl sitting primly on Dolphen's lap and began to speak, its words seemingly heavy.

《Indeed. This story goes back several thousand years.》

The tale the spider told, its eyes distant, was of the gods' wager. The story of Arcadia's birth and the divine exchange that decided its fate. And that the gods of Earth were providing assistance.

The spider narrowed its eyes at the stunned pair and clicked its fangs softly.

《Now that I have told you this much, you must understand, yes? I am not of Arcadia. I am a Misaki for the gods of Earth. A card sent as a desperate, last-ditch effort.》

Spider, Misaki, a desperate effort.

In Kobito-san's mind, thoughts began to construct themselves with a series of clicks, like puzzle pieces falling into place.

What this meant was.......

"Destruction is just around the corner, isn't it? That thing, it's already complete?"

The spider, slightly surprised by the child's frozen expression, nodded as if to confirm.

《You are quite knowledgeable. Well, I suppose that is why you were chosen and sent here. It is complete. Destruction is unavoidable.》

The spider stated it unequivocally.

Chihiro's neurons fired as she sifted through all her knowledge, searching for a way to save the present.

Think, I have to think.

If her web was complete, then there was nothing left to be done.

"If what you say is true, then I once had a left hand of regeneration and a right hand of destruction, right? And Fatimah took the right hand of destruction. All I have left is the left hand of regeneration."

According to the spider's story, the wager could not be lost until she killed the Forest Masters with that right hand of destruction. The magical power of the gods must not be left behind. It was a true irregularity for the masters, who were neither Misaki nor divine messengers, to possess the gods' magic. In the eyes of divine reason, it was an unforgivable interference. And if that magic was tied to the very foundation of the world, then they were a foreign element that must be eliminated.

Ahhhh, so that's why Queen Merda and Molt looked so conflicted! Now I finally understand what Zett meant!

They knew. They knew the gods' intentions. But they could not speak of it.

Even knowing they were to be killed, they tried to stand with humanity until the very end.

And yet, isn't this just too cruel, you gods?!

Dolphen watched the child silently, her anguish at the dead end of her thoughts plain to see. Then he murmured.

"It is a good thing that Fatimah-sama took the right hand of destruction. The masters must be relieved."

Kobito-san looked up at Dolphen's innocent, sincere smile with a sullen expression.

Good?

When its absence means our defeat is certain? But, even if I had the power of destruction in this right hand, could I have killed Queen Merda and the others?

No. There is no way I could have.

If I had killed them without knowing, the me of today would surely not exist. Even if it was just because I was swayed by an unconscious superstition, I want to praise my past self for touching the masters with my left hand.

"Let's struggle as much as we can. There will be plenty of time for regrets and complaints after I'm dead. For now, let's complete the golden ring and see if we can't keep the masters alive!"

That's right, I didn't come here to kill the masters. I came here thinking I could save them. I've got it all backwards.

"For now, let's make a pact! We can think about the rest later."

The spider looked at Chihiro's broad smile with a perplexed expression, but it nodded nonetheless.

《I'd really like to return to Earth, you know. The plan was for you to send me back with that god-killing right hand once this was all over.》

"God-killing right hand?"

《That's right. The only one who can kill me, a divine Misaki, is one who has also been granted power by the gods. You are the only one who was granted the power of destruction by the gods. If you don't kill me, I can't return to Earth. A Misaki is on the lowest rung of divinity, you see. We don't have a lifespan.》

I see.

Having completed the pact, Chihiro looked up at the dense, overgrown forest.

"How are we supposed to get back?"

Just as Kobito-san muttered in a weary tone, Dolphen also gazed up at the sky.

《I'll open it. Just for a bit. It's noisy up there, and it seems my children are having trouble.》

Now that it was mentioned, Chihiro noticed it too. She could hear some sort of commotion coming from above. The young spiders around the master all shot out their threads at once, making the branches of the trees Chihiro had been looking at bend with a *mishi mishi* sound, creating an opening. Light shone through the thickly covered trees of the forest, and a gap about two meters in diameter opened up directly above them.

《Your ride seems to have arrived. Now, off you go.》

No sooner had the spider spoken than something came falling through the gap in the trees, splitting the air.

"Are you alright? Chihiro!"

Descending with a loud *zasazaza* was Sakura. Behind her were a bee and Pochiko-san, supporting her. Sakura landed with a soft bounce, and only then did Chihiro realize that the entire area was covered in spiderwebs.

A dense, silver web was strung in multiple layers between the trees. This must have been what caught them when they first fell. The delicate, knitted pattern shimmering in the sunlight was breathtakingly beautiful.

"Is your business done? Come on, everyone's waiting for you up there. If you don't hurry, they'll all come down."

Urged on by Sakura, Chihiro was lifted up by Pochiko-san. She glanced back at the giant spider.

"Your name is A..."

"It's Joker."

The spider waved a leg with a sullen look.

《Here, my name is Joker. Remember it. This is my first time in the outside world in a long while. Don't go calling me by some gloomy name.》

With a cunning grin, Kobito-san nodded enthusiastically.

"You should just stay here, it'd be more fun than going back to Earth. See you later, Joker!"

Watching Kobito-san and the others leave, carried by the bees, the young spiders cut the threads supporting the branches. The hole immediately closed with a loud noise, and the forest was once again enveloped in the darkness of the abyss.

See you later, she says.

There cannot be a next time. The world is going to end.

I will be left behind in a world of nothing with my children, Joker thought, a self-deprecating smile on its face.

But that smile.

For some reason, she could not forget it, that carefree, clear, sunny smile.

Even though despair was right before her.

《Ah, now that I think about it, their smiles were similar. Those two.》

Two souls caught in the web Joker had completed. She had thought them hasty, as the destruction was still just a prelude.

《Perhaps I'll go play for a bit. I wonder if that thing has come. The child's incessant crying is terribly annoying.》

With that, the large spider fell asleep.

As she drifted, surrendering her body to drowsiness, she heard a cry from the depths of the abyss.

Drawn by the high-pitched cry of a young child, she fell into a deep sleep.

Oblivious to Joker's pessimistic thoughts, Kobito-san was charging full speed ahead.

"Where there's a will, there's a way! Nothing is impossible if you don't try!"

Leading the Little Person Squad, who tilted their heads as if hearing a tongue twister or a pun, Chihiro shot out of the ravine and headed for Molt's forest to complete the golden ring.

She thought about so many things her brain nearly short-circuited, but in the end, it was the same as always. Charge head-on, be a world unto oneself. The Kobito-san quality remained unshakable.

I don't care about the gods and their problems. I'm going to be happy, and to do that, first I have to live! I refuse to be destroyed!

Kicking aside even the tragic anguish of the gods, Kobito-san goes her own way today.
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			"But first, we have to at least pay our respects to Marquis Ansbackh."

As Kobito-san was urgently ordering preparations for their departure, Dolphen offered this advice with a serious face.

Ugh, I don't think we have time for that.

Kobito-san pouted and bit her lower lip. Dolphen looked away, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter. The others around them did the same. Even the guards from the Western Forest were looking down, their shoulders trembling.

Kobito-san probably intended to look stern, but she was just too cute. Her big, moist eyes, welling with a *unyu* sound, were simply adorable.

Clearing his throat to hide his smile, Dolphen tried to put on as stern a face as possible and failed. He looked down at Kobito-san with a helpless, pitying gaze.

"We must observe basic etiquette. We sent a fast horse to say we would stop by on our way back, so we must not break our promise."

He's right. There's no need to needlessly damage our credibility. But I want to complete the golden ring even one day sooner.

For the time being, after flailing her arms and legs to protest the lack of time, they settled on having only a meal and not staying the night. This was still rude, but they pushed it through by claiming it was an emergency.

It was the greatest concession from Kobito-san, who wanted to fly off to Molt's forest with Pochiko-san immediately. From here, it would take even the speedy Pochiko-san more than two full days. It would require camping overnight, and even Dolphen opposed it, saying he could not possibly grant permission.

"In any case, if we are to visit a neighboring country, we need His Majesty the King's approval. Have you forgotten?"

Now that he mentioned it, that was true.

Remembering a similar exchange when she had visited another neighboring country's forest, Chihiro sent a fast horse to the royal palace as well.

Why can't things just go smoothly?

And so, whining and grumbling, Kobito-san was escorted, practically dragged, to Marquis Ansbackh's residence.

"Welcome. It has been a long time, Princess Chihiro."

The one who greeted her with the smile of a kindly old man was Hebraiheil. Chihiro gave a magnanimous nod and smiled sweetly with a refreshing expression.

"Thank you for your hospitality, Marquis Ansbackh."

After all that sulking and pouting, look at her now.

The knights, who knew of Kobito-san's sullen mood on the way there, maintained their straight faces while sighing in exasperation internally.

Before them stood a golden-haired child who looked every bit a royal.

In the carriage, she had changed into a suitable one-piece dress, her hair adorned with a small apple-shaped hairpin. It was simple for royalty, but its quality gave her the appearance of a noble or a wealthy merchant's daughter. Considering their journey involved the possibility of camping, it was an understandable choice of attire. Marquis Ansbackh, without any particular suspicion, invited them into his mansion.

They were led to a lavish reception room.

It was furnished with pieces that spoke of history, and the sofa, upholstered in heavy velvet, was exceptionally comfortable. However, for the tiny Kobito-san, every chair was too large. Sakura casually glanced around the room, placed several cushions on a single-person sofa, and settled Chihiro in the space between them. Then, she smiled, her eyes narrowing slightly.

"You must have known that Chihiro-sama was coming, correct? Why has a suitable place not been prepared?"

A chair where Chihiro could sit comfortably had not been prepared. It was just that, but having lived as royalty for a long time, she was sensitive to such things. She sensed a dissonance hidden behind the welcoming smile. It was something that often happened in the imperial palace.

A faint sense of unease, but upon closer examination, an intentionality could be seen.

Sakura had noticed it.

The tea prepared in the reception room, the waiting stewards and maids. The tea cakes were clearly expensive, and there was no doubt they were being welcomed, but the execution was sloppy. For the servants of a Marquis's house, it was an unbelievable blunder.

Noticing the implication of the blunder, an elderly steward bowed his head deeply.

"My sincerest apologies. It seems we were a little carried away with excitement at being able to welcome the princess."

The knights nodded with looks of understanding at the explanation, but Sakura's keen eyes narrowed even further.

"In that case, this."

Offering the prepared tea and sweets to the servants, she smiled gracefully. The faint flames smoldering in the depths of her eyes gave her smile a sharp edge that would not tolerate deceit.

"Please taste it for poison."

At her words, the servants became openly flustered. Then, as if offended, they raised their eyebrows.

"Does that mean you do not trust us?"

Sakura couldn't help but burst out laughing, her clear voice ringing out.

"But of course. Even items made in the royal palace kitchens are tasted for poison, you know? Why would you think the Marquis's house would be an exception? Are you saying the Marquis's house is of a higher rank than the royal palace?"

The servants were at a loss for words.

Now that she mentioned it, she was right. It was unheard of for something a royal would consume not to be tasted for poison. The Marquis's house had been so excited that they had forgotten even that.

At the achievement of their long-held wish.

Every single person in this house, down to the lowest footman, was from the country of Castrato. They held no respect for the Frontier royal family, and with their eyes fixed only on achieving their wish, their attention to detail had been lacking.

Firmly grasping that faint sense of unease, Sakura watched the servants with suspicion.

"I take it this is something that cannot be tasted for poison, correct?"

Which meant that something had been put in it.

Sensing the Marquis's house's ill will toward Kobito-san from Sakura's words, the knights' tempers flared instantly. Their faces contorted fiercely as Dolphen swept Kobito-san into his arms.

"You bastards, what are you plotting?!"

Overwhelmed by his tremendous fury, the stewards and maids took several steps back. As a volatile atmosphere crackled with sparks, the Marquis entered the reception room with someone in tow. He stared for a moment, looking between the two groups, and then spoke.

"What is all this? Was there some offense?"

"This is beyond an offense! Your....."

Dolphen, about to shout in anger, was cut off as Kobito-san in his arms stirred significantly. Chihiro stretched her body, leaning out from Dolphen's arms, and stared intently at the woman standing behind the Marquis. With a frozen gaze, she managed to whisper through her trembling lips.

