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			Chapter 1

			Prologue ~My Brother's Ordeal, Part One~

			In a certain world, there once lived a king.

The king, who possessed shimmering golden hair and eyes like the sun, would play with monsters, connect the land with its people, and travel the world spreading great happiness.

A king who linked forest to forest with magic, moisturizing the land and promising bountiful harvests. For the light that seemed to dwell in his eyes, the people called him the Golden King, revering and praising him.

The king created a country called Frontier in a world named Arcadia and soared across its skies. Among his descendants, on rare occasions, a person would be born with the same brilliant eyes and could use the same powers as the first Golden King.

Following the example of the first, these Golden Kings journeyed across the world.

However, as time passed, this was forgotten, and the people destroyed the very forests the Golden Kings had connected.

As a result, magical power vanished from the land, magic declined, civilization was forced to regress, and an unsettling atmosphere spread across the turbulent world.

Amidst that turbulent world, there was one exception. Frontier, with its unshakable history, had properly maintained its forests. It was the last nation in the world, the final inheritor of magic.

While dealing with countries now scrambling to reclaim magic and an aggressive neighboring nation across the sea, Frontier quietly observed the world.

It was then that a new Golden King was born. This new Golden King embroiled the entire world, picked a fight with the gods, and created a new era.

Two souls resided in a single body. One of them was a reincarnated person from Earth. For her audacious way of tearing through the castle and flying around the world, she was given the nickname Little One.

This Little One, who overcame numerous hardships to seize victory, was a soul borrowed from Earth. An activator, dropped into Arcadia to correct the world's distortions.

When the world returned to its proper form, she had to be sent back to Earth. But the gods, who felt a great debt to her, promised her a next life of her own choosing.

And she chose.

She wished to return to her family in Arcadia once more. She asked them to grant her a continuation of her life.

The gods heard her plea and reincarnated the Little One as the child of her foster parents in Arcadia.

In her previous life, the legend of the Little One came to a close, unknown to anyone. In an Arcadia that had welcomed a new era, not even the Little One herself knew that the legend of the Golden King, who would build the very foundation of magic, had just let out its first true cry.

On the birthday of the twins born into the Drago family.

The Little One, her sealed memories now unlocked, was overjoyed to have a continuation of her life. Her family and close friends rejoiced at their beloved daughter's return.

But this was also the beginning of a new secret.

"This is top secret."

A little girl sat primly on Drago's lap, holding up an index finger with a serious look on her face as she addressed five adults, who all nodded gravely.

The man with loosely tied beige hair and pale grey-blue eyes was Romel. With his elegant demeanor, he looked every bit the aristocrat and offered a faint smile, his lips curling slightly.

"If word got out that the Golden King has descended again, it would be no simple matter. It's best we keep this a secret among the five of us here."

As Romel nodded in understanding, Dorfen asked him a probing question. This man had grey hair and sky-blue eyes. His sturdy, powerful build made it clear at a glance that he was a warrior.

"Shouldn't we at least inform His Majesty?"

"Why?"

Staring at Dorfen with a straight face, Romel offered a dark, sinister smile. Dorfen had to use all his willpower to suppress the chill that shot down his spine.

"You might not know this, but the moment she became Fatima-sama, my elder brother started doting on her like mad. Ahhh, really, he's so completely infatuated with Fatima-sama he probably wouldn't feel a thing if she were in his eye."

Emitting some kind of simmering energy, Romel muttered with a low chuckle. Fatima-sama was the princess whom Chihiro had previously possessed. On the verge of wasting away from a complicated and strange set of circumstances, Chihiro had awakened within her, allowing the princess to survive as a street urchin. In the end, her soul, which had been caught in a net of salvation, was returned to her original body, and she was said to be cherished by her royal parents.

Good for you, Fatima.

As the Little One found herself lost in sentiment, she heard Romel’s voice, low and crawling along the ground.

"Why should I have to inform my brother, who is so content with Fatima-sama, of Chihiro's return? It has nothing to do with Chihiro, who is no longer a child of the king."

He must have had his reasons. As Romel laughed with shaking shoulders, Dorfen, facing him, could do nothing but nod rapidly.

"But, well, even if she is the Golden King, the Chihiro of today is my true child. If anything happens again, I'm seriously leaving the royal palace."

Drago stated it plainly.

He was the foster father of Fatima, whom the former Chihiro had possessed. A kindhearted royal chef, he had taken in the Little One when she had become a stray for reasons unknown and raised her with an abundance of love. He had dark brown hair and deep green eyes. His beard was so bushy it seemed to connect with his hair, and he nuzzled it against Chihiro, still holding her tight and refusing to let go. At first glance, he looked just like a bear from the forest.

"I agree. We can live perfectly fine somewhere other than here," Sakura concurred, holding Chihaya on her lap.

She was a former princess from the neighboring country across the sea, the now-defunct Kilfan Empire. Even among the people of Kilfan, a nation founded by transmigrators from Japan, she had features that strongly reflected her Japanese heritage. After a life of many strange and complex turns, she had decisively married Drago.

Even the Little One had been shocked by this.

But having these two, the most dependable people she knew, as her parents was the most reassuring thing in the world.

As if to protect the little girl who couldn't help but smile brightly, the two of them spoke with finality.

Romel nodded and showed his agreement as well.

"Of course. In fact, if the King were to permit it, I'd want you to flee immediately. We will not let Chihiro suffer anymore. We will be resolute in our protection."

The words from Romel were unexpected.

The four of them exchanged puzzled glances.

They did not know. They did not know how much Romel had regretted. How he had suffered from shallow, tormented sleep, plagued by nightmares when he could sleep at all. How he always felt like he could hear Chihiro's voice from somewhere, and would unconsciously search for her, wondering if she was crying.

The guilt of having made such a small child bear the fate of the world.

He hadn't been able to let her do anything a child should. He should have let her play more freely, more innocently. Instead, he had embroiled her in the palace's affairs, made her carry the weight of Frontier's, and in the end, she even had a direct confrontation with the gods. He had heard she was nearly cast into the abyss of the netherworld. It was an outrageous story.

For a life of only two years, that was just unbelievable, wasn't it?

He sincerely wished that this little girl, who had lived through such a turbulent life, could spend the rest of her days in peace and leisure.

"You don't need to go near the royal palace. Just play, learn, eat, and sleep as a child your age should. You are a child who should be protected by adults. We were truly, truly wrong."

Romel took both of Chihiro's hands. As he held her soft, small fingers, he once again bristled with guilt like a hedgehog. The others could understand his feelings.

"That's right. Frontier has overcome its crisis. From now on, let's live happily," Drago and Sakura said with a smile.

"Then please make me your exclusive guard once more. I shall dedicate this sword to you for my entire life."

Dorfen knelt, offering the sword at his hip with a sincere gaze. Chihiro frantically shook her head from side to side.

"No, Dorfen, you're the son of a marquis, aren't you? Isn't being a count's daughter's guard beneath you?"

"I am the second son. I am of a station where I must eventually earn a knighthood and become independent. Please take me in, Chihiro-sama."

Ah, so that's how it is.

As Dorfen smiled gently, Chihiro's face showed her understanding. Only the heir could inherit the title. In that case, Dorfen's only choices were to leave home or stay on as a dependent and help the family. Or perhaps enter a political marriage to connect two houses.

"Daddy, can we hire Dorfen?"

Drago gave a magnanimous nod to his beloved daughter, who looked up at him timidly.

"We live on the palace grounds, so we've never needed to hire anyone like that, but my station is one where having ten or twenty guards wouldn't be strange at all. With Dorfen, there's no doubt he's the right choice. He's more than welcome."

Though he had no domain, Drago, now a count, received a massive annual stipend. It was enough to establish a residence in the noble district and employ dozens of servants. It was just that Drago, with his commoner disposition, was unfamiliar with such matters and simply paid them no mind.

Chihiro let out a sigh of relief at his answer. Just as she was about to accept Dorfen's sword, a tremendous knocking sound came from the entrance.

Naya went to see who it was, looking puzzled, but froze on the spot. Kicking aside the motionless Naya, a familiar giant honeybee entered.

"Merda?!"

《My king!》

Merda frantically waved her limbs, staring intently at the little girl held in Drago's arms. Black hair and jade-green eyes. But the golden magic dwelling within her was real. It was not the powerful, surging magic of before, but a quiet, glittering flame hidden within. Like the light of a lantern, it was modest but illuminated its surroundings with a warm glow.

《I thought it might be so. But, these eyes, they felt you. Ahhh, welcome back, my king.》

Merda's golden eyes resonated with Chihiro's golden thumb, glowing faintly. Stroking her eye, Chihiro narrowed her own in nostalgia.

"I'm home, Merda. You survived. That's good."

《Yes, yes, my king!》

From behind the trembling Merda, a black and yellow striped snake and a palm-sized frog leaped out. With practiced movements, the two coiled around the Little One's arm and shoulder.

"Mi-chan, Mugi-ta!"

Then, lagging behind Merda, several more bees arrived. One of the bees, hovering in the room, clung to Chihiro’s shoulder and pressed its head against her insistently.

"Pochiko-san, you've been well too?"

The little girl and the monsters danced around with cries of joy.

The adults, seeing this sight they had not witnessed for so long, felt a wave of nostalgia and something welling up in their chests. Drago was already standing speechless, tears streaming down his face like a waterfall.

Unlike the adults who exchanged emotional glances, the only other child present let out a scream. The elder of the twins. He had dark brown hair like Drago and pitch-black eyes inherited from Sakura. Those eyes were wide with terror, trembling violently.

"Ahhhhh!"

Terrified by the monsters that had suddenly appeared, Chihaya screamed, his eyes wide. He clung to Sakura's chest, frozen and letting out a piercing shriek.

"Gyaaaaaah!"

"Oh my, oh dear, it's all right."

Sakura hurriedly went upstairs, carrying Chihaya, who was crying his eyes out and could not be soothed.

Watching them go, Chihiro bit her thumb, looking a little thoughtful. The little girl tilted her head, unconsciously sucking her finger. Her cuteness was almost calculated. The men's expressions softened without them realizing it.

"Monsters are a no-go for my brother, huh?"

As Chihiro's eyes welled with disappointment, Romel and the others wore troubled expressions.

"Mugi-ta and Mi-chan should be fine, shouldn't they?"