"Cyril.....!!"

A small, squeezed-out whisper.

In response, the woman called Cyril returned a radiant smile, her face as graceful as a blooming flower.

"It has been a long time, Fatimah-sama."

The knights watched with puzzlement the woman performing a deep curtsy and Chihiro, who did not even try to hide her explosive rage.

"You're the one who killed me, who killed Fatimah!!"

"Whatever are you saying? You are right there, are you not?"

Tilting her head in a show of confusion, Cyril gently reached out a hand to Chihiro. Dolphen slapped her hand away with great force and pulled Kobito-san back into his arms.

"So it was you. The source of it all, who imprisoned and tried to kill Chihiro-sama, and who caused the death of this Fatimah-sama."

Dolphen pierced Cyril with a burning gaze. But no one, including the Little Person Squad, could hide their confusion, not understanding the meaning of his words.

Who is Fatimah-sama? She was killed?

As such questions filled the room, Cyril bit her lip.

Imprisoned and tried to kill Fatimah.

Is that what they thought?

The princess she had raised with all her love. There was no way she would ever try to kill her. It was true that a mistake had thrown their plans into disarray. And it was undoubtedly true that the princess's life had been endangered as a result.

But she would never have thought of killing her.

Cyril started to open her mouth to explain, but then reconsidered, thinking such a futile thing was meaningless. There was no need for explanations to the princess who was about to become their puppet.

Glancing at the table and confirming that nothing had been touched, Cyril took something out from her bosom. Before Dolphen could react and snatch it away, Cyril threw herself at him, holding the object.

Dolphen hurriedly pushed her away, but it was too late. The object Cyril had been holding was stuck in Kobito-san's right arm.

"Chihiro-sama?!"

It was a small, balloon-like object with a needle attached. Dolphen quickly pulled the palm-sized thing out and shook Chihiro.

"Chihiro-sama? Chihiro-sama?! What is the matter?!"

Kobito-san's head lolled limply, showing no reaction. Her eyes had lost their light, and all that could be confirmed was that she was still breathing faintly with a dazed expression.

"You, what did you do?!"

Cyril lightly parried Dolphen's attempt to grab her and looked at him with clear, emotionless eyes.

"I wonder. Is it poison? What do you think will happen if we just leave her like this?"

She chuckled and picked up the balloon-like object that had been thrown aside. A pale purple liquid dripped from the needle at its tip.

That was used on Kobito-san?

It all happened in less than an instant. The knights' faces were frozen in shock. It had happened so quickly that no one could react.

Is it poison?!

As Dolphen trembled, his face ashen, Cyril held out a hand and gave a twisted grin.

"I can provide the antidote. Hand Fatimah-sama over."

"Don't be ridiculous!!"

"Oh? Are you sure? If you leave her like this, she'll die, you know?"

Even as he roared, baring his teeth, he knew. Without knowing what kind of poison it was, only the person who used it could provide the antidote. Capturing and torturing her might not make her talk, and more importantly, there was no time.

If this continued, there was no telling what might really happen.

Biting his lip so hard it bled, Dolphen fought to control his shaking fingers and handed Chihiro over to Cyril.

"Captain?!"

Sakura stopped the knights who stepped forward in surprise. The arm she extended to block their path was trembling slightly with rage.

"We have no choice. Chihiro herself is the hostage. Until we know what kind of drug it is, we have to do as they say."

"But....."

Before the knights' despairing eyes, Cyril lifted Chihiro into her arms and, with an ecstatic expression, buried her chin in the girl's soft, golden hair.

"Ah, welcome back, Fatimah-sama."

The Little Person Squad regarded Cyril, who looked as if she were in the throes of bliss, with suspicion. Cyril gave them a cold glare, then turned on her heel and walked toward the back of the room. The stewards and maids, who had been watching the whole affair, followed her.

And so did Marquis Ansbackh.

"Your Excellency! This is outright rebellion! Do you understand that?!"

Dolphen shouted at the back of the old man who was leaving without any emotion. But the old man was completely unfazed. He turned back slowly and spoke, his words like a long sigh.

"Neither in the past nor in the present have I ever sworn allegiance to the Frontier royal family. It cannot be rebellion. We were enemies from the very beginning."

Dolphen was speechless at the unexpected words.

"Do not follow us. We will treat the princess once our own safety is confirmed. You and your monsters will not move from this spot. If you follow, the princess's treatment may be delayed."

With that, the old man looked over the Little Person Squad and the monsters with tired eyes. As royalty, Chihiro could not keep the monsters by her side in the residence, so both Pochiko-san and Mugita were in the carriage. However, sensing that something was wrong with Chihiro, the monsters were circling the mansion warily.

Marquis Ansbackh looked at them through the window with a pained expression, then disappeared into the depths of the mansion.

Watching the Marquis disappear, Dolphen could not process what had happened. From the moment he realized the Marquis's house's ill will, it had all happened in an instant. Just a few minutes. In that short time, his master had been taken from him.

How could this have happened.

Just a moment's carelessness had led to this desperate situation.

He was speechless at his own incompetence.

Behind the helpless and surrounded Little Person Squad, Romel's official Frontier army advanced toward the Marquis's residence.

And another contingent was also making its way toward the Marquis's residence.

One was the official Frontier army, the other a mysterious force.

Thus Castrato, having obtained the Golden King, began a full-scale escape toward the border. The Castrato army was surely preparing for battle near the border.

As the gods watched on, the fate of the world was left in human hands.
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			"Hurry. Do not be careless in changing the horses."

A dozen or so carriages and several hundred knights of the Marquis's personal guard burst out of the residence. They advanced at the maximum speed allowed by the carriages, heading straight for the Castrato border. Without a single neigh, the orderly knightly order proceeded with several carriages in its center. About ten more carriages followed behind. Unbeknownst to them, as the group single-mindedly pushed northwest, several bees clung to the undersides of the carriages.

"Prince Romel?!"

The Little Person party was dejected, unable to do anything.

The sun, which had been setting when they arrived, had long since sunk below the horizon, and the area was beginning to be enveloped by twilight.

As they listlessly obeyed the Marquis's order not to move, their ears caught the sound of clamorous hooves and neighing.

Dolphen looked up with a questioning expression. On the horizon, a cloud of dust was rising, and a large group of cavalry illuminated by torches was shaking the earth. The banner raised at their head was that of the Frontier royal family. Even from a distance, the deep crimson with a golden hexagram was vivid. The ring of wild strawberries scattered around it was the symbol of the Forest Masters.

With Romel at the lead, the knights were clad in full battle armor. The sight alone was enough for Dolphen to understand what had happened.

They must have sensed that Kobito-san was in danger. That meant a country had committed an act of hostility against Frontier.

The Little Person Squad stared, unmoving, at the Frontier knights arriving at the Marquis's residence. The various units lined up in perfect order. Their numbers easily exceeded two thousand. It was a full-scale combat force.

Ignoring his guards' attempts to stop him, Romel, who had been riding at the front, hastily dismounted before the dazed Dolphen.

"Where is Chihiro??"

At the voice that called out to him even before he had fully dismounted, Dolphen fell to his knees, his face crumpling. With a look that seemed on the verge of tears, he answered briefly, his back looking incredibly small for his large frame.

"I am deeply sorry."

From Dolphen's bowed head and deep prostration, Romel also grasped the general situation.

"Explain in detail."

Pierced by Romel's sharp, cutting gaze, Dolphen and Sakura explained the course of events.

After hearing their story, Romel could not help but look up at the heavens.

Damn it, so she's already been taken.

But in a way, this was fortunate.

Now they had a legitimate reason to invade Castrato.

It was about a three-day ride to Castrato from here. According to reports from their spies, Castrato had deployed its army along the border. They had to strike Marquis Ansbackh before he could join them. There was no need to capture him, they could cut him down on the spot. Shouting this to the assembled knights, Romel also spurred Dolphen on.

"If you have time to be depressed, then move! Chihiro would definitely say so, wouldn't she? She'd kick you and tell you to get to work!"

At those words, Dolphen's head snapped up.

He was right. Kobito-san would put aside complaints and regrets for later and just act. She would aim for the best possible outcome and charge ahead with all her might.

Strength returned to Dolphen's fingers as he sluggishly donned his battle armor.

"I don't know what kind of drug it was, but if it was more than half a day ago, she's likely been treated already. We're getting her back. If she's not there, everyone in the palace will start bawling."

Dolphen nodded emphatically at Romel's challenging glare and gave a wry smile.

Including you, right?

Though he did not say it aloud, the message must have gotten through. Romel, as if to hide his embarrassment, mounted his horse with a flourish and gave the command.

However, Dolphen called a halt to it.

"My apologies, I have something to report to Your Highness, the King's brother. As time is short, I would like to speak with you in the carriage on the way."

"Report?"

Romel tilted his head at Dolphen's solemn nod.

"What? Two souls in one body?"

Inside the carriage prepared for Kobito-san, Romel listened to Dolphen's explanation with a dumbfounded look on his face.

From Kobito-san's conversation with the master of the Western Forest, he had grasped the general outline.

That Kobito-san was a soul sent from another world called 《Earth》. That she was possessing the body of the princess and was eventually supposed to save the world of Arcadia with the power granted to her by the gods. However, unexpectedly, the soul of the princess herself had died, and Chihiro had awakened to keep the princess's body alive. Of the left hand of regeneration and the right hand of destruction granted by the gods, the soul of Fatimah had taken the power of the right hand with it.

And that Kobito-san herself had not known these facts until she heard them from the master of the Western Forest.

"The rest, I believe Your Highness Romel is likely aware of."

Having heard everything, Romel held his head in his hands. It all made sense.

Why Kobito-san possessed so much knowledge that even adults were impressed by. Yet why she was so surprisingly ignorant of Arcadia's common sense. Why she was not bound by the constraints of nobility, was so free-spirited, and took for granted being who she was.

If the common sense she knew was not of Arcadia, then everything fit together.

This 《Earth》 must be a very advanced civilization. That was why Kobito-san knew of so many things that did not exist in Arcadia. From her attitude, she must have been a person of some standing there. Probably a princess or the daughter of a high-ranking family on 《Earth》, which was why she was not intimidated by the royalty or nobility here.

Above all, Romel remembered that word, 《Earth》. The creator gods had said it.

《As expected of the child recommended by the gods of Earth.》

And Romel also remembered the events of last winter.

‘The palace killed Fatimah, why didn't you help her?’

So that was what it meant.

He had thought it was some kind of metaphor, but it had been the literal truth.

The original princess was Fatimah-sama. That person had already passed away, and the soul of Chihiro that resided in the same body had awakened.

The body was the princess's, but the person inside was someone else.

Ah, so that's why she was so cold toward my brother. She valued the depth of bonds over blood ties. It was only natural that she was completely devoted to Drago, her savior who doted on her. Moreover, the fact that she could act that way meant that her inner age was not what her appearance suggested. Given her knowledge of 《Earth》, she likely had memories of a past life.

Thinking this far, Romel suddenly looked at Dolphen.

"Come to think of it..... the way you call her is different, isn't it? Chihiro."

Dolphen's eyes widened slightly, and with a helpless smile, he gave a small nod.

"That is right. Chihiro-sama's real name is Chihiro-sama. I am told it is written with the Kilfan characters for one thousand and to ask."

Ah, I see. I didn't know anything about you, did I.

A pensive atmosphere settled over the carriage.

Oblivious to the two of them, the Frontier knights used wind magic to increase their speed and healing magic to support the horses' fatigue, steadily closing the distance with the Marquis's knights.

No matter how meticulously the Marquis's knights had prepared fresh horses and proceeded at the fastest possible pace, they were no match for the Frontier knights, who could advance without rest or sleep.

The fact that everyone in the Marquis's house was from Castrato also worked against them. Those not born in Frontier could not use magic. The magical power that filled Frontier only resided in the people of Frontier. The only ones who could use magic were those of Marquis Ansbackh's direct line.

The Marquis himself, as the head of the house, and his two sons.

One of them was administering healing to Kobito-san inside the carriage. He had pale powder-orange hair and light jade-green eyes. Kishaliu, the heir of the Marquis's house. Next to him was his younger brother, Aubashia. The two had similar coloring, but Aubashia's was slightly darker.

"Is this really the same drug we used on Habirush? She's barely conscious, and her heart rate is low. Isn't this bad?"

Remembering his sister, who had been drugged since birth and was like a doll, Kishaliu glared at Cyril with suspicious eyes.

"I thought a weaker effect wouldn't be a convincing bluff, so I used the undiluted solution. It is likely a temporary state of shock due to an overdose."

The Marquis nodded at Cyril's explanation that there was no danger to her life and once again looked at his granddaughter's face.

She really does look just like Habirush. A child this beautiful would surely please everyone in the Castrato royal family. I believe there was a prince who is eleven years old. Their ages are not far apart, and I am certain they will summon her to be the official consort. The Ansbackh family's position in Castrato will be secure.

If they can escape, that is.

Frontier was a magical nation renowned among foreign countries. The Marquis's knights had no way to counter their full strength. At best, they could serve as a human wall. The knights must have been prepared for that. They had placed this carriage at the head of the center column without being told.

In an emergency, the trailing carriages would scatter to buy time, and using them as a wall, the knights would slow Frontier's pursuit even a little.

If the Marquis and his party could slip through that gap and into Castrato, it would be their victory.

If they held up Princess Chihiro, who was under the influence of drugs, as a hostage, Frontier would not dare to start a war.

It was all a race against time.

The Marquis's eyes held a dangerous light as he looked out the carriage window into the pitch-black darkness. The light in his eyes was a strange, fragile gleam, combining a chilling coldness with a ruined exhaustion, a strange, fragile gleam, combining a chilling coldness with a deep, crumbling exhaustion.

In the deep of night, enveloped in darkness.

Only the hoofprints of the pursuers and the pursued, and the ruts of their carriages, quietly shook the earth.
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			The Last Forest and the Little Person

			‘Where am I.....?’

When she came to, Chihiro was in a pitch-black space.

A strange space where she could not tell up from down. The faint sound of a wailing wind echoed around her.

Even so, there seemed to be a direction of movement. Whether she was falling or advancing, she could not tell, but Kobito-san's body was floating gently.

As Kobito-san drifted, carried by inertia, something sparkling came into her view.

A silver web, vivid even from a distance.

From it, she now heard a faint voice. A warm tone, like singing, like laughing. Drawn by the cheerful sound, Kobito-san was pulled toward the silver gleam.

Landing with a soft *pofun* on the web, it undulated greatly. Noticing the movement, something turned to look at Chihiro all at once.

There were two humans and a large spider with eight eyes.

《You....? How did you get here?》

The spider, who was clearly flustered, was Joker. Perhaps not its physical body, its slightly glowing, rustling hair was trembling minutely. Beside it were a woman with magnificent blonde hair and a child. Chihiro recognized them as well.

‘Consort Habirush..... and, Fatimah? Could it be?!’

Before her were a woman she knew and a girl who looked exactly like her. The only difference was probably the color of their eyes.

‘Joker, what is this place?’

As Chihiro panicked, the spider in question answered with a look of exasperation.

‘This is the Abyss. The domain of the gods where all worlds connect. Why are you here? Surely you haven't died, have you?’

She learned that this was a bottomless darkness where unwanted things were disposed of. As these things combined, they sometimes gave birth to monstrous abominations, so the gods of each world placed prisoners here as guardians.

‘Oh, I see. You're a prisoner in a sense, too, Joker.’

《Well, yes. Besides, it is my job to spin a web in the Abyss to save souls from the world's collapse.》

Joker was the Misaki of a great spider from the Cthulhu Mythos of a certain story. The Misaki who was imprisoned in the Abyss with Tsathoggua. Not a god of an existing faith, but a god appearing in a work of fiction.

However, there is no proof that gods truly exist, and broadly speaking, most existing religions and faiths could be called works of fiction. Among them, it would not be strange for these beings, who exist as stories, to become objects of faith and take on physical form.

Atlach-Nacha. That was her name on Earth.

When her web was completed, the world would end. Perhaps it was because the world was ending that she spun her web in the Abyss.

Which came first, the chicken or the egg.

There were various theories, but the fact that her web was complete in this way meant that the world's destruction was unavoidable.

As Chihiro stared blankly at the silver web, Joker approached her.

《This is a space where the dead and departed dwell. Why have you fallen here?》

‘I don't know. When I came to, I was here.’

She remembered meeting Cyril at the Marquis's residence. What happened after that?

Thinking that far, Chihiro's head snapped up to look at Habirush and the others.

‘Did something happen to Consort Habirush, too?’

Sensing what the little girl was trying to say, Joker shook its head slightly.

《No. For some reason, this person seems to dwell between dream and reality. When her consciousness in the real world is severed, she seems to wander in here.》

So she's not dead then.

Letting out a huge sigh, Chihiro felt a wave of relief. Fatimah must have been judged as deceased. It was a really good thing that her web was complete.

As the little girl's mind raced, Habirush tilted her head.

‘Who might you be? Do you know me?’

At the timidly spoken words, Chihiro blinked her eyes.

Huh? She doesn't recognize me? We met at the banquet, didn't we?

Joker must have sensed her question. It was chuckling as if finding it amusing.

《I told you, didn't I? This is the domain of the gods. Your mortal vessel does not matter here. Right now, you are a young woman with black hair and black eyes.》

At those words, Chihiro checked her own appearance.

Grabbing her hair, she found it was jet black and rather coarse. And the fingers that gripped it were long, not those of a little girl. In this domain, her appearance from her previous life was reflected.

Surprised and speechless, Chihiro was questioned by the spider again about the course of events.

《I see. And you lost consciousness. Something may have been used on you at that time.》

‘Does that mean the me in the mortal world is dead?’

As Chihiro clung to it with a pathetic look, Joker glanced over at Consort Habirush.

《No.... I sense the same scent from you as I do from this person. It may be that you came here through some divine intervention.》

Hearing that, Chihiro also stared intently at Consort Habirush.

According to Romel, she had an intellectual disability, was always in a dreamlike state, and did nothing but nonsensical things. She had thought that perhaps this mental ambiguity was what caused her to wander into this domain.

She and I have the same scent?

What could that mean.

Joker watched quietly as Chihiro pondered.

Will she realize it? That this is a once-in-a-lifetime chance.

The unwritten law of the gods also applied to Misaki. They could convey the will of the gods, but they could not give advice concerning the reason of the world. Unaware of the eight eyes staring at her, Chihiro tilted her head and looked at Fatimah.

Suddenly, a high-pitched sound rang out in what should have been the void of the Abyss. A clear, beautiful tone, as if striking glass. Distracted by it, Chihiro noticed that her own left hand was glowing. And that Fatimah's right hand was glowing as well.

Ah, ahhh, I see!

‘Fatimah, I'd like to borrow that right hand for a bit, is that okay?’

Fatimah, who was being held by Consort Habirush, smiled and held out her right hand.

‘Hiro, I’m fine. I’m not hungry. It’s warm here. Fatimah is okay. Is Hiro okay too?’

The innocent words of a child. With those words, the memory of her death in the royal palace flooded back into Chihiro's mind.

Ah, that's right. At that time, Fatimah was starving, thirsty, and disappeared while being crushed by loneliness.

That must have left a strong impression on her.

It's warm here, she says. Back then, hunger made it feel so cold.

And Fatimah knew that the person before her was Chihiro. That they were souls that had been together.

Placing her left hand on the offered right hand of Fatimah, Chihiro's face twisted with sorrow.

‘I'm sorry I couldn't save you. I'm really, really sorry.’

Then, a light erupted from their joined palms, enveloping them both. An overflowing light spilled out and dissipated, leaving behind a single little girl.

Before Joker stood an adorable child with black hair and golden eyes. Golden magical power surged from her small hands.

《Good grief. Now I'll be free from babysitting.》

Was it just her imagination that she sensed a hint of loneliness in its blunt murmur?

‘What happened? Where's Fatimah?’

As Kobito-san frantically looked around, Joker poked her in the chest and grinned.

《Right here. That child has returned inside you. Take her back with you.》

Chihiro pressed a hand to her chest and listened to its warm heartbeat.

Returned? Really?

《Hmm. I see. You are not dead. It seems your ego has temporarily disappeared due to an overdose of the drug. The regenerative power of the god's left hand is maintaining your body.》

A small spider on Joker's head was waving its legs frantically, conveying something.

《Now that you have obtained the devil's right hand, you should be able to counteract the drug's effects. Return to your body quickly.》

With that, Joker wrapped Chihiro's body in thread and swung her around with all its might.

‘Heeh? Wah wah wah!’

Carried by the centrifugal force, Chihiro's body was thrown high into the air. The giant spider cut the thread and watched Chihiro fly away.

《You'll automatically return to your body once you leave the edge of the Abyss. Be careful.》

Even though this is a mental domain, the way back is physical?!

Watching the little girl become a twinkling star, Joker looked at Consort Habirush. The beautiful woman looked melancholy at the sense of loss in her arms where Fatimah had been, even if she did not understand what had happened.

You probably won't be coming here anymore in the near future either.

The prisoner imprisoned in the void of the Abyss, Atlach-Nacha. She was truly grateful to the two visitors who had, even for a moment, soothed her immense loneliness.

May a happy future visit them.

The sun must have risen. Habirush's form blurred vaguely, and the next moment, she dissipated, leaving behind only a faint breeze.

To visit the Abyss, the domain of the gods, was something that should have been impossible.

Some god's will was at work.

Lying on the silver web that glittered in the pitch-black space, Joker sank into a sea of thought.

The endless accumulation of knowledge, the polishing of it.

Along with the gods who live for eternity, she too continued to watch over the world. Hoping to be of some help, Joker mobilized all her knowledge, searching for a thin, wavering thread of a chance to avoid destruction.

But she did not know.

That the unconsciously strongest little person had already grasped that thread.

True greed saves the world.

The little person who wanted everything to go her way, more greedy than anyone else.

I want to eat delicious food. I want to be happy with everyone. I want to live each day happily.

She will not give up on any of it.

Soaring through the empty void, Kobito-san goes her own way today.
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			"There it is!"

As the morning sun began to rise palely from behind them, a small shadow finally came into view in front of the Frontier knights, who were advancing with a thunderous roar. The group squirming on the horizon was undoubtedly fleeing northwest.

Spotting them, Romel leaned out of the carriage and shouted to the bees that had been following them.

"Is Pochiko-san here?"

In response to his shout, a single bee began to hover near the carriage. On the back of the bee, which appeared to be Pochiko-san, was a frog called Mugita. The peaceful sight, so out of place on a battlefield, made Romel's lips twitch into an involuntary smile. He tightened his expression and whispered sternly to the two.

"Can you tell which carriage Chihiro is in? If you can, I want you to guard her before we attack."

Pochiko-san stared at Romel for a moment, then, as if to say ‘understood,’ circled lightly and flew straight as an arrow toward the group ahead. Watching her go, Romel sent messengers to each of the knightly orders. Their top priority was to secure Kobito-san, and they were to cut down anyone who stood in their way without mercy.

"Crush them so completely that they never even think of laying a hand on Frontier again!"

The knights roared in response. Every one of them had their eyes wide with ferocity, their hearts filled with rage at the poisonous insect that had infested the very core of the royal family.

However, they were still about half a day from the Castrato border.

There was a possibility that the enemy's army was also heading their way. They wanted to retrieve Kobito-san before it arrived.

The Frontier knights impatiently closed the distance. Then, there was movement in the group they were pursuing ahead. The carriages that had been running at the rear, accompanied by knights, split into three directions. The forces were not biased toward any one group, but were divided perfectly into three. The Frontier side was momentarily confused by the enemy's neat dispersal, but the monsters were one step ahead. Every one of the scattering carriages ground to a halt, as if dragged by their horses. With a loud clatter, the carriages' wheels seemed to have come off, and they were only dragged a short distance.

And the group that had split off to the left, the bees charged toward them.

That's it!

Human eyes could be deceived, but the magical power that the monsters sensed could not be hidden. Kobito-san was in the group on the left. They must have realized that escape was no longer possible. The Marquis's knights turned back and charged at the approaching Frontier knights.