Though a bit large, those two were of a normal size. But…

The honeybee was almost half Chihiro's size.

"Pochiko-san might be too much. He might get used to her eventually, but for now, she should either stay in the forest or hide somewhere Chihaya can't see, like on the roof or under the eaves."

Pochiko-san, who had been clinging to Chihiro’s shoulder, froze as if struck. Her expression was one of pure despair, and while Romel and the others felt sorry for her, they couldn't help but feel a warm, fuzzy feeling. The monsters really were expressive. Or rather, their very atmosphere colored the mood of the room.

What to do.

Sucking on her finger, chu chu, Chihiro had a flash of inspiration.

"Maybe it would be better if there were a lot of them?"

The Little One's face lit up, leaving the surrounding adults perplexed.

Wait, wouldn't that just multiply the terror?

Ignoring the adults conversing with their eyes, Chihiro asked Merda to dispatch the other bees.

There were no bees at the royal palace now. With the Golden King gone, there was no reason for them to be there. So Chihaya didn't know that bees used to soar through the palace, nor had he ever seen one.

They had Romel explain the situation to the King. Keeping Chihiro's return a secret, he spun a tale that Merda was sending bees as a gift to Drago's children. Since bees had often loitered around Drago's residence even after Chihiro was gone, the King agreed without any suspicion.

And so began the Little One's "Monsters Are Friends" grand strategy.

A prayer for Chihaya, who would undoubtedly be tormented by nightmares tonight.



		
			Chapter 2

			Prologue ~My Brother's Ordeal, Part Two~

			"Humans really are creatures of habit, aren't they?"

Observing the scene before him, Romel muttered with a sense of profound realization.

Pochiko-san hovered at a height just within the toddler's reach, with Chihaya clinging to its rear and being pulled along. Chihaya was laughing happily, while the Little One watched them with a placid expression.

"Did you go with a kill or cure treatment?"

Looking up at Romel, who couldn't hide his wry smile, Chihiro gave a small shake of her head.

"No, it was all Pochiko-san's effort."

The little girl smiled plumply, her gaze wandering into the air as if recalling something.

It seemed that when the other bees arrived, Pochiko-san had stopped the Little One from letting them into the residence.

Pochiko-san had braced herself against the door from the inside, looking up and shaking her head in refusal. Bees other than Merda communicated not with words, but with their thoughts. What she felt from Pochiko-san at that moment was firm rejection.

She's saying not to let the other bees in?

With a puzzled look, Chihiro for the time being asked the bees to stand guard over the residence. The bees, knowing their role, took up positions on the roof and under the eaves, their eyes gleaming brightly.

Smiling wryly at the eager bees, the Little One slipped quietly back inside the house.

Peeking cautiously into the drawing room, Chihiro's eyes fell upon Chihaya, who was clinging to Sakura and refusing to get down on the floor, and Pochiko-san, who was walking slowly around them.

Very, very slowly. The giant honeybee trudged along, keeping a careful distance.

At first, Chihaya had wailed, but he eventually stopped being afraid of the quiet, slow-moving bee, at least from afar. After about three days, he finally let go of Sakura's arm and stepped onto the floor.

Even then, he would run away and glare daggers at Pochiko-san. But gradually, he stopped paying her much mind. Of course, he never approached her himself. But sometimes, the slowly trudging Pochiko-san would appear right beside Chihaya, and the moment he noticed, a scream would erupt, making for lively days at the Drago residence.

After ten days of this hectic routine had passed.

One day, the Little One witnessed a serious-looking toddler and a bee.

Her brother sat on the floor, staring intently at Pochiko-san.

Pochiko-san, for her part, remained perfectly still, not meeting his gaze.

As the Little One watched with bated breath, Pochiko-san's leg gently touched Chihaya's hand. As she moved her leg bit by bit, just barely poking him, Chihaya's hand flinched. Pochiko-san immediately pulled her leg back and curled up sadly.

Pochiko-san hung her head, looking dejected.

Perhaps sensing this, Chihaya's finger hesitantly reached out and touched Pochiko-san's leg. He poked it a few times as if to test it, and then, he grabbed a fistful of Pochiko-san's fluffy fur.

Ignoring the startled Pochiko-san, the boisterous toddler clung to that fluffy fur.

"So soft!"

Clutched in his small hands, invisible tears welled up in Pochiko-san's large eyes.

Chihiro was sure she would never forget the look of pure joy on Pochiko-san's face at that moment.

Pochiko-san's persistence had paid off.

If at first you don't succeed, try a different approach, right?

Chihiro had to take her hat off to Pochiko-san's wise decision to stop her from pushing things further. If the Little One had pressed on as she'd planned, it would surely have become a traumatic event for Chihaya. Now, she could understand that.

People act based on their own standards. They mistakenly assume that what they can do, others can naturally do as well. Just because she was fine with it didn't mean others would be. Chihiro blushed, realizing she had vaguely thought he would get used to it if there were a lot of them around.

That was a close call.

Sticking out her tongue with a tehe pero, the Little One, with an innocent look on her face, joined Pochiko-san and Chihaya.

Little did she know, Naya and Sasha were watching the children and the monster playing happily together with warm eyes.

And so the days passed. About a year later, the Drago residence had become the talk of the town.

After all, it was a mysterious mansion swarming with monsters.

Giant honeybees flew through the sky, a large spring had appeared in the garden out of nowhere, inhabited by numerous frog monsters. And in the surrounding fields and orchards, snake monsters could be seen coiled here and there.

And then there were the cute twins who lived in this clearly unusual residence.

They would run through the kitchen where their father worked, their matching blue and green ponchos fluttering behind them. Sometimes accompanied by monsters, sometimes carrying baskets of fruit and food, the two ran happily through the palace gardens.

Learning from her past failure of showing her shorts, for which Romel had scolded her, the Little One this time had Sakura make her some overalls. What you would call salopette pants today. There was no denim fabric, so they were made of a thick cloth instead. Chihiro's were red, Chihaya's green. They looked exactly like a certain pair of plumber brothers. The only difference was that their hats were hoods.

Sometimes they would play at sword fighting with wooden swords. The sight of the energetic children warmed the hearts of those around them.

Seeing these children flying through the sky, carried by bees, the same words were murmured in unison throughout the palace.

"The Little One?"

A nostalgic sight from a time gone by.

A civil official leaned out of a window to watch. Knights stood staring up at the sky, lost in thought. What they all had in common was a gaze filled with an indescribable longing.

Those two children, watched over by the people of the royal palace with gentle eyes, were Drago's. The baskets they carried must surely be filled with delicious sweets.

Because she was the Little One, after all.

In the capital and the palace, where people were accustomed to monsters, this abnormal situation was met with smiles and goodwill. The Lord of the Forest was alive and well, and the queen and her children were also alive. Such things were bound to happen.

There was no malice in the smiles people exchanged.

But there are always those who scheme, no matter where you are.

And then, the situation took an utterly unexpected twist.

"Huh? Could you please say that again?"

Looking at Drago, whose jaw had dropped in a dumbfounded expression, Romel let out a small sigh and rubbed the bridge of his nose, repeating his words with a fixed gaze.

"I'm saying there's talk of a marriage arrangement between Prince Theodore and Chihiro."

"""Whaaat?"""

The usual members of the group let out a dumbfounded cry, while Sakura looked up at the heavens with an exasperated expression. As always, it seemed the Little One's life was far from peaceful.

It was, in a way, Chihiro's own fault for being a bit too wild, but that was that, and this was this.

"Life is for those who enjoy it," she proclaims, as the Little One continues to forge her own path today♪



		
			Chapter 3

			The Gods' Oracle ~The Morning of the Beginning~

			『Huh? Here again?』

That night, the Little One had a dream.

A pure white space, covered in a thin haze.

There was no end to the white space that stretched out before her. The sky was also pure white, with something shining here and there. Looking closely, she could see shimmering lights in the distance around her as well.

She knew this place.

The little girl sitting in the white space was named Chihiro La Giorgia. A count's daughter in a country called Frontier. Although she was a count's daughter, it was a title in name only, one her commoner-turned-royal-chef father had received from His Majesty the King as a reward for various deeds.

Chihiro, his daughter, also had a number of secrets.

And when those secrets were involved, the little girl had been summoned to this pure white space before.

This was the Celestial Realm. The place where the gods dwelt.

『Chaos? Abyss? You're there, aren't you?』

Chihiro swept back her pitch-black hair and muttered wearily. It was a gesture unbefitting of a toddler. Then, from the empty space, two handsome men appeared. The man with long, gently waving blond hair tied back in a simple knot was named Chaos. The man with straight blond hair cut neatly at his shoulders was named Abyss. Both of them gazed down at Chihiro quietly with soft golden eyes.

《It has been a long time, beloved child.》

《Are you well? Do you lack for anything?》

They were the gods of this world where Frontier existed, Arcadia.

In her past life, Chihiro had helped them, and as a reward, she had been given her current life. To think she would see them again. Chihiro had nothing but a bad feeling about this.

And as if to confirm her fears, the gods opened their mouths to speak, their words heavy.

《Actually, we have a favor to ask of you.》

《This was something even we did not know, but…》

Reluctantly, the little girl listened to their story with a sullen face. It seemed this was a seed she herself had sown.

In the past, these two gods had made a grave mistake.

Taking pity on the exceedingly frail humans, they had used their divine power to help them.

The power of the gods, which should only be bestowed upon carefully selected individuals, commonly known as golden magic. With this immense power, they created forests in Arcadia, transformed the creatures living there into intelligent monsters, and filled the land with golden magic.

This was something that should never have happened.

There is an unwritten rule that gods must not interfere in the course of the world. The power of the gods is immense. They can do anything. Nothing is impossible. If such power were given to them, people would become corrupt. Since everything would go well without any effort, humans would stop thinking, civilization would show no signs of developing, and the land itself would become dependent on magic and cease to grow on its own.

Realizing their mistake, the gods thought to erase the source of this problem, the golden magic, from the world.

But any further interference would be a bad move.

Borrowing the power of the gods of Earth, who had extended a helping hand, the gods of Arcadia attempted to bring about a change of eras through human hands.

Chihiro was one of the souls invited from Earth for this trial.

To be blunt, it had been a huge nuisance.