Here, the final battle in Arcadia's recorded history began.

"What happened?"

Struggling with the violently shaking carriage, the Marquis supported the chair to shield Chihiro, who was in Cyril's arms. Before the people inside could even think, the carriage came to a stop, and the surrounding knights threw open the doors in a panic.

"The axle has broken, the carriage is unusable! Take the Golden King and escape on horseback!"

Though flustered by the unexpected words, the Marquis got out of the carriage to assess the situation. The carriage's wheels were completely off. Looking at the axle, which seemed to have snapped and flown off, he saw countless deep scratches, which appeared to be the cause of the break.

There should not have been any negligence in maintenance. So why?

The Marquis heard a sharp, whistling sound. At the same time, a scream went up.

What the Marquis saw when he turned was a swarm of bees around Cyril and a little girl lying on the ground. His sons, trying to pick up the girl, were unable to even touch her and were running around in confusion.

He could see a shimmering membrane around Chihiro.

What is that? What happened?

The Marquis was at a loss for words at the scene before him.

When they had abducted Kobito-san and fled the residence, many of the guard bees had hidden themselves, clinging to the undersides of the carriages. The hidden bees, sensing that Romel and his forces had caught up and that Pochiko-san had arrived, used their knife-like stingers and wind magic to mercilessly slash the axles. Then, the strain and vibration of the accelerating carriages caused the axles to snap on their own, bringing all the carriages to a halt. Then they attacked Cyril as she got out of the carriage, separating her from Kobito-san, and Mugita immediately put up a shield.

If she had been held, the shield would have protected Cyril as well, but once she was separated and the shield was up, there was no longer an opening.

With Mugita's guard and Pochiko-san and the bees' escort.

Oblivious to the panicking Marquis and his men, Pochiko-san lifted Kobito-san into the air, carried Mugita on her back, and soared into the sky with a *buin*.

"Wait! Wait, return the King to me!"

The Marquis shouted, casting aside all shame and decency.

How true the saying, as bold as a thief.

The incomprehensible men, who were demanding the return of the child they themselves had kidnapped, pursued Pochiko-san on horseback, but there was no way they could catch up to a bee flying through the sky. The detached units, noticing the Marquis and his men chasing the bees with a great clamor, hurriedly turned back and rejoined them. In the direction the bee was flying away, the official Frontier army was approaching, raising a cloud of dust.

The Marquis was in tremendous agony at the sight of an army that far outnumbered his own few hundred knights. If he failed here, there was no future. He would be heading straight for ruin. He would have failed to carry out the imperial command received by his great-grandfather, and the bloody path his entire clan had staked their lives to open would all be for naught in his generation. If the princess returned to the Frontier side, they might not pursue them, but there was also the possibility that they would face a fierce pursuit and die a dog's death. His home country would not forgive their failure, and even if they managed to escape to Castrato, only a dishonorable condemnation would await them.

The Marquis's sons watched him, deep in agonizing thought, with looks of regret. The knights and attendants gathered around him also looked at their lord with pained eyes.

To have come this far......

As if embodying despair itself, the Marquis's family was given a sharp glance by the captain of the Marquis's knights, who raised his sword high.

"It is over! If it is hell whether we go forward or back, then let us strike a blow against them and die a glorious death!"

He must have sensed the Marquis's heart.

The middle-aged captain looked down at his lord with a formidable smile.

"Forgive my impertinence from horseback, but we have no obligation to Castrato. It is to Your Excellency Ansbackh that we owe a great debt. We will not forget the equal treatment we received in Frontier, where you protected us and treated us without discrimination. We will buy you time, so please, escape."

The Marquis's eyes widened.

The man before him was a criminal who had come from his home country several decades ago. Eighty percent of the spies sent to Frontier were criminals exiled from Castrato. Those with status or knowledge, nobles who were difficult to punish as criminals, were sent to Frontier as a chance to turn their lives around.

Some saw it as an opportunity to make a fortune, while others were exiled and became desperate.

A common thread among them was the despair of being cast aside as pawns. Their pride as nobles had been shattered, yet they had worked to clear their names for the families they had left behind in their home country.

The Marquis's house managed a wealthy domain by controlling the reins of this motley crew. Thanks to the blessings of the Western Forest, they were given a more prosperous life than they had in their home country, were able to send money to their families, and the criminals held a heartfelt gratitude to Marquis Ansbackh. They, who had been neglected by their home country, swore allegiance to the Ansbackh family, who had saved them and given them a decent, human life.

The Marquis, unaware of this, shook his head violently and looked at his sons.

"No, now that our true identities have been revealed, there is nowhere for our family to go. You are the ones who must escape. If you take off your armor and blend in with the common people, you can get away. Do you understand? You will not die a dog's death!"

That included his sons.

Sensing the unspoken words in their father's gaze, Kishaliu and Aubashia were distraught.

"What are you saying! You tell us to abandon our father and live on alone?!"

"Please, allow us to accompany you on your final journey. Let us thank the gods for the honor of witnessing the end of the Ansbackh house."

Not with false bravado, nor as a bluff, but with a terribly soft and natural demeanor, the two sons offered a faint smile.

"As expected of our lord's sons. We will surely open the path for that journey. If our lord has decided, then it is a knight's honor to follow. We will await you in heaven!"

No sooner had he spoken than the Marquis's knights charged out to disrupt the Frontier knights. Not a single rider was missing from their number.

Even the non-combatant stewards, who had learned the skills of spies, formed a protective circle around the Marquis's family, radiating killing intent.

Despite being given permission to flee, no one deserted the battlefield.

At the unbelievable sight, the Marquis's vision blurred with tears.

What is in the heart will show on the outside.

No matter how cold and harsh he may have seemed, the Marquis's feelings had been conveyed to his family and subordinates. Even in the heartless Ansbackh family, there was an overflowing love hidden within. Precisely because it was a twisted family line, there was a bond at its root that outsiders could not understand.

The Marquis's knights, prepared to be annihilated in a fierce assault. The stewards, prepared to die as martyrs to the last man. His sons, wishing to be with him until that very last moment.

"We will not let you bear the disgrace alone, Father."

"That's right. We are in this together, are we not?"

As Marquis Ansbackh retreated, protected by his retainers, a rising cloud of dust came into the view of him and his men as they headed for Castrato on horseback.

The Marquis and his party stared in astonishment at the countless troops visible in the distance.

Advancing as if to fill the horizon was the official Castrato army.

Having learned of Marquis Ansbackh's flight and the Frontier army's invasion from a fast horse sent by a spy, Castrato had immediately dispatched its army to assist.

Their number was a staggering fifteen thousand.

Castrato, well aware that Frontier was a magical nation, had deployed all its soldiers except those tasked with national defense.

There were no oversights in the formation of the reinforcements, and the greatest battle of the century was about to make bloody flowers bloom on the empty wilderness.
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			"Spread out. Harass the enemy with hit and run attacks. Use the space, don't get caught."

Ouu. With a roar, the Marquis's knights formed a wide battle line. They avoided a dense formation and charged into the Frontier army with speed. Avoiding a frontal assault, they sliced into the tightly packed Frontier army from an angle, swinging their swords and spears at anyone they could reach. After a flurry of attacks, they would disengage as the enemy fought back, only to charge in again. Their numbers turned against them, the Frontier army was thrown into confusion by the several hundred horsemen moving freely, unable to capitalize on their numerical superiority. The Marquis's knights maintained an exquisite distance, never too close and never too far, preventing the use of area of effect magic. Their constant movement as single riders also made them difficult targets for archers. They charged into the flanks of engaged soldiers, stirring up the Frontier army, which was moving as a larger force, just as they pleased.

Their blades dulled as they were forced to charge into close quarters where they risked friendly fire. The Marquis's knights cut down one hesitating Frontier knight after another.

"This is great. Just swing and you'll hit something. We'll take as many of them with us as we can."

With his sword at the ready, the commander of the Marquis's knights wove through the gaps in the Frontier army, tearing through them like a raging fire. He never stopped to face them, he just charged through. That alone was enough to inflict injuries on many Frontier knights. Even knights in full plate armor could not escape unscathed when struck with such ferocious speed. If they were lucky, they were knocked from their horses. If not, the seams of their armor were torn open, and fresh blood splattered all around.

Romel was momentarily dismayed by the one sided battle, but he quickly rallied his troops.

"Stop them. Form a wall in their path. They are single riders, that's all you need to do. Surround them tightly."

At his command, the movements of the Frontier knights changed. It seemed the chaotic battle, which they had not anticipated after expecting a straightforward fight, had made them all a little hot headed. Following Romel's instructions, the Frontier army began to encircle the marauding Marquis's knights within their ranks. At this point, they were finally able to leverage their superior numbers and began to cut down the Marquis's knights one after another. Until now, they had only been able to exploit the confusion of the Frontier army. Once Frontier had recovered, it was impossible for them to simply charge through. Moreover, the Marquis's knights, who had been moving as single riders, had been forced to maintain high speeds, and were now considerably fatigued.

"Tch. If they had just panicked a little longer, we would have been fine. I guess that's not how it works."

Hissing these words with disgust, the commander of the Marquis's knights looked up at the sky. In his line of sight, a bee carrying a little girl was circling. Perhaps startled by the sudden battle, it moved back and forth as if looking for a place to set the girl down.

The Frontier army's eyes were glued to the charging knights, and they hadn't noticed the bee.

"Don't let it land. The moment it tries, we charge."

This was the reason for their single rider tactics.

Normally, they should have divided their forces into several squads, but they were severely lacking in numbers. Therefore, the commander decided that their only option was to disrupt the battlefield with a surprise tactic that would sow confusion in the enemy ranks.

It worked, and they succeeded in creating a chaotic battle. They wanted to shape the battlefield according to the bee's movements and, if possible, recapture the Golden King and rendezvous with the Ansbackh Marquis.

It was a gamble with very low odds, but if there was even a slim chance of success, he would not give up.

Just as he steeled his resolve to charge again, the deafening sound of hooves reached the commander's ears. He turned and looked behind him with an expression of disbelief. There, an enormous army flew the banners of Castrato, and at its head, on one of the charging horses, was the figure of the Ansbackh Marquis.

"Reinforcements... Reinforcements have arrived."

The commander of the Marquis's knights raised both fists and screamed. Inspired by his cry, the roars of his men joined in, and the tide of battle, which the Frontier army had held, was reversed.

"Don't use magic. We don't know where Chihiro is."

Romel screamed in a voice of anguish, like a final cry. But they were hopelessly outnumbered. Without the ability to use area of effect magic, the Frontier forces were at an overwhelming disadvantage.

Reacting to Romel's voice, Pochiko-san lowered her altitude. But the sharp eyed Marquis's knights spotted her and rushed in, creating a new battlefront right there. As if following their lead, the vanguard of the Castrato army also charged in. Pushed back by the fierce momentum, the Frontier army's formation crumbled. Seeing this, the bee immediately ascended again. Romel and Dolphen were protected by the Little Person Squad's guardian frogs. They, wrapped in protective wards, were unharmed.

"Are you alright?"

Harold, who was always at Romel's side, called out as he fended off the surging enemies. He too was accompanied by a guardian frog. Thus, he acted as a literal human shield, blocking the enemy's attacks. His burning red hair was a mess, and his white armor was stained crimson with the splattered blood of his enemies.

He was the very image of a fierce god.

The rage that poured from him, so intense it seemed to warp the space around him, overwhelmed the Castrato soldiers he faced. But without being able to use offensive magic, even the formidable Frontier army was helpless against the sheer force of numbers.

While defending with magic, they were slowly but surely being cornered.

With momentum on their side, the enemy force of over ten thousand surged toward the Frontier army as if this was their one chance. The guardian bees fought valiantly, but with the enemy's numbers, a few dozen bees were a drop in the ocean. The one saving grace was the wide protective range of the guardian frogs. The same protective barrier they had received on their way to Kilfan was able to cover all the Frontier soldiers in the vanguard. But even that could not hold back the sheer force of numbers.

"Chihiro... what should I do?"

Something rushed past Romel, whose face was twisted in anguish. As he snapped to attention, he saw them passing one after another on his left and right. They were frogs of various sizes. And high above, even more bees were flying. Dozens, hundreds. In a moment, the battlefield was filled with monsters.