Without any understanding of the situation, she had been reincarnated into a dying child, still possessing her memories as a Japanese person from her previous life. There were many twists and turns, and while it was good that things worked out in the end, it was a daily life of walking a tightrope right next to death. Imagine a second life that starts with death flags flying everywhere, heading straight for a bad ending. You wouldn't want to do it even if you were paid a fortune.

But that was all in the past.

Though it could hardly be called uneventful, the golden magic had vanished from the world, and people had welcomed a new era. Everything was supposed to be over. Chihiro, too, was supposed to have started a new life.

But. Now, a major problem had arisen, they said.

『Is it my fault?』

As the little girl muttered sullenly, the gods gave a wry smile and a small nod.

《One could say that. It was full of unexpected events, after all.》

《There is no other way to put it. It was born from the ring you connected. Please raise it to the very end.》

Well, what do you know.

A shocking truth had come to light at this late stage.

Even after the golden magic had disappeared from the world, magical power and magic remained in Frontier.

The magic of the Four Great Elements, not golden magic.

This was Arcadia's own unique magical power, born from the land itself, and it had apparently remained due to the existence of the Golden Ring. And the one who had completed that ring was the Little One.

『So, what you're saying is, because the Golden Ring was completed, magic remained in Frontier?』

The two gods gave a large nod.

《It was not supposed to remain.》

《All magical power, all magic, was supposed to disappear.》

Then, narrowing their eyes slightly, the two looked down at Chihiro.

《《You are the one who left it behind.》》

Oh no… All I wanted was to not kill the Lords!

If she had killed the Lords and let the forests wither as the gods had intended, no magical power would have remained in Arcadia. Naturally, magic and everything else would have vanished.

But Chihiro had distorted that outcome.

The monsters known as the Lords of the Forest. They had filled the land with magical power just as the gods wished and had protected the humans. The price for that was a tragic end, being destroyed like so much junk. That was unforgivable. Chihiro, who had interacted with the Lords and grown close to them, took action that differed from the gods' intentions in order to save them from death.

She completed the Golden Ring, which was connected by magical power, and used it to destroy all the forests at once. The source of the golden magic was the forests created by the gods. So, if she could destroy them, wouldn't the Lords be able to survive?

Her guess was correct. The forests lost their golden magic, but the Lords survived. However, as a result, it seemed she had created an environment within the completed Golden Ring where magical power could exist.

The gods spoke plainly to the stunned little girl.

《In a way, you are an O-saki in training. One who acts as our proxy. You have the right and the responsibility to interfere with the world.》

《Stabilize the magic that has been born, and nurture and complete the new principles of magic. That is the responsibility of the one who created it.》

O-saki.

This was a title bestowed upon those who were given the gods' magical power and overcame a selection process.

An existence equal to the gods, achieved through trials.

Commonly known as an Arahitogami. One who watches over the mortal world in place of the gods who watch over it from the Celestial Realm.

In her past life, where she had charged ahead without understanding anything, Chihiro had earned that qualification. Though she was living a normal life now, she was scheduled to gain eternity and become an O-saki in her next life.

《《Take responsibility.》》

『Yes…』

The Little One could do nothing but hang her head and agree.

But…

『Specifically, what should I do?』

The little girl looked up with a pathetic expression.

The gods gave a wry smile at that and taught her the basic procedure.

《You must create an even larger Golden Ring.》

《There are still several forests in the remote regions. Travel to the ends of the world, and when the Golden Ring is complete, magical power will dwell throughout all of Arcadia.》

《《The rest will follow the ways of the world.》》

『Ah… So, you mean, things will work themselves out?』

With a nod, the gods vanished.

At the same time, the real Chihiro woke up.

Someone please tell me this is a lie.

On the king-sized bed, four family members slept side by side. Each was breathing softly, suya suya, or snoring loudly, gaa gaa. It was a scene of utter peace. And yet, a storm was raging in Chihiro's heart.

In training, huh. Those two have really been picking up some strange habits from the Earth gods.

Even thinking such random thoughts couldn't change reality. The Little One sat up with a start and held her head with an indescribable expression.

"Another pilgrimage? You've got to be kidding me."

In the early morning, before the night had fully broken. Unaware of the whitening sky, the Little One brooded over the future.



		
			Chapter 4

			The Gods' Oracle ~Getting Started~

			"Ah…"

With a complicated smile, Commander Harold let out a low groan. His fiery red, lion-like hair and sturdy, powerful build marked him as a seasoned warrior.

A formidable opponent had appeared before him.

Twin siblings, a brother and sister, clad in blue and green ponchos.

Their large eyes were wide open as they looked up at Harold with a sincere gaze, standing defiantly with their mouths set in a firm line.

"Could you please say that one more time?"

Not hiding his wry smile, the Knight Commander asked, and the Little One answered loudly and clearly.

"We want to become apprentices in the Knight Order!"

Letting out a choked sound, Harold looked up at the heavens. Then he shot a sharp glance at Dorfen, who was standing behind the twins.

"Dorfen, what is the meaning of this?"

Dorfen tilted his head slightly and raised an eyebrow with a composed expression.

"It is the children's wish."

Giving up on the man who answered so nonchalantly, Harold looked down at the twins in question.

"The Knight Order is not a playground. To become an apprentice, one must take an exam and pass. The age to take that exam is set at thirteen or older, upon reaching adulthood. Unfortunately, you have not yet reached that age."

He showed no mercy, even to children. Harold explained logically, his stern gaze fixed on the twins. The Little One gave a large nod and raised her voice even louder.

"We'd be fine being apprentices to the apprentices! Please let us observe every day!"

Her speech was unlike that of a three-year-old. Had he seen something like this somewhere, sometime before? Narrowing his eyes, Harold gazed at the Little One.

Silky black hair and jade-green eyes. Her rather delicate features and slightly upturned, cat-like eyes greatly resembled Sakura-sama, the former princess of Kilfan.

And a feeling of longing welled up in his chest.

As expected of Sakura-sama's child. So composed. It's as if I'm looking at the Little One.

The little girl who had once run through the royal palace.

The Golden King who had rewritten Frontier's conventions and prejudices, brought new knowledge, and built the foundation of the current era.

While leaving behind achievements that rivaled the first king's in some ways, she had vanished from the public stage. Having lost all memory of that tumultuous time and her golden eyes, she now lived deep within the palace as a simple princess.

This must be the will of the gods.

The gods had caused her memory to regress so that the young princess, her hardships over, could live as a normal, innocent child.

This was the conclusion the palace officials had reached. It just felt right. However, to be honest, it was a conclusion they had to reach to be able to carry on.

A deceptive answer to dispel the overwhelming disappointment and despair that had swept through the palace four years ago.

The lost memories and eyes were for the Little One's happiness.

By believing this, the people had found a semblance of closure. They would forget about the Little One and accept the current princess.

But…

How could they possibly forget?

That cheerful smile, those innocent eyes sparkling with mischief.

Though they pushed it to the bottom of their hearts, the shadow of the little girl would flicker into their minds when they least expected it.

And now, she was right here, before him again.

Her appearance was completely different, yet the aura emanating from her entire being was exactly like that of His Lordship.

A challenging gaze that held both hope and expectation. A free-spirited nature that surely did not even consider the possibility of failure. If he were to say no here, she would surely tilt her head and ask "Why?".

Just as His Lordship had done.

Harold let out a great sigh, a faint smile playing on his lips.

"Very well. You may observe. I will not ask why. You people are that kind of creature, after all."

Sensing something unsaid in his words, Chihiro and Chihaya exchanged puzzled glances, but Dorfen and Harold met each other's eyes and smiled discreetly.

《Because she's that kind of creature.》

This was Prince Romel's catchphrase.

When people were being run ragged by the recklessly charging Little One, he would watch with an exasperated look, yet he observed her quietly. And he would say it. She is that kind of creature.

A similar phrase had been prevalent in the kitchen as well.

No matter what trouble the little girl caused, they would say.

《Because she's the Little One, after all.》

There was no more fitting phrase to describe that unconventional child. It was a clever expression that conveyed everything perfectly.

And so, with permission granted, the Drago family twins would begin their training with the Knight Order.

"Brother, let's go."

"Wait, Hiiro. Where's Pochiko-san?"

Early the next morning, the two changed into their usual overalls and were about to head to the Knight Order's training grounds, but for some reason, Chihiro wasn't with Pochiko-san.

The twins always relied on the bees for long journeys. It was quite a distance from their home to the training grounds. Her brother, who had arrived with his personal bee, Tarō-kun, found it odd that Chihiro didn't have Pochiko-san with her.

"What are you talking about? We're running from here. Obviously."

"Huh?"

Stretching her short limbs, ichi ni, the Little One broke into a wide grin.

"Running is the best way to build stamina, you know."

"Ehh, even though we're learning swordsmanship?"

"Stamina is important for everything. Let's do our best!"

Chihaya had heard Chihiro's plan to learn swordsmanship at the Knight Order and, admiring the cool knights, had jumped on the bandwagon, but he was already on the verge of giving up.

Why do we have to run if we're learning swordsmanship?

Leaving her brother with a question mark plastered all over his face, the Little One took off running.

"Brother, if you don't come, I'm leaving you behind!"

The sister ran without looking back. Chihaya hurriedly chased after her. Dorfen also followed at a brisk pace, watching the twins run, tetteke tee, with an amused expression. It wasn't a full-out sprint, just a cute little run, so Dorfen's brisk pace was enough to keep up, given the difference in their strides.

Chihiro ran while controlling her breathing, ho ho, while Chihaya ran frantically, his chin up.

Even in this, there is a difference, Dorfen thought with quiet admiration.

Each with their own expression, the three trotted along the path that would take an adult about thirty minutes, taking several breaks along the way.

When the twins finally reached the training grounds, they waved at Harold, whom they saw in the distance. Well, only Chihiro was waving both arms energetically. Chihaya was panting zehi zehi, supported by Dorfen.

Comparing their appearances, Harold's eyes widened.

"You ran here?"

"Yup. We'd be doing the same thing here anyway, right? It saves time to get it done first!"

The little girl beamed.

No, saving time… That's not how a toddler thinks, you know?

Remembering how he used to make such mental retorts four years ago, Harold's lips curled into a slight smile.

"Originally, I was going to have you start with five laps around the outer perimeter. But you've already run more than that. Well then, shall we move on to the forms?"

"Yes!"

Chihaya stared at his sister, who raised her hand energetically, as if she were a monster.

Why…? I'm like this, and yet.

Forcing himself to swallow with ragged breaths, ze ha, Chihaya also raised his hand, determined not to be outdone.

I won't lose. I'm the big brother!

Looking down at the contrasting pair, Harold nodded deeply.

"That's the spirit. Now, let's practice swings with wooden swords."

Harold had prepared slender wooden swords for the twins. Handing them over, he gave them detailed instructions.

"You cannot use proper swords yet. If you push your undeveloped bodies too hard, you could end up with a lifelong injury. So, you'll use these."

What Harold brought out were thin rapiers. They were a fifth of the weight of a normal sword. It seemed these wooden swords were replicas of rapiers. They were also a little over half the length, just the right size for the twins to handle.

"Even this should be heavy for you. First, get used to the weight and practice swinging. Do it at a pace you can manage, and rest when you're tired."

Then Harold beckoned Dorfen over with a finger.

"Teach them the forms. Start with the downward slash and the sweep. Don't let them do parries or draws yet. Make them focus on the stop, nice and slow."

He tapped Dorfen's chest with the back of his fist, and Harold returned to the Knight Order's drills.

Watching him go, Dorfen turned to the twins.

"I have been entrusted with your instruction. Shall we begin?"

Dorfen grinned.

"First, the frontal strike. Like this."

Dorfen held his sword at the ready, raised it straight up, then slowly brought it down, stopping it perfectly at a slight downward angle.

"Please repeat this form. Always stop at the end. Be mindful of this as you raise the sword again. Be sure to stop once each time. You must not simply swing it around, alright?"

The twins nodded deeply at Dorfen's words and began their practice swings. Dorfen also repeated the demonstration in time with the twins.

This is… tougher than I thought.

Get in position and swing down.

It was just that, but it wasn't working.

There was the weight of the wooden sword, but first of all, she couldn't swing it straight down. And the stop was wobbly. A quick glance at Dorfen showed him swinging at about the same speed, stopping perfectly and following through straight. Even though his movements were faster than theirs, his stops were precise, making his motions incredibly beautiful.

So elegant. I want to be like that, too…

Chihiro gripped the wooden sword tightly and traced the form over and over again.

Not to be outdone, Chihaya also repeated the form.

The knights, watching the two toddlers practicing their swings with rapt attention from a distance, stared with astonishment.

"Hey, what's with them?"

"They can't be more than three or four, right? That's some incredible concentration."

"Aren't their forms starting to look pretty good? Oh, one of them fell."

"Whoa, but he's getting back up. Not even crying, that's impressive."

Repeating the same thing over and over is much harsher than it looks. It's not a feat that children, whose willpower and perseverance are still undeveloped, can manage. Remembering how the princes had given up and started crying after just a few minutes in the past, the knights let out dry laughs.

"If only the princes had that much grit."

"They'd be a bit more respectable by now."

It was still fresh in their minds how the second prince, upon entering the noble academy, had been inferior to the other students in swordsmanship and had come rushing to the Knight Order for guidance. A few years before that, the first prince had been in the same boat. It seemed His Majesty's bloodline had a weakness for martial arts.

"His Majesty was the same."

The knights could still not forget the words that Commander Harold had muttered with a scowl.

Dorfen suggested a break to the Little One, who had been swinging her wooden sword with single-minded focus, and asked a question with a vague sense of foreboding.

"But why swordsmanship all of a sudden?"

Sipping the fruit water Dorfen had brought for her, the Little One narrowed her eyes plumply.

"I'm going to become an adventurer. I can register after my baptism at seven, right? I want to master the basics of martial arts by then."

Dorfen accidentally swallowed the fruit water along with a gulp of air and began to cough violently. He tried to say something, but the fruit water that had gone down the wrong pipe prevented him from forming words. While Dorfen was coughing, geho geho, Chihiro looked up at the sky.

If Chaos and Abyss are right, the next pilgrimage will be to the frontier. To the ends of the world. Even flying with Pochiko-san and the others, it would take several days of non-stop flight. There would be camping and many dangers. The monsters would protect her, she thought, but it was better if she could fight too. She wanted to build up her stamina and skills and start in perfect condition. The Adventurer's Guild was a worldwide organization. If she registered as an adventurer, it would probably make things easier in other countries.

"Adventurer registration… Hiiro, you're going to become an adventurer?"

Chihiro returned her brother's dumbfounded stare with a mischievous smile.

"An adventurer, huh. I wanted to be a chef like Dad, but being a knight is cool too… I can't decide."

Her brother had a troubled look on his face.

Though exhausted, it had been a fun day. When the twins returned home, they were greeted by Drago's loud crying.

Apparently, word that Chihiro was going to become an adventurer had reached him from somewhere.

And so, the Little One continued on her own path, running from the constant lectures of the Bear in the Kitchen♪



		
			Chapter 5

			The Gods' Oracle ~Getting Started, Part Two~

			"Hyaaah!"

"Taah!"

The clashing wooden swords were deflected. It wasn't a prolonged struggle, but a single exchange of blows, and it was Chihaya who fell to his knees.

"The match is decided!"

Dorfen shot his arm straight up.

"Hah, thank you for the match."

"Grr, I lost again!"

"Chihaya-sama, you have forgotten your closing remarks."

Three months had passed since the twins began visiting the Knight Order. They had grown skilled enough to spar. The first month was spent on practice swings every day. Starting with frontal strikes, then horizontal sweeps, and diagonal slashes from the upper left and right. They continued with nothing but practice swings until they had completely mastered these forms. And finally, the follow-through for each. They would swing with all their might at a straw bundle that would absorb the impact. The straw bundle, hung from above, was about the same size as the twins. At first, they were knocked back by the impact, but they gradually got the hang of controlling their strength and became able to follow through cleanly.

It took three months to get to that point.

The Little One gazed sentimentally at her small palms, where the hands that had stung with every strike no longer did, and the raw blisters had hardened into calluses.

It takes this long just for the basics, huh. But they say a little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Yep.

The knights around them stared in astonishment at the twins, who were doing their post-training stretches while rotating their shoulders.

Seriously, what incredible concentration.

Because they knew nothing of proper swordsmanship, they absorbed the techniques honestly. For someone who had started with their own style, it would take at least half a year just to correct their form. Their improvement was a result of their complete ignorance. And it was also the fruit of efforts unthinkable for a child.

If they continued their training like this, they would undoubtedly become first-rate swordsmen.

Such promising futures♪

Perhaps one day they would stand alongside the Knight Order. Painting this pleasant picture in their minds, the knights all found themselves smiling without realizing it.

Even Commander Harold.

"Perhaps I should seriously consider recruiting them."

Harold's murmur, which slipped out as he watched the twins earnestly engaged in their swordsmanship, was somehow picked up by a palace attendant and eventually reached the ears of the first prince, Wilfe.

Of course, it was a given that this would lead to an unexpected, twisted turn of events.

"Jorje Count's daughter! What is the meaning of a young lady practicing swordsmanship!"

Appearing before the twins, who had run over with a now-familiar pace, was a boy with light purple hair and golden eyes. It was Wilfe, who had become the Crown Prince.

Ugh. This feels like trouble.

After three months of running, not only Chihiro but Chihaya as well had grown accustomed to it, and they no longer needed to take breaks along the way. Dorfen, too, was now running alongside them instead of walking briskly.

The Crown Prince stood defiantly at the entrance to the Knight Order's training grounds. The surrounding knights wore thoughtful expressions, unsure of what to do.

"What is your business, Your Highness the Crown Prince?"

Dorfen stepped between Wilfe and the twins, blocking his path as he tried to approach them. Facing a muscular, active knight, Wilfe looked up at him slightly and yelled in an annoyed tone.

"I came to issue a warning upon hearing that a daughter of a noble family is frequenting the male-dominated Knight Order. What's more, I hear she is even learning swordsmanship! A young lady should have plenty of proper accomplishments to pursue! If she has time for this, should she not be practicing needlepoint or something?!"

Why do I have to listen to this from you?

The Little One found herself staring into the distance.

As if to voice Chihiro's thoughts, Dorfen answered with a sigh.

"The two of them have already completed all their studies. According to their tutors, there is nothing left to teach them."

"What?"

That's right. Since all the knowledge and skills from her previous life had been carried over, there was nothing for the current Chihiro to learn. And Chihaya, who had always been with her, had learned by doing and possessed a level of knowledge and culture nearly on par with Chihiro's. With a perfect example right next to him, and aided by a child's ability to absorb information, a plausible rumor had begun to spread among the educated that the Drago family twins were prodigies.

Unaware of this, Wilfe's eyes darted about.

"Even so, for a young lady to be…!"

As the Crown Prince tried to say more, a shadow loomed up behind him. Sensing a dangerous atmosphere from the shadow, Wilfe cautiously turned around.

"What exactly are you doing?"

There stood a broadly smiling, yet dark, Romel. Beside him was the Knight Commander. The two of them were staring at Wilfe, who had come to the Knight Order's training grounds without even an attendant, with sharp, critical eyes.

"Well, you see, the Jorje Count's daughter is…!"

All his earlier momentum gone, Wilfe began to stammer out an excuse. Romel let out an obvious sigh and twisted his lips into a stern expression.

"We will hear the rest in your quarters."

Though he didn't grab the fifteen-year-old Crown Prince by the scruff of the neck, Wilfe's tragic expression made it seem as if he had been, as he was escorted away by Romel.

…Déjà vu.

Something similar happened before, Chihiro thought with a wry smile as she watched the two of them trudge away.

"Honestly, you. What were you thinking? What about helping with your official duties?"

Following behind the trudging Wilfe, Romel spat out his lecture in a thoroughly exasperated tone. But Wilfe turned back as if to argue.

"But, Uncle! A young lady practicing swordsmanship! What is she thinking? The Jorje Count's daughter is a candidate for Theo's fiancée, is she not!"

"Your Highness!!"

Romel subtly glanced around and, after confirming that no one but Harold was present, looked down at Wilfe with a gaze so cold it could freeze.

"Your Highness. Are you an idiot?"

"What?"

"What do you intend to do if someone hears you say that! It is still only in the discussion stage! Do you not understand what would happen if it became known to others that a count's daughter is being considered over the daughters of numerous dukes and marquises!!"