"What is happening...?"

An especially large shadow circled above Romel, who stared as if witnessing the impossible. The shadow gathered the wind around it and landed before his eyes.

It was a familiar monster. A man sized bee.

"Queen...?"

No, that wasn't right. He could tell even from behind. She was not the Queen. It was impossible for another bee of this size to exist, yet he could declare with certainty that this was someone else.

Familiarity was a frightening thing. Romel was surprised at himself for being able to distinguish between the Queen and Pochiko-san.

The Castrato army stirred loudly at the sudden appearance of a horde of monsters. In this day and age, with magic having long since vanished from other countries, most of them had probably only heard stories of the monsters that now existed only in the borderlands or in Frontier.

Someone called out to Romel, whose eyes were captivated by the swarming monsters, oblivious to the army that had appeared behind them.

"Are you the commander of the Frontier army? I am Marcello von Flawers. I have come to your aid at the King's request. Is the Golden King safe?"

Sudden reinforcements.

Still bewildered, Romel listened as Marcello briefly explained. The Castrato army was frozen in place, not moving an inch before the swarm of monsters.

It seemed the request had come from the Queen. The bees were connected to the Queen through their thoughts. Sensing the little person's predicament, the Queen had sent a request for aid to Molt. However, being monsters, they were not familiar with the geography. They had even asked the little person to guide them to Molt's forest before. So Molt sent one of his children to a nearby farming village to ask for a human guide.

Ever since the little person's visit, the villagers had been taking good care of the forest as they were taught, thinning the trees and expanding the reforested areas. The farmland had also increased, and Molt had instructed his children to help, creating a watering hole near the fields and building a very good relationship. Therefore, when the children visited, someone from the village would always come to the forest. Some of them could even read, allowing them to communicate with Molt. Molt had been expecting the same this time, but to his surprise, it was Prince Marcello who appeared in the forest. He had heard from a spy that the Castrato army was deploying soldiers near Frontier and had brought his own army in case things escalated. Flawers, located to the northeast of Frontier, could reach the border faster than the Frontier capital by cutting across the wilderness.

Upon hearing this, Molt asked Prince Marcello to add his children, along with the next generation he had received from the Queen, to his reinforcements, and explained that the little person was already in peril.

And so, Merda's daughter, who had been raising a new family in Molt's forest, came with the Flawers army, carrying the frogs.

"It takes two days to get here from Flawers if we cut across the wilderness. I am glad we made it in time."

At Prince Marcello's elegant smile, Romel let out an unconcealed sigh of relief. He was truly grateful for the deep bond between their masters.

"We will now repay the debt of gratitude for saving the forest of Flawers."

As if a horde of monsters wasn't threatening enough, now the Flawers army had arrived, over ten thousand strong. One could only admire the mobility that allowed them to move such a large number of soldiers.

Frontier, which had relied on magic technology, had a predisposition for small, elite forces, and proved surprisingly fragile when magic could not be used. They had no intention of losing, whether the enemy had ten thousand or twenty thousand. But that was only if they could use magic.

Now the tables were turned.

With the arrival of unexpected reinforcements, the battlefield reached a stalemate. Would they decide the victor here, or would they move to negotiations? Either way, they had to get the little person back.

As Romel and Prince Marcello stared down the Castrato army, they noticed a strange gesture from their opponents.

Several of them would occasionally glance up at the sky.

What on earth was it?

Following their gaze, the two looked up and saw Pochiko-san, anxiously circling with a little girl in her arms.

The next moment, their eyes widened in disbelief, and Romel's roar echoed across the battlefield.

Wherever she went, the little person was never far from turmoil.

Drifting in a dreamlike state, the little person heard Romel's scream from afar.

Let us offer a prayer for the royal duke, whose worries know no end.
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			"Chihiro."

Romel's face was deathly pale as he screamed. He took the little girl from the descended Pochiko-san and stared at her with eyes full of despair.

Her small body leaned limply against him. Her breathing was faint, as if it could stop at any moment.

"Why? Hasn't she been treated? It's been three days."

At Dolphen's roar, the smug Marquis glanced at Cyril. Skillfully hiding the cold sweat that covered him after Chihiro was taken back, Cyril shot Dolphen a scornful look with an elegant smile.

"Because we don't have the medicine unless we return to our home country. So will you give her back? She'll die if you don't."

Cyril tried to push through with another bluff, but someone else would not allow it.

*You dare to scheme. Very well, close your mouth.*

With a single word that sounded like nothing more than the buzzing of wings, the Queen's daughter knocked Cyril to the ground. She must have held back, but it was still a blow from a monster. Cyril was literally sent flying. Ignoring the stunned onlookers, the giant bee began to write on the ground.

Seeing what she wrote, the people around her held their breath.

*This is not poison. It is a divine elixir. A forbidden drug that steals the self and turns one into a puppet.*

"Steals the self... Ah."

An image of his beautiful, golden haired woman flashed through Romel's mind.

"...Even your own daughter? Marquis Ansbackh. What kind of person are you...?"

Magic rippled across Romel's entire body, and his hair stirred the air. Ignoring Romel, Merda's daughter spoke to the little person.

*My king. Please return to us. I have heard the story from Joker.*

Merda's daughter gently poked the little girl's soft skin. Pochiko-san imitated her, poking as well. As Romel watched the multiple poking legs with unease, the little person's eyes fluttered open.

"Chihiro?"

"Ngh? Romel, is that you? Hey? Where am I?"

Rubbing her eyes, the little person sat up. At that moment, a cry like a roar erupted from the surrounding knights. Chihiro flinched at the earth shaking roar of uoooooooh.

"Wha? What's going on?"

"What's going on, you ask. Honestly."

Though he scolded her, Romel hugged Chihiro with a face on the verge of tears. The warmth in his arms was precious.

"Do you have any idea how shocked I was when I saw you unconscious? I was so surprised my heart just flew away somewhere. You'd better take responsibility."

"Eeeeh. I don't know anything about that. Go find it yourself, you're a grown up, aren't you?"

An exchange of trivial banter.

My, what a lack of tension.

Despite being on a battlefield on the brink of erupting, these two seemed to be in a different dimension. The Frontier and Flawers armies watched the heartwarming embrace of the two with exasperated smiles. Prince Marcello, however, seemed not to understand what was happening and was flustered.

"Um... am I correct in understanding that the Golden King is safe?"

"Huh? Prince Marcello, was it? Why are you here?"

Is that what you're concerned about?

The sentiment was unanimous, but wisely, no one voiced it. The little person was more concerned about the prince of a neighboring country than the knights and soldiers filling the land.

For the time being, Romel briefly explained the events so far and pointed to the Castrato army positioned in front of them.

"Now that we have you back, we don't need to hold back anymore. The Frontier army will crush them with all its might."

The royal duke's eyes glinted coldly.

The Frontier army nodded emphatically, their mouths twisting into ferocious grins.

But the little person alone narrowed her emotionless eyes and gave the bloodthirsty men a cold glance. The men faltered under her chilly demeanor.

A war caused by her own blunder.

Overwhelmed with embarrassment, Chihiro wanted nothing more than to flee the scene like a scared rabbit.

"We don't have to go through all that trouble. Dealing with the aftermath of the war and demanding reparations from them would be a pain, too. Let's just go home quickly."

"But if we're pursued, it'll become even more troublesome."

The little person, aware of the trouble she had caused everyone, didn't want to be any more of a burden. So she slowly stood up and placed both her hands on the ground.

"We just have to make it so they can't pursue us. Like this."

As Chihiro shouted, golden magic burst forth from her palms. It raced across the land in every direction, sprouting grass, growing trees, and creating a massive forest in the blink of an eye.

Both armies stared wide eyed, at a loss for words. An impenetrable forest now lay between them. They looked left and right, but saw no end to the magnificent greenery. The event was so extraordinary that even Romel's jaw hung open.

Only Dolphen, who had previously seen a palm sized version of the same thing, wore a wry smile with steady eyes. The little person gazed at the newly formed forest with satisfaction, then stood up and called to Merda's daughter.

"I'm entrusting this forest to you temporarily. You can abandon it once everyone has returned home."

Merda's daughter looked at the forest with an expression of awe.

*This is the work of the Golden King. It is truly moving.*

Her legs trembling, the giant bee looked as if she were carrying a sign that read 'deeply moved' on her back.

You have to use whatever you can.

With a dry smile, Chihiro tilted her head.

"Come to think of it, I never asked your name."

*I am called the daughter of the Queen.*

Yeah, that's not a name, is it?

The giant bee stated this with a straight face.

Placing a hand on her cheek in thought, the little person smiled sweetly.

"Then I'll give you a name. Since you're Merda's daughter... how about Merita?"

If a certain someone from her world had been there, he would have surely made a joke about it, but fortunately, no one present knew any such stories. It was a woman's name, so it couldn't be too bad.

The little person was very satisfied, and Merda's daughter was overjoyed to receive a name. The onlookers stared blankly at the two grinning figures, but Romel, who was used to the little person, was the first to recover.

"Wait, wait, Chihiro. What is all this?"

"Umm. It seems the golden magic was magic for creating forests. I think the first king was able to found Frontier thanks to this power."

The little person explained in a mumbled, hesitant tone. The adults were too stunned to speak. But there was one strong individual who cut in.

"Please wait. Does this mean that forests can be recreated? Anywhere?"

Ah, I knew it would come to this.

Staring intently at Chihiro with sincere eyes was Prince Marcello. The knights of the Flawers army shared his hopeful gaze. A miracle had just occurred before their eyes. It was impossible to ask them not to have expectations. The Frontier army had also witnessed the legend, but they were used to the little person's antics. They were surprised, but they didn't see it as anything special and began preparing to return home as usual.

Even Romel seemed to have lost interest. His questions answered, he was now commanding his army.

Staring at the Frontier army, which had calmly begun preparing to leave, with incredulous eyes, Prince Marcello clung to a sliver of hope as he spoke.

"We would be most grateful to borrow that power. Would you be willing to restore the forests in our country?"

"Impossible."

Her answer was immediate.

Ah, this feels like deja vu.

At the guillotine sharp reply, the expression slid right off Prince Marcello's face. Feeling a bad taste in her mouth, Chihiro explained in more detail.

A forest created with golden magic would begin to wither within a day if its master, who possessed golden magic, was not present. The master could only move within the forest's sphere of influence, so such an irregular event could not be repeated. And most importantly, in a short while, the golden magic would be returned to the gods, and the forests of Frontier would also wither.

"You will return the magic?"

"That's the plan. It's too much power for humans to handle. Right now, Frontier is in the middle of a full scale transition to a civilization that doesn't rely on magic."

"Then, will the forest on our country's border also be lost?"

"That's what will happen. I'll do my best to make sure it doesn't disappear, though."

Smiling cheerfully at the perplexed Prince Marcello, Chihiro asked if she could accompany him to Flawers. Prince Marcello readily agreed.

"No, wait, Chihiro. Let's go back to Frontier first."

Romel's eyes widened at the little girl who had invited herself along to Flawers, and he hastily tried to dissuade her, but the little person shook her head.

"I have to hurry. If we go back to Frontier first, it will take extra time to make arrangements with Flawers, right? If I go now as the prince's companion, I can enter Flawers right away. I can't miss this chance."

Romel understood her reasoning, but he felt an uneasy premonition. A gut feeling was sounding an alarm, telling him he shouldn't let her go.

"Then, I'll go with you..."

"Don't be silly. What about reporting to the Frontier army and His Majesty? I don't want to cause any more trouble because of me, you know?"

At the little child puffing out her chest, Romel felt an indescribable anger well up inside him. What do you mean, trouble? Everyone just cares about you. Do you even get that?

Gritting his teeth in frustration, Romel was about to speak his mind when the little person's small hands grabbed his right hand.

"I know I'm being selfish. But please believe me. I really have to hurry."

I can't really explain why, though, the little girl said, fidgeting with Romel's right hand with a troubled look. The feel of her soft, small fingers extinguished the anger that had risen within Romel.

Ah, honestly. I can never win against you.