And that was the truth. The Jorje Count's twin children, rumored to be prodigies, had received many marriage proposals from nobles. While not a few shunned them because their father was a chef, their mother was a former princess. There was no question about their lineage, and her son, the heir, held future promise, so there were nobles attempting to secure them early.

And naturally, his sister Chihiro as well.

But the choice lay with their parents, and the Jorje Count and his wife had refused all offers, stating that they would let their children marry freely.

Normally, an offer from a house of high rank could not be refused. A similar unwritten rule existed in medieval Earth. The lower in station had no room to object, an absurdity where they could only obey. In Arcadia as well, many countries had the same unwritten rule.

However, in Frontier, a nation of laws renowned throughout the world, such a ridiculous unwritten rule did not exist. Of course, it had in the past. But the idea that commoners and nobles were the same, that they were all people to be protected, had taken root. A law was in place guaranteeing freedom to those who paid their taxes and fulfilled their duties.

Therefore, even the royal family was equal before the law. They could not act unjustly.

In this particular case, that was a blessing.

"Do you understand? The Jorje Count's daughter is still a child of three. We do not know what will become of her. She may or may not become a candidate for Prince Theodore's fiancée."

Pausing for a moment, Romel looked at Wilfe with serious eyes.

"In such an ambiguous situation, how do you think she felt when you, his elder brother, suddenly started yelling at her?"

Wilfe tilted his head with a puzzled look.

"When she has a formal introduction with your family as Prince Theodore's potential fiancée, and she sees you, the one who yelled at her before, there. Do you not think her impression of you will be the absolute worst?"

Understanding the meaning of his words, the color drained from Wilfe's face.

"You may have looked down on her because she is a child, but if she were a young lady of your own age, would you have yelled at her so condescendingly?"

Wilfe shook his head from side to side. Of course he couldn't do such a thing. No matter how low her station, he should treat a young lady with courtesy. That was the way of royalty.

Thinking that far, Wilfe finally realized his blunder. Romel gave his nephew, whose face was rapidly freezing over, a look of exasperation.

"Do you understand now? That you have given a bad impression to a young lady who is only a potential candidate, and interfered with Prince Theodore's marriage prospects. Furthermore, that you risked spreading word of something that is still only in the discussion stage. This is a royal marriage. If a careless rumor spreads, the damage will be irreparable."

Many nobles adhere strictly to the hierarchy. They do not forgive those who break the rules. If the opportunity for a marriage with the royal family, which the high-ranking nobles expect, were to be snatched away by a count's daughter who came out of nowhere, they would not remain silent. That is why the King and Queen are proceeding with caution. Romel could not welcome it, but he could not stop it either. Once the world recognized that Chihiro was worthy of being a princess consort, things would likely begin to move.

And that probably wasn't in the too distant future.

Well, if it comes to that, the Little One herself will handle it however she sees fit, and for Romel, his cute niece would be returning, so he has no complaints.

But still.

Until her own intentions are clear, I must protect her peace! From people who pull these kinds of stunts out of left field!

Romel's lecture, a perfect mix of public duty and private affection, went on and on, and just like his previous blunder, Wilfe was left hanging his head with tears in his eyes.

And so, the Little One, at the center of the storm yet protected by those around her.

It may be the prelude to the main festival, but while enjoying the chaotic days, the Little One is as energetic as ever today♪



		
			Chapter 6

			The Gods' Oracle ~Getting Started, Part Three~

			"What is this?"

Chihiro held the shortbow she had been given above her head. Chihaya, too, was curiously drawing the string of an identical shortbow.

"You have both finished the basics of the sword. Until your bodies are more developed, it will be repetitive practice of what you've already learned. I imagine that alone will become boring. So, why not try your hand at martial arts and the shortbow?"

Six months had passed since the twins started coming to the Knight Order. Seeing the remarkable progress the two had made, Harold recommended archery and martial arts.

Yes, it's better to have more options. It's not like I'll always have a weapon at hand. It's definitely better to be able to do anything.

Seeing the Little One nod deeply, Chihaya nodded as well.

Narrowing his eyes at that, Harold assigned one of the best young archers from the archery corps to instruct them. The Knight Commander beamed with a smile so wide a tune almost escaped his lips. Dorfen glanced at him suspiciously.

"Isn't that the apprentice's curriculum?"

"Whatever are you talking about? They've finished the forms and can do the follow-through strikes. So, until they can begin swordsmanship in earnest, there's no harm in them dabbling in other things, is there?"

Harold said, feigning ignorance.

Starting with swordsmanship forms, then martial arts, then archery. After this would probably come polearm techniques and spearmanship. A two-year rotation to choose a specialty. It was the training curriculum for knight apprentices.

This old badger.

He's surely planning to put the twins through the knight apprentice rotation, cloaked in the excuse of ‘dabbling.’ Once the foundation is solid, application is easy. And the two of them do not shy away from effort. They would master it in no time.

While chewing on a bitter pill, Dorfen silently observed.

Whatever the Knight Commander's intentions, gaining strength was a good thing. After all, considering what lay ahead for Chihiro-sama, there was no such thing as having too many ways to protect herself.

He narrowed his eyes and watched the twins drawing their bows.

A few months ago, Dorfen and the usual group had questioned the Little One about becoming an adventurer and had learned the reason.

An oracle from the gods. The news had come out of the blue.

"Why now of all times… Can't someone else take your place?"

"It has to be me. I'm the gods' proxy."

The Little One stroked the half-crying bear-man's beard as if to comfort him.

"If you are to create the Golden Ring, Chihiro will have to go in person. You should confess to my elder brother and have him assign a knight escort."

"No, please don't. If it's just me and my companions, we can fly, but if others come along, our actions will be restricted. More than anything, I don't want to get involved with the palace anymore. I hope the King and Fatima will live happily ever after."

The little girl declared, her eyes fixed and moist. Even Romel was at a loss for words at her bluntness.

"But I'm coming with you. Be sure to give my regards to the bees, alright?"

"Me as well. I swore on my sword to be with you for life."

Adonis and Dorfen exchanged glances and grinned. Perhaps she had anticipated this, as the Little One did not seem particularly flustered.

"Well, I suppose two of you will be fine. That's why I have a favor to ask of you, Dad and Romel."

"A favor?"

Nodding slightly, Chihiro looked up at Drago.

"It will cost money, but I want a carriage for the pilgrimage. Monsters will be pulling it, so it's okay if it's heavier than usual. The shape is important, so I'd like to have it custom-made, is that alright?"

Drago nodded without a second thought to his beloved daughter, who was timidly asking for a favor.

"Of course! We'll build a sturdy carriage that can withstand any attack!"

Smiling wryly at Drago, who was explaining with gleaming eyes, Chihiro also made a request of Romel.

"Romel, I'd like to ask you to handle the magic tools to be installed in the carriage."

"Magic tools?"

In Frontier, where magical power had not been lost, magic tools were still being produced. They were tools with a large jewel at their core, which could be used repeatedly by refilling them with magical power.

For now, it was a benefit exclusive to Frontier, but it was a technology that would eventually spread throughout Arcadia.

"That's right. I'm counting on you."

The little girl grinned, nishishi.

Seeing that mischievous, nostalgic smile, the adults let out a sigh of relief.

"It's done!"

The carriage that arrived was a carriage, yet not a carriage.

To be blunt, if you imagined a box placed on a large cart, you wouldn't be far off. It employed spring suspension between the box and the cart, and the forward-leaning body had a frame made mostly of steel. The shape was that of a proper carriage, but on its roof was a ladder-like object welded to the steel frame of the body, creating a space between the carriage ceiling and the ladder to store luggage.

Faced with this utterly bizarre carriage, the adults were speechless.

"The horses… where do they go? It doesn't seem to have any equipment for them."

Dorfen stroked the forward-leaning handrail.

There was only a single horizontal bar, as if a person were meant to pull it directly. Above this strange handrail was another horizontal steel bar that looked like a ladder.

Then, the Little One waved her arms wide.

"Pochiko-san and friends, come on!"

The bees that arrived upon being called listened to the Little One's explanation, and several of them lined up and lifted the carriage's horizontal bar. They grabbed the attached steel bar and, with a heave, brought the carriage body level. Then, just as instructed, they pulled the carriage.

Before the astonished eyes of the adults, who watched the bees effortlessly maneuver the carriage, the Little One gave another instruction.

"Pochiko-san, ascend!"

Following the Little One's command, the bees left two in the front, while the remaining six grabbed the ladder-like steel bars on the roof of the carriage.

Just as they thought, "No way," the large carriage was lifted into the sky right before Drago and the others.

"Is it heavy? Think you can handle it?"

Looking up at the carriage dancing in the sky, the Little One shouted to the bees. In response, the bees effortlessly circled with the carriage in their grasp.

"Yep, looks like it's okay."

Drago and the others stared with frozen expressions at the little girl beaming with satisfaction and shouted in unison.

""""Explain yourself!""""

Held in Drago's arms, the Little One couldn't help but flinch, oou.

"What are you going to do if it falls!!"

"It's fine, I'm bringing Mugi-ta and the other frogs."

Mugi-ta-kun and his friends had a reputation for their impenetrable defense.

Drago was at a loss for words.

"No, no, even so… We're riding in that too, right? What? We're going to fly??"

"If you don't want to, you don't have to come."

Her nonchalant declaration was so frustrating.

Adonis fell silent, gritting his teeth.

"Well, it doesn't look like it will be comfortable, but I will accompany you."

Dorfen agreed readily.

Then, as if she'd just remembered, Chihiro turned her gaze to Romel.

"Oh, right, that's it. For a comfortable journey, I want you to make a space-expanding magic tool. You know, like the tent we used on the last pilgrimage."

Ah, Romel's eyes widened in understanding.

If they used the tent's magic tool on the carriage's box, they could probably create a reasonably comfortable space. He wasn't sure if it would work on a moving carriage, but it would be interesting to research it while making improvements.

…Interesting?

Suddenly, Romel recalled a thought that had crossed his mind before.

《I was born in an interesting era.》

The amusing words that had come to mind while he was running around dealing with the Little One's numerous escapades. This was probably another one of them.

Letting out a long, thin sigh, Romel's eyes sparkled with challenge.

"If we're going to do this, we're going all the way, right, Chihiro?"

Returning his gaze with a bold smile, the Little One hopped down from Drago's arms.

"That's right! If you're going to dance, you have to dance with all your might or it's a waste!!"

She laughed cheerfully and began to dance with her short limbs, pyoko pyoko. It was a mysterious dance that the people here did not understand.

If Katsumi were here, he would recognize it in an instant as a Bon Odori. The adults were disarmed by the little girl dancing the Kawachi Otokobushi, and they exchanged resigned glances.

Perhaps getting into the swing of things, the Little One even started singing.

Where is Kawachi?

While thinking such useless things, the adults felt their tension drain away, watching the little girl dance happily.

The adults, who had been deceived by her frivolous dance, started lecturing the Little One again on a later day. Although they knew full well that the Little One could not be stopped, there were still some points they wanted to drive home.

The Little One, after receiving long lectures from each of them, clicked her tongue and looked away.

Despite the daily commotion, the Little One is as energetic as ever today♪



		
			Chapter 7

			Interlude: A Day in the Life of the Drago Family ~Part One~

			"Daddy, let's go!"

After eating their midday staff meal, the twins ran to the back exit of the kitchen. Today, the family was going on an outing to Kilfan. Drago, who had the afternoon off, was scheduled to return home with the twins, pick up Sakura, and then head to Kilfan by carriage.

When Drago, changed out of his work clothes, headed to the exit, he found the twins and two bees plastered to the floor. Tilting his head, Drago watched them.

"There… That's it! Thank you, Pochiko-san!"

A single steel bar was fitted into the gap between the wall and the stairs. After a big commotion where the Little One had gotten stuck inside, steel bars had been installed in the gaps beside all the castle stairs to prevent children from entering.

But Pochiko-san was the size of a newborn.

Apparently, the space was just big enough for her to squeeze through, and she was dragging various things out from inside.

Beside the twins were baskets and dishes. Some shriveled something, blankets, and sheets. Gathering them all together, Chihiro, still flat on the floor, stretched out her hand and took something from Pochiko-san.

"Ah, this is it. I found it."

Narrowing her eyes, Chihiro clutched something in her hand.

"What's that?"

At the sound of Drago's voice suddenly addressing them, the twins literally jumped into the air. With a faint, awkward smile, Chihiro tucked the object from her hand into her usual shoulder bag.

"It's nothing. See, the stuff I brought in was just left there, so I was curious! Help me carry it, Daddy!"

At her words, Drago also realized.

"You brought all this in? It's like a mouse's move-in."

"How mean! I'll go throw out the trash."

"Then I'll go put away the dishes."

Lifting what appeared to be the remains of food, the Little One ran off as if escaping.

Watching her go, Drago carried the blankets and sheets to the laundry area.

"Oh my, what's all this, you three?"

Seeing the three of them covered in dust, Sakura's eyes widened. Chihiro and Drago explained the story of the secret base. Hearing this, Chihaya puffed out his cheeks in a huff.

"Hiiro, you were doing something like that without telling me. You left me out."

Drago and the Little One exchanged glances.

They couldn't very well explain that it was from her past life, so the two of them just smiled wryly. Perhaps sensing the situation, Sakura patted Chihaya's shoulder and threw them a lifeline.

"Then, Chihaya, you should make your own secret base. It's called a secret base because it's a secret from everyone, you know?"

As Sakura smiled sweetly, her brother nodded in understanding.

I'm sorry, brother. Please stay just as you are, so honest and pure.

Feeling a twinge of anxiety for her brother's future as he was so easily placated, the Little One put her hands together in her heart.

"Oh, that suits you well."

With Sakura's help, the three of them changed into yukata.

Drago wore a deep navy blue kasuri yukata with a white and yellow woven pattern. His large frame made the simple robe look quite stylish. The twins wore matching tsumugi yukata in different colors. The pattern was dragonflies and pampas grass. Chihiro's was on a red background, Chihaya's on blue. Sakura wore a crimson yukata. It was a slightly dark vermilion with a fine, cut-out cherry blossom pattern.

"Well then. Shall we go?"

The Drago family cheerfully climbed into their carriage, while Naya and Sasha boarded another. The bees were left to watch the house, as the entire family went out. Dorfen rode alongside the briskly moving carriage on horseback.

Today was the Kilfan festival.

The children were chattering excitedly, looking forward to their annual fun. Watching them, Drago and his wife also looked happy.

"To think that mysterious dance was a Kilfan dance."

"Well, they seem to be from the same homeland. It's not surprising she would know it."

The men of Frontier had finally solved a long-standing mystery during yesterday's carriage commotion.

The mysterious Little One dance she sometimes performed.

Drago and the others were shocked to learn that this dance, which was becoming known as the "Little One Dance," was actually a popular dance in Kilfan.

In contrast to the men who had been smiling wryly about the carriage incident, Sakura had been clapping along to the dancing Little One. When a puzzled Drago asked her how she knew it, even though it should have been the first time she'd heard the song or seen the dance, Sakura answered nonchalantly.

"What? It's the Kawachi Otokobushi, isn't it? It's a standard Bon Odori."

"Right?" the mother and child said, smiling at each other.

It was then that Drago and the others first learned of a dance called Bon Odori. They heard it was also danced at recent festivals in Kilfan. Until now, while Kilfan was being established, they hadn't had the luxury of holding large festivals, only small internal ones, so the Frontier side knew nothing about it. However, now that the capital was established and they had more leeway, they had heard a slightly larger festival was planned, and wanting to participate, it had led to this outing.

"I've been to the Kilfan festival a few times, but we always went home while it was still light. I had no idea they held such a dance at night."

"It starts after the tower and lanterns are lit. The kids were small too, so it couldn't be helped."

This year, they planned to participate in that as well, so the Drago family had taken the next day off too and planned to stay overnight. After taking a couple of breaks along the way, Drago and the others arrived in Kilfan and headed for its capital, Akitsu. A city back to back with Frontier's royal capital. A journey of about three hours by carriage, it was a beautiful place with a lively townscape.

To think it could become like this in just four years. As expected of a country with modern Japanese technology.

Though she had visited the town before, now that her memories of her past life had returned, the Little One felt an even deeper sense of emotion.

There were no modern buildings, but the town, centered around single-story houses with a nostalgic atmosphere, had a charming, horizontally sprawling landscape that was very attractive.

"Ah, it's been a while, Drago-san, Sakura-san."

Katsumi greeted the Drago family as they alighted from their carriage. He was still working diligently as a consultant for Kilfan.

An otherworld transmigrator from Earth.

The now-defunct Kilfan Empire. It was a country built by many Japanese transmigrators. Due to a quarrel among the gods, the gods of Arcadia realized their mistake and, in order to bring a civilization without magic to Arcadia, they borrowed souls from the gods of Earth. When the world's form was set and the gods' quarrel was settled, the borrowed souls were returned to the world of Earth. The souls that had increased here were left behind, and Kilfan, along with its continent, was returned to the gods of Earth. The remaining people then founded the new Kingdom of Kilfan in the wilderness next to Frontier.

Katsumi would probably be the last transmigrator.

"Welcome, Chihiro-chan and Chihaya-kun. This year's festival is a bit different, so I hope you enjoy it."

Katsumi smiled proudly, fufun.

And at the festival venue he led them to, the Drago family was left stunned. Centered on the original plaza, large, festive ball-like decorations hung over the main streets that stretched out in every direction. Each ball decoration was elaborately designed, with long, colorful ribbons extending from them. Chihiro recognized the lively decorations hanging densely from above. Her family on Earth was from Nagoya city. The Little One knew of the famous festival in the nearby textile town of Ichinomiya.

The story of the heavens, related to weaving.

So, today is…

The seventh day of the seventh month.

"A Tanabata festival…"

The little girl's casual murmur.

At that, Katsumi's eyes widened, and he suddenly noticed the monsters on Chihiro's shoulders.

Pochiko-san, Mugi-ta, Mi-chan.

Familiar faces she hadn't brought with her until last year. Katsumi's eyes, already wide, opened even further to their limit, and his trembling lips formed a question.

"Chihiro…? Is that you?"

A low voice, different from before. Guessing its meaning, the Little One broke into a wide grin.

"I'm home, Katsumi."

That smile, etched in the depths of his memory. Katsumi instinctively covered his mouth, standing frozen and speechless. Then, with a face that was half-crying, half-smiling, he gave a weak smile.

"Welcome home."

A miraculous reunion.

In an instant, the time between them rewound four years.

"I've been working hard since then, you know? Me."

"I know."

"It was really tough, you know? You just logged out on me. Do you have any idea how much trouble I went through?"

"I'm sorry."

"Really… You little rascal."

Spitting out resentful words, Katsumi's mouth twisted as he hugged the Little One. Kneeling down, he wrapped his arms around her as if she were something fragile. Chihiro grabbed Katsumi's arms and looked up at the Tanabata decorations.

"This is amazing. Are you from Ichinomiya?"

"No… Gifu Prefecture. It's one train stop away, so I used to go to the Tanabata festival every year."

Wiping away his welling tears, Katsumi looked at Chihiro.

"Enjoy yourselves, okay? This is the first Tanabata festival. We're going to do it every year."

Nodding at that, Chihiro patted Katsumi's head with both hands. Her small palms moved, mosha mosha.

"Thank you, Katsumi. This is amazing, I'm so surprised. You worked so hard."

Overwhelmed by her familiar, gentle smile, tears began to fall from Katsumi's eyes.

"You jerk! I was holding it in! Are you trying to make me cry? You demon! You devil!"

Showering her with baseless accusations, Katsumi shooed Chihiro towards the festival grounds. Obeying, the Drago family also headed towards the center of the plaza. There, a large wooden tower stood in the center, and around the plaza's perimeter, food stalls were packed tightly together. Stalls also lined the main streets extending in four directions from the plaza, and the vivid, colorful banners and curtains fluttered beautifully in the wind. It was just like a nostalgic Japanese festival.

Masks, pinwheels, candy sculptures, karumeyaki, and more. There were many things that had even disappeared from modern Japan, and the Little One's heart danced with excitement.

"Woooow, which one should I get?"

As the Little One jumped up and down with a cry of delight, Sakura gave a resigned, wry smile.

"Now, now, first we have to write our wishes on tanzaku. It wouldn't be right to the beautiful bamboo trees, would it?"

That's right.

Snapping back to reality, Chihiro looked around at the many bamboo trees lined up along the tower and stalls. A nostalgic sight, with each one laden with decorations and tanzaku.