His face crinkling into something between a laugh and a cry, Romel lifted the little person into his arms.

"Alright. But promise me. You won't do anything dangerous. And you will return to Frontier as soon as you're finished."

"Okay."

The beloved little girl smiled innocently, her face beaming.

After making her promise a few other things, like taking the Little Person Squad with her and not being lured by food, Romel entrusted Chihiro to Prince Marcello.

Out of the corner of his eye, as Romel was earnestly pleading with Prince Marcello, he saw the little person kicking Cyril and the Marquis, telling them that there were no monsters in the forest now, so they could walk home. The Castrato army, split by the forest, seemed to have half its forces swallowed by the woods, running around in confusion. The bees were apparently in the process of driving them to the other side with threats.

Watching the Marquis and his men scramble into the forest in a sorry state, the farce that had taken the form of a war came to a close. The injured were healed with magic, and daily life returned as if nothing had happened.

Turning everything into a farce is one of your special skills, isn't it.

Her life and death struggle in the palace, her invasion of Kilfan and audience with the gods, all of it was probably just another page in the little person's book of memories.

The story of this battle would surely become the same one day.

Come home soon. Everyone is waiting for you with bated breath.

Romel would later come to regret this decision for a long time, but at this moment, he did not know.

The end of the world was fast approaching.
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			"Chihiro is gone?"

Half a month had passed since the battle in the wilderness.

The report from the little person's party, which had finally returned, was that Chihiro had vanished. The faces of the knights were beyond pale, they were pure white. According to their story, Chihiro had gone with Prince Marcello's group to the forest of Flawers, and there, she had apparently used the demon's right hand.

Not on the Forest Master, but on the forest itself.

Instantly, countless bolts of lightning struck the ground, surrounding the little girl, and in the next moment, Chihiro's form had disappeared, they said.

Molt explained to the clamoring adults through writing that she had been summoned by the gods. Molt himself didn't know what had happened, but he said that if she were to return, it would likely be to the royal palace, so they had dropped everything and rushed back with all their might.

"Has she not yet returned?"

Dolphen stared at Romel with a desperate expression. Romel shook his head weakly and looked up at the heavens.

Nameless gods. Please, return the child to my arms.

He didn't know what had happened. This was already standard for the little person. Even when things beyond human comprehension occurred, the result would always become clear after some time.

There was always some meaning behind her incomprehensible actions and words.

This time would surely be the same. She would surely be back soon, with that broad, innocent smile.

As if clinging to something, Romel continued to pray fervently.

*You... what do you think you are doing?*

"Heh?"

In a blank, white space. A single boy stood there.

His sharp gaze did not even try to hide its hatred.

Seeing this, Chihiro tilted her head.

"What do you mean? I was going to close the forest."

*Do not mock me. If you do that, the golden magic will be lost. The golden ring was finally complete. You should have killed the masters at that point.*

"Huh? I don't want to kill the masters. That's why I tried to close the forest, which is the source."

That's right. After hearing the story of the demon's right hand, the little person had an idea. Wouldn't it be quicker to just destroy the forest, the root of the problem? If the masters were lost, the forest would wither. That's why the gods of Arcadia and the gods of Earth gave Chihiro the power of destruction, so she would dispose of the masters.

But what if it was actually the other way around? After hearing Joker's story, that's what Chihiro thought.

The forest created by the gods had turned the masters into monsters. The masters received golden magic through the forest and maintained the forest. In other words, the forest was the pipeline to the gods. If the forest was destroyed, the masters might be able to survive.

With this in mind, after completing the golden ring, the little person attempted to destroy the forest. If the source of supply, the forest, was gone, the golden magic of the masters would eventually run out. She didn't know what would happen to the masters after their golden magic was gone.

But Chihiro had a strange premonition. A feeling with no basis in fact that this was the right thing to do.

Even without that, it was a million times better to wait for the inevitable and enjoy the time they had left than to be disposed of without a say.

So Chihiro chose not to kill the masters and let the forest wither, but to destroy the forest and release the masters from their yokes.

But a sudden bolt of lightning interrupted her.

The boy before her twisted his lips with disgust, grabbed Chihiro by the collar, and yelled at her from so close their noses were almost touching.

*Just when things were starting to go well. If you had killed the masters with the golden ring complete, the forest would not have withered and the gods' magic would have settled in Arcadia.*

"Whaat?"

That was a bolt from the blue. She had no idea that was how it worked.

At Chihiro's dumbfounded face, the boy twisted his lips into an unpleasant smile.

"Your very pact with the Forest Master was outside the gods' calculations."

The sneering boy seemed to know the will of the gods. He held out a hand to the little girl, whose face was a canvas of question marks. A ball of light appeared in his palm. The tennis ball sized orb instantly grew to the size of a meter, and within it, a desolate landscape was reflected. Was it Arcadia? No, was it different?

Staring intently, she could see the remains of what looked like crumbling buildings scattered everywhere. Countless steel frames and towers, like bones scattered in a graveyard, had lost their outer shells. This was undoubtedly the aftermath of a modern civilization. It was like that. Something out of a certain post apocalyptic manga. Seeing it in real life made even the last scene of Planet of the Apes look crude.

Seeing true ruin, Chihiro swallowed hard.

*This is my world... on its last breath.*

"Your world... Are you a god? Can't you do something about it? If it's on its last breath, that means it's still alive, right?"

*You're the one who interfered when I tried to do something about it.*

The boy shouted loudly and pushed the little person away. She fell on her bottom with a plop, but there was no impact or pain. The boy, panting, continued to shout at the little girl.

*I was going to save my world by taking energy from Arcadia... but you ruined everything.*

Hearing that, a faint anger lit up in Chihiro's eyes.

"Energy... Then you're the god who made the bet with Arcadia."

She had heard the story from Joker.

The god who proposed the bet intended to steal all life from Arcadia, convert it into life energy, and use it for his own world.

Seeing this tragic scene, she could understand his thinking. But the little person felt an indescribable anger towards the boy before her, who saw life as nothing more than fuel.

"If that's the case, why don't you manifest yourself and lend a hand. Why are you demanding a sacrifice from others."

*You can say that because you do not know. A god who has received a name cannot descend to the lower world.*

The boy, who seemed to have failed in his attempt to form a mocking smile, contorted his face as if about to cry. Then, he haltingly explained the logic of the gods.

Those born as gods create worlds. Intelligent life is born, receives faith, and the gods grow. The gods, who live for eons, nurture the worlds they create, and when a divine proxy, a Misaki, is born, they receive a name. From the moment they receive a name, the gods can no longer manifest in the lower world. They can only entrust everything to the Misaki and watch over them.

"That's ridiculous. The gods of Arcadia manifest sometimes."

*Those ones do not yet have names.*

She remembered now. The gods had said it. If only a Misaki would be born. Romel had only called them the Creator Gods. *A god without a name can interfere with the lower world. Once you have a name, like me, you can only give oracles.*

I see. *A god without a name can create a world as many times as they want. Through trial and error. So, even if Arcadia is lost, they can create a new world. In that case, wouldn't it be alright for them to be sacrificed to save my world, which has no future? Now that they have gained power through faith, their next world will be even better than Arcadia.*

Ah, so that's it.

The little person looked up at the heavens and closed her eyes.

The boy before her did not see living things as living things. All that mattered was his own world. Other worlds were like food, to be carved up and sold. But then again, everyone is like that. All that matters is what's yours. Sacrificing others to protect it is a common story.

It's just that this was on a global scale, and the sacrifice was an entire planet.

She had no obligation to agree to this.

"Just as your world is the only thing that matters to you, Arcadia is important to us."

Her golden eyes stared straight ahead with a calm gaze.

The boy flinched for a moment, but then he grabbed the little person by the scruff of her neck. *Silence. Just kill the masters. Don't touch the forest, the source of golden magic. If you don't do as I say, I'll kill you right here.*

"Aren't gods not supposed to interfere with the laws of the world?"

Killing Chihiro here would be complete interference in the world of Arcadia. And besides, why can you interfere with another world? Abducting me from the lower world is definitely not right.

As if reading the little person's thoughts, the boy's eyes curved into a grin.

*All life in Arcadia is mine. I am free to do with it as I please.*

They were originally the lives of Hazerlap.

"What's that. That's cheating."

Furthermore, beings with golden magic were connected to the gods, and it was not difficult to summon them.

*If you weren't here, the golden magic couldn't be erased from that world. My apologies.*

Grinning, the boy threw the little person into the abyss. A living hell where demons and monsters swarmed at the bottom. The little person's life was hanging by a thread. But before his hand let go, the little person grabbed the boy's clothes and, with the momentum of being thrown, dragged him into the abyss as well.

*Huh? Uwaah.*

"If I'm going down, you're coming with me."

Leaving behind the boy's short scream, the abyss that had opened in the white space closed. In the quiet space where nothing remained, the gods of Earth stood silently.

*We're counting on you, Chihiro.*

They knew this would happen. After going this far, the higher beings would not remain silent. In any case, the fate of the boy god, Legion, was sealed.

*He went too far.*

*He was blind.*

*The world will perish.*

Beings higher than the gods themselves.

Their judgment was entrusted to the little girl.

As she fell into the abyss, the little person opened her eyes wide and grasped a ray of hope.

That single ray of light was spread out directly below her.

"I knew it. Yahooo."

Spread out below her was Joker's web.

She jumped onto it and bounced high. Rolling across the web with Legion, she quickly got up and put some distance between them.

The boy was stunned, not understanding what was happening.

*What... is this?*

His face frozen in shock, something fell beside him as he muttered. It was something in the shape of a person.

"Huh?"

Before Chihiro could be surprised, more human shaped things began to fall from above. Men and women, young and old, fell in heaps. Seeing them, Legion screamed.

*Ugh... Waaaaah. Why? There should have been more time. Aaaah.*

Legion writhed in agony, his eyes wide open, as the people of Hazerlap piled up before him. He hurriedly took out the ball of light from before and peered inside. Reflected within was a continent sinking due to a massive crustal shift.

*Why? Whyyyy.*

What had been destroyed was Hazerlap. The boy god's world.

*You have incurred the wrath of the higher beings.*

*You went too far.*

*The judgment has been passed.*

Three lights floated above Joker's web. The lights that appeared took human form, closely resembling the gods of Arcadia.

*You have distorted fate. The price is great.*

*We will collect. The distortions of the past, present, and future.*

*Your world has ended. You too shall end.*

The three lights surrounded Legion and touched him with their right hands. Instantly, Legion's body dissipated with a pop.

Where he had been, only a small ball of light remained.

Cradling the small, faintly glowing orb as if in mourning, the three lights vanished as quietly as they had come.

"What was that?"

Unable to keep up with the series of events, the little person plopped down on the web.

A familiar face appeared before her.

*To think that it was their world that would be destroyed.*

Joker stood quietly with his eight eyes.

With an indescribably complex expression, he gazed at the many souls that had fallen onto the web.

"Joker. Send me flying again. I have to get back quickly, I'm not done yet."

Joker peeled off the little girl who had jumped on him with an exasperated look.

*Calm down. Your attempt was successful.*

"Huh?"

Sighing at the bewildered little person, Joker explained again.

*Your right hand, through the golden ring, destroyed the pipes of all the forests. No new divine magic will be sent to Arcadia. Eventually, the golden magic will disappear from the world. The bet is Arcadia's victory. That is likely why the judgment of the higher beings was passed.*

Chihiro, who had been standing speechless, fell to her knees with a huge sigh.

"Thank goodness..."

But in a way, that meant she had led another world to its destruction.

Chihiro looked at the souls still falling and furrowed her brow sadly.

*It was a world destined for ruin from the start. Well, we're going to be busy from now on. We have to purify these souls and reincarnate them.*

A familiar voice spoke from right behind Chihiro. The two gods of Arcadia were there, having appeared at some point. With gentle smiles, they patted Chihiro's head as if to praise her.

*You must be tired. We made you do something terrible. Leave the rest to us.*

*We wish we could give you something in return. Is there anything you desire?*

At these words, Chihiro looked up with a start.

"Could you send me to the Frontier royal capital? I think everyone is worried."

At her words, the gods exchanged a look and sadly cast their eyes down.

Huh? What?