In a hurry, the twins wrote their wishes on the colorful tanzaku that had been provided.

"I'll take the red one."

"Then I'll take the green one."

They each wrote their wishes on the tanzaku they held with ink, and Sakura skillfully twisted the thin paper that had been provided to make paper strings. This was nostalgic too. When Chihiro was a child, she had often helped her grandmother with her side job, twisting paper around gunpowder to make sparklers. The twins threaded the tightly twisted paper strings through their tanzaku and hung them on a nearby bamboo tree. The tanzaku spun around, swaying in the wind. The bamboo tree, swaying with its many tanzaku, made a cool, rustling sound, sara sara, just like in the song.

"I wonder when my wish will come true."

"Orihime and Hikoboshi only get to meet once a year, so they're bored all year round. I'm sure it will come true right away."

A woman who had been handing out tanzaku nodded with a smile at the cheerfully chattering siblings.

"You're from Frontier, aren't you? You know quite a lot. Your yukata look lovely on you, the weather is nice today, and it's a cute child's wish. I'm sure they will grant it right away."

Following the woman's gaze, the Drago family also looked up at the sky. It was dyed in a faint twilight, and a large, first star was shining brightly.

Even though this is another world. In this season, the first star on Earth would be Jupiter. That great brilliance shone brightly, not losing to the inorganic, artificial lights on the ground. It was probably different from that, but a similar large star was shining in this Arcadia as well.

What was even more different was the number of stars.

As the darkness deepened, countless stars appeared, like ripples on the surface of the sea. The stars scattered across the sky were, to use a cliché, truly like a jewelry box.

Imagining it in her mind, the Little One couldn't help but grin, and she ran off towards the food stalls.

"I'm hungry! I want to eat okonomiyaki!"

"Ah, wait, Hiiro, I want yakisoba!"

Chasing after the children, who preferred food over flowers, Drago and the others also disappeared into the festival crowd.

The twins split an okonomiyaki and yakisoba, then snatched some of Drago's takoyaki, and groaned, holding their heads from the brain freeze of shaved ice. The children rolled around with wry smiles, running about innocently.

"This is… truly happiness."

"It is."

The count and his wife huddled together sentimentally.

They would never let this happiness be destroyed again. Even if it were the will of the gods. From a distance, Katsumi watched the two of them.

His heart was the same.

To never lose the Little One again, Katsumi would do anything. Even if it were an act against humanity.

While the adults were making their deep resolves, the Little One in question was operating as usual.

As the lanterns were lit, and the loud sound of taiko drums and the music and songs of the band filled the air, she ran around looking at everything with curiosity, then took the lead in the dancing. Chihaya was also dancing, imitating what he saw. The Bon Odori is not a particularly difficult dance. The gestures make it look the part, and more than anything, the simple rhythm is fun.

Perhaps because the children dancing so excitedly stood out. In the newly founded Kilfan, there were few children. The people dancing around them were also smiling, careful not to bump into them.

Matching yukata in different colors and beaming smiles.

The adorable children looked like they were about to be swallowed up by the circle of dancers. Before Naya and Sasha, who were watching the twins anxiously, could intervene, the surrounding Kilfan people lifted the two of them up, climbed a ladder, and placed them on top of the tower.

"Our guests of honor. You should dance here."

He must have known at a glance that they were from Frontier. The man, with a grin, descended from the tower.

"Wow, what a great view!"

"This is amazing, I've never seen so many people before."

Around the tower, several hundred people were dancing in a triple circle. The cute twins danced wildly, flying around the taiko drum placed in the center of the tower.

The lively night passed in a flash. When Drago and the others were called up to the tower, what they saw were the two children, fast asleep, having collapsed from dancing so much.

Drago and the others were speechless at the sight of the twins, sleeping soundly with satisfied looks on their faces, spread-eagled.

Lifting them up with exasperated looks and descending from the tower, the Little One, apparently still dancing in her dreams, muttered.

"...sa no yoi yoi."

After a moment's pause, the Drago family and the surrounding adults burst out laughing.

A truly happy family scene.

The Little One was someone who found happiness on her own, easily and as she pleased, regardless of the adults' desires to make her happy♪



		
			Chapter 8

			An Interlude. Daily Life in the Drago Household, Part 2

			"So delicious. I haven’t had karumera since Grandma died. It’s been so long."

After the fun festival.

The Little One was still enjoying the festival in her dreams. And then, her blissful sleeping face clouded over slightly.

"Karumera?"

The Little One in the dream suddenly tilted her head.

Then, the little girl sleeping in the inn’s bed let out a roar.

"Aaaaaaaah!!"

Leaving her startled family behind, and with the Doppler effect of her thunderous roar lingering in the room, the Little One shot down the hallway at full speed and launched herself at the inn’s counter.

"Uwaaaaaah, Katsumi!"

The inn where the Drago family was staying was large, with fifty rooms across three floors. Katsumi was staying in one of them. The little girl flailed her arms and legs, practically glued to the counter.

"Which room is Katsumi in?"

The Little One writhed as she cried out, "Uwaaaaaan." The lady at the counter, though flustered, told the child from the family of esteemed guests where to find Katsumi’s room.

"Katsumi-san is on the third floor in…"

Just as she was about to finish, the lady’s words were cut off. Someone suddenly grabbed the head of the Little One, who had impatiently leaned over the counter. Or rather, they lifted her up. The fingers digging into her scalp hurt a little.

"Owowowowow."

"What are you doing?"

The one who had grabbed her was Katsumi. He had come down for breakfast, only to have the little girl’s piercing shriek assault his eardrums. It was a figure of speech, of course, but her scream had been just that deafening. The Little One looked up at Katsumi with a tearful face and shouted.

"Katsumi, the karumera!"

"Hm? Oh, from yesterday’s festival. They’ll have it again today, so you can eat more."

"That’s not it! The sugar! Uwaaaan."

Huh?

It wasn't just her recent screaming. Had her speech center broken? You.

Stomping her feet and waving her hands wildly, the Little One finally managed to get to the heart of the matter.

"Sugar!!"

After a moment of blankness, Katsumi found the answer to his question. Ah, right. I guess she wouldn't have known. Then, a wicked smile spread across his face as he looked down at the Little One.

"We have it. Both sugarcane and sugar beets. Kilfan had them, you see."

Needless to say, the Little One’s roar echoed once more.

The ingredients for karumera are granulated sugar, water, and a pinch of baking soda. Granulated sugar is essential for making things like karumera and cotton candy.

It had taken the Little One, who had been swept up in the festival’s excitement, a whole night to make the connection. Karumera, a light brown confection, does not immediately look like it is made of sugar. It is a simple candy enjoyed for its crunchy texture. In her previous life, Chihiro’s grandmother had often made it for her. You put granulated sugar and water in a ladle, hold it over an open flame, and when the contents start to bubble up, you stir it with a small wooden pestle to evaporate the water all at once. The bubbles then harden just as they are, creating a sugar candy shaped like a dorayaki pancake.

If she hadn't known the process, Chihiro might never have realized that granulated sugar existed here.

With the Little One still clinging to his waist, Katsumi had no choice but to head to the farm, dragging her along.

"Wooooow."

Katsumi had brought her to a vast field. The sugar beets planted all across it swayed in the wind, their lush green leaves like a rippling wave.

And then, the sugarcane field.

The Little One leaped onto the fences surrounding each field and ran from one end to the other.

"Waaaaaaaah."

It seemed she was beyond words now.

The Little One scampered across the top of the wooden fence, which was about ten centimeters thick. She looked just like a little monkey. When she jumped up, she used the corner like a springboard, landing perfectly. Before the astonished Katsumi, the Little One leaped onto a nearby Pochiko-san, was carried through the air with a `buiiin`, did a full flip in front of Katsumi, and then jumped down.

Wait, isn't that strange?

She was the same age as when she was Fatima. She definitely didn't have this kind of physical ability back then.

Katsumi’s question slipped out of his mouth.

"Oh, I’m learning martial arts and stuff with the knight order now. Things like the monkey bars, the vaulting horse, and the balance beam. Doing somersaults is fun too."

Huh?

It was the kind of acrobatics only a light-bodied child could perform.

The twins were being taught techniques, presented as martial arts by the knight order, that were typically showcased in acrobatic troupes. The palace's covert ops, disguised as knights. A member of that unit had taken notice of the twins' abilities and, with the commander’s permission, was teaching them acrobatics. If this continued, they would likely learn espionage techniques eventually, but the Little One was completely oblivious. Given their age, it would have been impossible for the twins to learn conventional martial arts. So, they started with how to use their bodies. The twins, who were scheduled to learn flexibility and forms, had stunned a high-ranking member of the covert ops with their unchildlike movements. He had apparently insisted on teaching them and forced his way into the knight order.

Since they were old enough to remember, the twins had been soaring through the sky with the honeybees. They were accustomed to maintaining their balance in midair. When they fell, the frogs were there to protect them, so they landed with bold confidence. Thanks to this, their bodies had remembered a certain degree of movement, even without the aid of monsters.

To the astonishment of the covert ops members, the twins’ progress was remarkable. They were now skilled acrobats.

The Little Ones had no idea that behind the scenes, the knight order and the covert ops were fighting over them.

Katsumi stared in dumbfounded silence, but he knew of acrobats from his past knowledge. Online, he had seen children effortlessly performing superhuman acrobatic feats. Now, one was right in front of him.

Well, in a way, it’s not that strange. Not if she’s learning that sort of thing. But why do I have a bad feeling that it’s *her* doing it?

While Katsumi broke out in a cold sweat, the Little One’s eyes sparkled as she toured the refinery and saw the molasses byproducts.

"Katsumi! You’ll sell this to Frontier too, right? No, let us grow it!!"

The Little One danced around with a squeal of delight.

She really doesn’t waver, does she. Just stop for a second.

But there was no stopping the Little One in her sugar-fueled fever.

Apparently, Kilfan was currently only producing enough sugar for its domestic consumption.

"In the end, it’s a luxury item. Stockpiling grains and other staples is more important than producing goods for pleasure."

Katsumi’s point was understandable. But the Little One’s heart roared in protest.

"Then give Frontier the cultivation rights!"

"You idiot. They’re stretched thin trying to increase production over there too. Haven’t you heard anything at the palace?"