A chill crawled up her spine. An indescribably unsettling atmosphere hung over Joker's web.

"Chihiro is back?"

A little girl suddenly appeared in the great hall.

The scene was in an uproar, and a civil servant rushed to inform Romel. But for some reason, his report was hesitant.

I'll go see for myself.

Running down the corridor at a near sprint, Romel burst into the great hall with a beaming smile. There was the familiar, adorable little child in a poncho. She was crawling around restlessly, then sitting down properly. The faces of those around her, watching the restless girl, were filled with open confusion.

Pushing his way through the crowd, Romel scooped up the little person.

"Welcome back, Chihiro."

But Romel's joyful expression froze in an instant. The eyes of the little person he held were not gold, but a pale milk tea color. And the gold had vanished from the nail of her left thumb, which she extended towards Romel.

"Mer-chai, I home?"

The innocently smiling little girl was Chihiro, and yet not Chihiro.
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			"...Has it been four years already?"

As autumn deepened and the winter winds began to bite at the mornings and evenings, Romel gazed melancholically at the low sky. Four years ago. The little girl who had swept through the world like a storm.

The little child who had charged ahead as she pleased, who never stopped even when she fell, who would kick down any wall she crashed into and keep flying. A tiny little person who got everyone around her involved, even putting the gods to work, and rewrote an era.

Looking back now, it might have all been a dream.

But Frontier and the surrounding countries had changed dramatically. More than anything, Romel himself remembered.

He remembered that it was real.

Four years ago, those days had been a whirlwind.

"Infantile regression?"

"Yes, that is what the physicians have stated."

In a room thick with a serious atmosphere, an innocently smiling child stood before the adults.

Chihiro had returned, but she had lost most of her memories. She remembered her father the King, Queen Habirush, and Theodore, but she didn't seem to remember Mirtishia or Wilfe. The physician's diagnosis was that she had likely regressed to the age of about two.

"No... how could this happen?"

The Queen covered her mouth, her eyes trembling.

"Does Chihiro not remember me either?"

Drago stared at the little girl with disbelief. His face was frozen, and his hands, clutching his knees, were trembling violently. Dolphen, standing behind him, was also speechless, his expression grim. As each of them struggled to hide their turmoil of shock and confusion, only Queen Habirush remained her usual self.

"Come here, Fatimah."

"Ai."

The small child, called over, was embraced.

"Fatimah?"

At the king's questioning tone, Queen Habirush smiled softly and looked gently at the child in her arms.

"This child's name is Fatimah. She is my daughter."

Instantly, all the related parties widened their eyes. The little person's name was one thing, but her birth and origins were kept top secret. The fact that the little girl was Queen Habirush's hidden daughter was supposed to be known only to those present. She had been there at the time, but she had not seemed to understand. In fact, at the banquet table, she hadn't seemed to think of Chihiro as Fatimah.

Did she know? Since when?.

"Do you know that this child was the one called Fatimah? Habirush."

At this, Queen Habirush tilted her head with a blank expression.

"Of course I do. This child has always been with me. In the silver bed. Right?"

"Ai."

A heartwarming mother and child, laughing happily.

Always been with her? The silver bed?

As always, she was an incomprehensible person.

As Romel pondered melancholically, the life drained from Drago's face. Drago had rushed to the great hall the moment he heard Chihiro had returned. And just as he was about to scoop her up with a beaming smile, Chihiro began to cry as if she had been set on fire. The little person wailed and wailed, shunning Drago.

Romel could never forget Drago's frozen face at that moment. It was heartbreaking even to watch. They had been such a close father and daughter.

His face remained frozen even now. Romel could more than sympathize with the feelings in his heart.

After days of discussion, it was decided that Chihiro would be renamed Fatimah and officially become the adopted daughter of the King and Queen Habirush. Until now, the Queen had been her adoptive mother as an extension of her role as temporary guardian, but since the little person herself was only attached to Queen Habirush, this was the form it took.

Her residence was moved to the Inner Palace, her adoption by Drago was dissolved, and she officially became a member of the royal family. Fatimah, who had only ever known Theodore and Queen Habirush, quickly adapted to the Inner Palace and no longer appeared outside.

The little person who was there, yet not there.

A tremendous loneliness swept through the palace, and deep sighs could be heard from everyone, everywhere. The knights' training grounds seemed as if a light had been extinguished.

Given the circumstances, Frontier informed its own country and the surrounding nations that the little person had lost her memories for some reason. Some people came to confirm out of suspicion, but seeing the little girl smiling with Queen Habirush, they were instead so shocked that they fell into a daze.

"That's not the Little Person."

The palace staff didn't even have the energy to question the disrespect in their unanimous muttering. They understood the feeling all too well.

And so, the little girl, who had become a two year old on the inside, quietly disappeared from the public stage.

Four years have passed since then.

The little girl in question is now seven years old, and after her baptism at the start of the new year, she will move her residence from the Inner Palace to the royal palace. Fortunately, the effects of her infantile regression have faded, and she has apparently shown growth appropriate for her age. The reason for the 'apparently' is that Romel rarely goes to the Inner Palace. Not only is the Inner Palace forbidden to men, but Romel himself found it painful to see the current Chihiro. He was afraid that his memories would be overwritten someday, and not wanting to forget the person she used to be, Romel unconsciously avoided meeting Fatimah.

Well, if she was moving to the royal palace, he couldn't keep saying that.

In these four years, the palace had also settled down, and its inhabitants had come to understand that the little girl was the little person, and yet not the little person.

The seasons turned, time flowed, the conflict with Castrato began to show signs of fading, and in people's hearts, the little person was becoming a memory.

Drago, too, had reached a state of resignation and continued to wield his skills for the sake of the royal family.

"Chihiro is inside me. And inside Fatimah-sama as well. I intend to love the vestiges of Chihiro within her."

Drago, who had muttered these words, had a mournful light in his eyes, a mixture of loneliness and resignation.

Romel was terribly worried about him, so fragile he seemed on the verge of collapsing, but someone appeared to support him. Or rather, not support, but slap him around, a fierce person.

"Stop moping around forever. For someone with such a big body."

It was Sakura.

She literally kicked down Drago, who had become despondent and spent his days in a daze like an empty shell. As he was spacing out, he took a powerful kick from behind and stumbled forward. Sakura glared at him sharply and spat at him with a look of disgust.

"If you're like this, Chihiro will worry, won't she? If Chihiro were here right now, what do you think she would say seeing you so down?"

If Chihiro were here?

She would surely cling to him, worried and anxious. With a sad face. Drago could be so sure of this that he could almost see the illusion for real.

"You're right... Even if her memories are gone, Chihiro is still Chihiro."

Drago looked up at the royal palace and forced a smile that was clearly just for show.

That's why Romel and Dolphen remained silent.

They knew that Chihiro was not inside Fatimah.

Afterward, Romel and the others visited the forest and spoke with the Queen. Through writing, of course. Dolphen, who had learned of the little person's origins and circumstances from Joker, and Romel, who had been informed of it, had a general idea of what had happened.

The Queen, who had received the same explanation, showed some confusion but was resigned.

*Two souls in one body? Then where did Chihiro-sama go?*

The forest, which had lost its golden magic, was gradually withering. But not all of it. The parts that had grown naturally over thousands of years were not lost. Although the green was paler, the forest was still there. From now on, they would increase the trees through reforestation and bring back the deep green of before. Romel swore in his heart to do it for Chihiro's sake.

"I don't know what happened to that child, but the gods did say something, didn't they?"

Yes. The Creator God who had manifested in Kilfan had said it. He had called Chihiro a guest. That meant she was a stranger from somewhere else. And the gods had said more. That the people of Kilfan were borrowed from Earth.

After that, Kilfan was lost.

A great roar as if the sea was splitting echoed throughout the world, and a short time later, news arrived from the small islands around Kilfan that Kilfan was gone. A flabbergasted Marquis Geshubellista dispatched a knightly order to confirm, and just as the report said, the continent of Kilfan was truly gone.

What on earth had happened?

This could not be unrelated to Chihiro's disappearance.

"Maybe Chihiro went home. To her original world. Kilfan too."

The Queen stared at Romel's dispassionate muttering, a golden pupil still shining in her left eye. Would this too disappear eventually?

"While Fatimah-sama's soul was trapped in the abyss, Chihiro-sama's soul awakened within the princess. If that's the case, now that Fatimah-sama has returned, Chihiro-sama must be..."

A three way silence fell at Dolphen's words. And a similar prediction crossed all three of their minds.

The little person was no longer here.

Though it had been very difficult at times, the hectic but dreamlike and fun times were over. They would never see that cheerful, mischievous smile again.

"Chihiro..."

Where is your soul now? Did you go back to that world called Earth?

Staring at the thick, gloomy clouds of the approaching winter, Romel could not close the great hole that had been bored into his chest.

Unaware of these people's painful thoughts, the little person was watching the lower world from the celestial realm.

"Whoa, that's harsh. The whole continent into the abyss, huh."

*The lives we lent from Earth were a little over four thousand. We will purify them and return them to the cycle of reincarnation here.*

Kilfan, which was scheduled to be returned anyway, was dropped into the abyss, continent and all. As long as the number of lives lent matched, it was fine, and the excess would be left to Arcadia. The Kilfan people who had moved to the Frontier side would be spared.

*It's actually a little short, but we'll throw it in as a bonus. You've been a great help to us.*

Is it really okay to be that vague, oh gods? Well, it's a help to us, though.

With an unintentionally fixed gaze, Chihiro stared intently at the gods.

While all this was happening, souls were piling up on Joker's web. Sorting through them, the gods of Earth praised Chihiro.

*You really did well. Using Arcadia was the only way to stop the rampaging Legion.*

Arcadia, a newly born world.

Legion, facing imminent destruction, would not have overlooked the only world where gods could manifest in the lower realm. As expected, he approached the gods of Arcadia with a bet to trap them. The gods of Earth, while anticipating this, silently watched the turn of events, waiting for Legion to go on a rampage.

*You see, a god is one with their world. When the world perishes, the god also vanishes. The fear of that drove him mad.*

Normally, one should calmly face destruction and disappear with dignity. *But he was young. His world too. He could not accept his own mistakes.*

He could not accept the disappearance of his own existence. That's why he tried to deceive the young gods of Arcadia. He was already out at that point.

He had incurred the wrath of the higher beings, existences more powerful than the gods. Furthermore, his great interference in another world. And his summoning and attempt to kill Chihiro was the final straw.

As a result, Legion's world was destroyed, and Arcadia's victory was confirmed.

As long as they could recover the golden magic, other minor details would be overlooked. Including the matter of the Forest Masters.

*We'll take care of the cleanup. What will you do?*

"Huh?"

*You have a younger sister, right? On Earth. She's pregnant with a girl. The soul hasn't entered yet, so we can put you in. It's a different form, but we can return you to your original family.*

"Ooh, that might be nice. But I'll be their grandchild, huh. I wonder if Mom and Dad will be surprised."

As Chihiro smiled wryly, half happy, the gods hesitated slightly.

*You see. You won't be able to inherit your memories. That was a special privilege we gave you to survive in another world. You know, just like the translation rubi.*

At these words, Chihiro remembered.

The mysterious translation rubi. What was that all about?

When she asked directly, the gods fell silent as if they had bitten into a bitter bug.

*That was. A failsafe in case you killed the Forest Master.*

In other words, without the Forest Master, there was no way to tell Chihiro the detailed circumstances of the Golden King or the hidden history. But there was a high possibility that the demon's right hand would kill the Forest Master without question before she could learn it. In that case, Chihiro would have to find and read old documents written in ancient language to understand the world's origins. In the current Arcadia, no one could read the characters of the age of the gods, so they had given her the translation rubi as an aid.

As you can see, the result was that the gods' arrangements were all wasted due to the little person's rampage.

Ahehehe, my bad.

Chihiro's pact with the Forest Master, her completion of the golden ring, her attempt to destroy the master's forest, all of it was outside the gods' expectations. They had departed so grandly from the gods' premise of disposing of the Forest Masters that they had no idea what the outcome would be, and the gods watching from the heavens were on the edge of their seats the whole time.

But, all's well that ends well.

*Fatimah has also returned to normal, and now all distortions have been corrected. All that's left is to thank you.*

The gods of Earth smiled softly and asked Chihiro her wish again.

*Humans who get involved in the affairs of gods generally meet a painful end. You too. That's why, in your next life, we promise you overflowing happiness. If you wish, we can have you reincarnate into any kind of family. Even your former family's house.*

A painful end.

Indeed. Chihiro was suddenly torn away from everything she had grown accustomed to. When Legion was collected by the messengers of the higher beings, the gods had made complex faces when Chihiro had wished to return to Frontier.

They couldn't send her back. Now that the victor was decided, all accounts had to be settled here and now. The return of the loaned soul. That included Chihiro.

Come to think of it, they had said it in Kilfan.

*The next time we meet will be the last.*

The words left by the gods of Arcadia. Now, those two were right in front of her.

So, this is that final time.

Chihiro's face tensed, and she was stunned by her own life, which had ended once again. In her previous life, she had suddenly failed her parents in a traffic accident, and in this life, would she fail her parents again?

I promised I would definitely come back. I'm sorry, Papa.

A gentle bear-san floated in Chihiro's mind.

Unbidden, tears spilled over, tracing the curves of her cheeks, dripping from her chin, and drawing a small polka dot pattern at the little person's feet.

Here, the overture to Arcadia's destruction ended before it could ring out loudly. The little person, who had danced with all her might, had danced until the very end. Together with the people of Arcadia.

A legend no one knew quietly came to a close, unseen by any.
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			Epilogue

			"Oh, welcome, Your Highness, the Royal Duke."

When Romel visited Drago's mansion, he was greeted by an exotic beauty with black hair. It seemed that while taking care of the distraught Drago after he lost Chihiro, she had developed feelings for him, and Sakura had married Drago.

As she was an imperial princess, it wouldn't do for Sakura to marry a mere baron for a single generation. In consideration of his achievements in helping and raising Chihiro, Drago was granted the rank of Count.

Spurred on by the spirited Sakura, Drago gradually regained his energy. Blessed with a lovely son and daughter, the two were now a very good couple.

"Are Chihiro and Chihaya well?"

"They are very well. They've become quite mischievous lately."

Romel looked curiously at Sakura's rare, wry smile, and in his mind, he pictured the little person's real name, Chihiro.

Since that time, Romel had learned and mastered the language of Kilfan. Wanting to get even a little closer to the little person, he had studied many things he couldn't understand back then. Frontier, having broken free from the blessings of the gods' magic, was steadily entering a new era without much confusion, thanks to the cooperation of the Kilfan people.

Because, surprisingly, magic had not been lost. The golden magic from the forest was gone, but the magic of the four great elements, which was said to be derived from it, had not disappeared. This was not something given by the gods, but something that Arcadia had created and that people had mastered through effort. That's what the Queen had said.

She too had lost her golden magic, but she had not lost the wind magic of her element. The Forest Master's forest had also changed, and though the number of monsters had decreased, they had not vanished. From now on, the laws of magic would likely be constructed in a new form. Of course, they could not expect the same extraordinary blessings as when the world was filled with golden magic. In fact, the land of Frontier was gradually becoming less fertile, and crop yields were falling. To stop this, they would have to learn from Kilfan and people would have to continue to work hard.

Having broken free from the protection of the gods, the world was finally returning to how it should be.

It's just that you alone are not here.

A small, but most precious, missing piece.

Romel forced his slightly teary eyes dry with a blink.

Then he slowly lifted a large package and handed it to Sakura.

"Here, this is a popular toy in Kilfan. For Chihiro and Chihaya."

"Oh, thank you so much."

Sakura accepted it with a beaming smile.

Today was the birthday of Drago's twins. Last year, a small party had been held, and Romel had been invited as well. The Drago family, Adoris, Romel, and Dolphen. The people who knew Chihiro well gathered and got excited talking about their memories of the little person who was no longer there. The same group had gathered again today for that same casual gathering.

"Your Highness, it's been a while."

Seeing Romel, Adoris gave a small wave. His reddish brown hair, still sticking up as usual, was being grabbed by a small child, causing him to lean to the side. The one grabbing him was one of the twins, Drago's son, Chihaya. He was a boy with brownish hair like Drago's and pitch black eyes inherited from Sakura. His name was said to mean rough and fierce, a parent's wish for him to grow up strong.

Dolphen, who came out from the back, was also laughing at Adoris being pushed around by the energetic child. And then, Romel suddenly realized that Drago was nowhere to be seen.

"Where's Drago? And Chihiro isn't here either?"

"Oh, they'll be down soon."

Sakura looked up at the second floor with a knowing expression.

It was then that Romel finally noticed. Though hidden by makeup, the corners of Sakura's eyes were red. Before he could ask about it, Drago came down from the second floor. The three guests, who had reflexively turned around, saw something nostalgic.

A champagne gold dress and an apple accessory. That was the very first present Romel had given to Chihiro.

He had been surprised when Drago named his daughter Chihiro, but to have her wear that dress on top of it.

Romel's eyes twisted with sadness.

I wish he hadn't made her wear it. That belongs to Chihiro, not this Chihiro.

Hiding his complex feelings, Romel patted the head of the small child Drago was holding. Perhaps happy about his child's growth, Drago was holding Chihiro tightly with tears in his eyes. She had soft black hair from Sakura and deep green eyes just like Drago's.

Romel was smiling at the lovely little girl, but the next moment, his eyes widened in astonishment. A golden light shone on the thumb of her small left hand.

"Yaffai, Romel."

And the little girl grinned, a cheerful smile on her face.

Time stopped in the room.

What set it in motion again was the loud sobbing of the bear of a father.

"Uooooh, Chihirooo."

Chihaya was frozen with a surprised look on his face. Sakura smiled with resignation. The butler and maid dabbed at their tears with handkerchiefs, and the three guests were simply dumbfounded.

A petit chaos.

If Katsumi had been there, he surely would have muttered those words.

"Would you mind explaining?"

Romel's smile was a full blown, scheming one, something they hadn't seen in a while.

Ah, that's the royal duke alright, the others thought with a strange sense of relief.

"Where should I start?"

The little girl scratched her hair, looking troubled, and tilted her head.

"Everything."

"Everything?"

"Yes, everything since you disappeared. No more secrets, I'm begging you, really."

Slapping his hand on the table, Romel leaned forward and stared at the former little person. Overwhelmed by his sincere eyes that would not allow any evasion, Chihiro explained in detail what had happened in the celestial realm.

The three of them had been dumbfounded, but after hearing the story, Romel's expression turned serious.

"So? Why are you in this Chihiro's body? Is it that possession thing again?"

"No. This time it was just me from the start. But I had them put a limit on the awakening of my memories."

Yes, at that time, Chihiro had made a choice.

She wanted to be reincarnated in Arcadia. If anywhere was fine, then she asked to be born as Drago's daughter again and be given a continuation of her life.

*A continuation of your life?*

The gods, not understanding, asked again, and Chihiro declared.

"That's right. Ending a life in just two years is too much, isn't it? Then please give me a continuation, with all my past relationships and knowledge intact."

It was a proposal to justify the inheritance of her memories. If it was a continuation of her life, then they couldn't just purify her soul and reset her memories. It was a clever move. However, what about a child that should be an infant suddenly starting to talk? And Drago, her father, should be allowed to enjoy the time he was supposed to have with his infant child.

After some discussion, it was decided that in exchange for reincarnating Chihiro's soul without purifying it, her memories would be sealed until she was two years old.

Well, that's probably for the best. Being in my late twenties on the inside, I'm pretty sure I would die of shame from being breastfed or having my diapers changed.

As Chihiro's face showed a mixture of expectation and anxiety, she noticed that the gods' gazes had changed.

*In that case... you will become a Misaki, is that acceptable?*

"A Misaki?"

Come to think of it, I've heard that before.

A proxy for the gods. One who possesses golden magic and rules over the divine messengers. One who receives oracles and conveys the will of the gods, who watch over the world, to the people.

As Chihiro was pondering that this was what she remembered, a high pitched *kon* sound reached her ears.

Three beams of light pierced through the pure white sky.

*You possess golden magic.*

*You possess servants who will become divine messengers.*

*You know the laws of the world and the gods.*

"Wha?"

The three lights that suddenly appeared were the messengers of the higher beings she had seen in the abyss.

*Oh, just as I thought. The conditions are met. A Misaki will be born in Arcadia. How wonderful.*

The gods of Earth were clearly delighted.

"What are you talking about? Explanation, please."

According to the gods' brief explanation, when a person who has been given power by the gods is reincarnated, a selection for Misaki is held. If they meet the conditions, they become a Misaki and gain eternity when they are reborn.

"No, wait? I said I wanted a continuation of my life, right? I don't need eternity."

At the fussing little girl, the three lights blinked in confusion.

*Then in the next reincarnation.*

*We will pass this time.*

*Do not ever forget.*

As they said this, the three lights each touched Chihiro with their left hands, and their fingertips emitted a small sparkle. Watching this, Chihiro looked up with a suspicious expression.

"You guys... are you by any chance the Norns?"

*There are worlds that call us so.*

*Our names are meaningless.*

*For the world is ever changing.*

With those parting words, the lights vanished high into the heavens again.

The gods of Arcadia timidly spoke to the dumbfounded little person.

*If you are the Misaki of our world, then give us names.*

*Names.*

"Yes?"

I can't keep up with this development.

Noticing Chihiro's thoughts, the gods hurriedly explained.

*It is a ritual to entrust everything to the newly born Misaki and to humanity. By receiving names, we become true gods.*

*We will no longer be able to descend to the lower world, but in return, the effect of prayers will be multiplied, and we can circulate the energy of faith throughout the world.*

Apparently, being prayed to with a name increases faith more than just being prayed to as a generic god.

Only a being of that world can give a name to its gods. And only those who have been granted the gods' magic can come to the heavens. It seems the souls of the Forest Masters had visited several times before, but they could not become Misaki.

Fum. Placing a hand on her chin, Chihiro thought of names. For Chihiro, who was Japanese on the inside, thinking of gods' names inevitably brought to mind existing gods from Earth, and it was a heavy burden for the little person with her poor naming sense.

But then, she had a flash of inspiration.

Though it was only two years, those hectic days were filled with complex twists and turns as she ran around.

If she had to put it into words...

"How about Abyss and Chaos?"

Instantly, the gods of Arcadia began to glow. A clear outline appeared around them, who had been humanoid lights, and their limbs and faces became three dimensional.

And standing there were two handsome men.

*My name is Abyss.*

*My name is Chaos.*

The golden haired, golden eyed pair happily murmured the names they had been given. It seemed that gods could only take form after receiving a name, and their previous form as humanoid lights was because they were still half fledged gods.

So that's why the gods of Earth and the boyish Legion had proper forms.

However, the gods of Earth, who knew the meaning of the words, had very complicated expressions. The little person pretended not to notice.

There's no other way to describe it. Really, thank you for a life that was short but like a roller coaster.

Leaving behind the ironic names, Chihiro was reincarnated once again in Arcadia.

".................."

The adults were too stunned to speak.

Even the Drago household, who had been ecstatic at the return of their beloved daughter when Chihiro's memories awakened, was at a loss for words.

"Ah... well, what can I say. It seems there are a lot of problems, but for now..."

With a grim expression, Romel pressed his temple, then raised the corners of his mouth into a grin.

"Welcome back, Chihiro."

At those words, the little person's eyes sparkled as she answered loudly.

"I'm home."

Come what may.

Surrounded by people beaming with joy, the little person is as energetic as ever today. There are no enemies in her path.

Overcoming various difficulties, an era without gods begins in Arcadia.
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Minabukuro Kazuhito
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			Announcement

			It's been a while, this is Minabukuro.

I will be posting a new sequel to "Your Castle's Little Person ~The Sky-Flying Plumber~."

This will be the main story of the little person herself. I have been telling this long story of the laws and history of the world of Arcadia for this purpose, so there is a gator here who is itching to write it.

Since the subtitle will be changing this time, and the story will be about Chihiro herself and not Fatimah, I have created a separate serialization for it.

Please see my activity report for details.

I have linked it to the Little Person series, so this gator would be happy if you could