The Little One fell silent.

Since she had been avoiding anything related to the palace, she didn’t know the current state of affairs in Frontier.

Shugaaaar…

For some reason, she bit her tongue on the word in her mind.

Sniffling and lamenting, but with a parting gift of as much sugar as they would give her, the Little One tearfully made her way home.

Her face, though stained with tears, wore a smile of pure bliss.



		
			Chapter 9

			The Past, the Present, and the Little One, Part 1

			"Frontier’s situation from back then to now?"

Before Romel, whose eyes had widened in surprise, stood a single little girl. After the midday staff meal, Chihaya had gone with Drago to learn cooking, while the food-focused Chihiro had visited Romel’s office.

The daughter of Drago, accompanied by Pochiko-san.

The young girl, who was reminiscent of the Little One of the past, had free access not only to areas related to the knight order but also to the civil officials’ quarters, thanks to Romel’s patronage and permission.

Unknowingly, the Little One had been steadily securing her network and position. Her talent for being unconsciously formidable was alive and well.

And so she had come to Romel’s office. Sipping the tea that had been served to her as a matter of course, Chihiro gave a small nod.

"I heard from Katsumi. He said things are pretty tough. I’m sorry, I was deliberately staying away."

Ever since her memories had awakened, Chihiro had not once inquired about political matters, instead spending her days as a carefree and innocent child. She wanted nothing more to do with the palace, and wishing to live as normal a life as possible, she had intentionally played the part of see-no-evil, hear-no-evil. It was what Drago and Romel had wanted as well, so there should have been no problem.

There shouldn't have been.

Looking up at Romel with a sharp, upward glance, the Little One opened her mouth.

"What happened after that? What are we lacking now, and what hardships are we facing? Tell me."

There was no need to worry about prying eyes. Romel’s subordinates here knew what was inside the Little One. This was a personal space where only those Romel trusted, his closest confidants, were allowed. Romel had brought the little girl here, and Chihiro had pulled her "I’m home" stunt again.

To this day, the Little One couldn’t forget the looks on their faces as they stood there, jaws dropped in stunned silence. Seriously, I bet that’s what people mean when they say someone looks like a pigeon shot with a pea shooter. In my not-so-long life, even counting my previous one, that was the first time I'd seen grown men make faces like that.

Because of all that, in this room, she was the same Little One she had been five years ago.

"After that? It’s a long story."

"That's fine."

As if deep in thought, Romel began to speak, his words heavy.

The fact that Chihiro, or rather Fatima, had lost her memories was not a major issue in itself.

The problem lay with those around her.

It concerned the treatment of Dorfen and Sakura, who had been exclusively assigned to Chihiro. Naturally, the royal family had intended for them to continue their service. However, the two, knowing that Chihiro was no longer inside Fatima, declined. They stated that they had been serving the daughter of a baron, and they were not qualified to serve a princess. This was coming from the son of a great marquis and a former imperial princess. Although it caused some friction, their resignations were accepted, but this apparently created a not-insignificant rift with the royal family.

Furthermore, there was the matter of the Little One brand sweets being sold at the orphanage. It was a rather profitable business. There had apparently been an attempt to interfere with that as well. Some vassals had schemed to transfer the rights to a shop with close ties to the royal family, but they were thwarted by the honeybees and Romel.

"Are these not the rights of Her Highness Princess Fatima? How she chooses to use the profits should be her own free will."

"In that case, I shall convey your message to the Queen. This confectionery cannot be made without honey."

Surveying the assembled nobles, Romel did exactly as he had said he would. The vassals who ended up getting a lecture from the Queen, along with the King who got caught in the crossfire, were apparently on the verge of tears.

Enraged, the Queen stopped supplying honey to the palace. The payment for the honey delivered to the palace had always been made to Baron Gyorgy. However, some vassals argued that it belonged to Chihiro, and therefore to the princess. Drago himself wasn't particularly interested and had been willing to transfer it, but the Queen would not have it. She had offered the honey to the Golden King, and she had no reason to offer it to Fatima. She had no complaints if Drago, Chihiro’s foster father, was the one to receive it. But for the unrelated Fatima to swoop in and take it was unforgivable.

With the honey deliveries to the palace cut off, the people who had grown accustomed to sweets fell into a great panic.

There was also an attempt to force the orphanage to supply it, but they were driven off by the guard bees and had to flee for their lives.

In the end, a strict order came down from His Majesty the King that no one was to meddle with anything related to the Little One brand, and the matter was settled.

There were other incidents too. Nobles connected to Fatima and Consort Habilus, hiding behind the authority of the royal family, came up with all sorts of unreasonable demands concerning cooking rights, the Little One’s orchard, and the transfer of the monsters that loitered around the baronial mansion.

Well, those were also resolved without issue after Romel, the Queen, and even the Lords of the Forest, who could now travel thanks to the Golden Ring, descended upon the palace and gave His Majesty the King and his court a lecture that was essentially a threat.

Ha ha ha… Ts’ett and Joker came too, huh. What a disaster that must have been. The palace must have been terrified to have those giants descending upon them.

The Little One couldn't help but let out a dry laugh.

And so, a decree that went beyond a strict order was issued by the furious King, stating that no one was to interfere with matters concerning the baronial family.

Just hearing a small part of it revealed what a huge mess it had been.

"And, well, around the time things quieted down, Drago applied to marry Sakura-san."

Ooh, a love story. Hearing about my parents’ courtship is a little embarrassing.

Romel gave a wry smile to the Little One who had leaned forward eagerly, then lowered his voice slightly as he spoke.

What a mess.

That was Chihiro’s frank impression upon hearing the story.

Apparently, a dispute arose over whether Sakura’s status was that of a royal or a commoner. Kilfan was a fallen nation. Sakura was its princess. In terms of status, her marriage to Drago was impossible. But Kilfan was no more. In that case, wouldn’t a princess who had descended into the common world become a commoner? She had no backing and no fortune.

It was a complex problem, but then again, some strange characters stuck their noses in. Perhaps a marriage to a member of the royal family would be more appropriate for Her Highness Princess Sakura. Fortunately, there was an unmarried prince of suitable age. And with that, the nobles’ eyes turned to Romel.

Romel, who had been completely blindsided, had stared with wide eyes, but it went without saying that his expression soon twisted into a dark smile.

The fools who had spouted such nonsense were dismissed from their posts, and to resolve the issue of status, Drago was granted his current title of count.

Upon hearing the story, Sakura had apparently looked up to the heavens.

"A princess. What kind of fantasies are these old men having about a former prostitute? Honestly."

Women outgrow their dreams quickly. Sakura, who had lived a brutal quarter of a century, was a realist, sharp as a blade.

"You need not be so self-deprecating. There were unavoidable circumstances."

Romel chose his words, looking troubled.

However, Sakura and Drago looked at each other and burst out laughing.

"Well, it’s true there were circumstances, isn’t it?"

"Yes. Worrying about chastity is for after you’ve pledged your future to someone. There are countless shameless ladies who carry on affairs even after marriage. At least Sakura is not that kind of woman. I know that. And that is all that matters."

Romel’s eyes widened as he watched the two of them smile at each other.

Ah, I see.

This warm atmosphere was the same as when the Little One was here. For Drago, the past was likely not a major issue. Whether she was a princess or a prostitute, what mattered was the now. That was everything. From now on, they could build their lives together.

Feeling a sense of clarity, Romel threw his full support behind Drago and the others, helping to make their marriage happen.

"So, well, that’s about everything that happened around you. You know the rest, right?"

The Little One nodded.

Romel’s eyes narrowed, and the corners of his mouth lifted in a sharp line. The temperature in the room instantly dropped with a `saaa`, and the chilling air made even Romel’s trusted aides look up from their desks.

"Next is national politics. First, Count Ansbach."

Romel opened his mouth, his gaze sharp and his tone filled with disgust.

Apparently, they were missing.

Castrato, having marched a large army to the Frontier border, had no room for excuses. However, they feigned ignorance regarding the abduction of the Little One. Furthermore, they completely denied any connection to Count Ansbach and his men. They insisted that they had merely responded to the advance of Frontier soldiers, that it was a defensive action.

Lacking definitive proof and wanting to avoid trouble, Frontier had been willing to let the matter drop. But then Castrato started complaining.

According to them, the forest that had appeared along the border was within Castrato’s territory and therefore belonged to them. They demanded it be handed over. For a moment, the Frontier side was dumbfounded, but then they burst out laughing. They said Castrato could do as they pleased and immediately withdrew their stationed troops. And of course, Melitta as well.

That should have been the end of it, but a few days later, a complaint arrived from Castrato.

The forest had withered. They claimed Frontier must have done something.

Just as I thought, Romel had thought with a malicious smile, and he had written down a detailed explanation of the forest’s mechanics and sent it to Castrato.

Unlike the other Lords’ forests, it was a forest made solely of golden magic. It must have withered quite quickly.

It was unclear whether Castrato had let Count Ansbach and his men escape, or if the man had fled on his own. But with the person of interest gone, Frontier’s anger had shifted toward Castrato.

"You drove them off at the time. I carelessly saw them off, but later I regretted not capturing them."

The Little One sputtered her tea and cautiously glanced at Romel. He wore a dark smile, not bothering to hide his icy rage. At the time, he must have been consumed with getting Chihiro back. And after securing her, he must have been so relieved that he overlooked the smaller details. Days later, remembering this and that, Romel had apparently been seen by his subordinates roaring that he should have chopped them into mince.

Seriously, my bad about that.

Romel noticed Chihiro wiping the tea she had spit out with her sleeve. He took her arm, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped the Little One’s mouth.

"You shouldn’t do that. You’ll stain your nice blouse."

He was as attentive as ever.

The Little One, letting Romel take care of her, felt a little happy.

However, the story was far from over. A short while later, the Little One would be made to truly feel the length of the past four years.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Past, the Present, and the Little One, Part 2

			"After that, let’s see. I suppose it was Flowers. Prince Marcello enrolled in Frontier’s noble academy."

He had apparently already graduated, but he had studied abroad for about two years. Believing in the revival of magic because Moruto’s forest had survived, he had come to learn its fundamental principles. He was said to have been an extremely diligent student, and because Frontier was under the influence of the Golden Ring, he had apparently gained a small amount of magic. He was moved to tears when he became able to use simple daily life magic.

"It was quite heartwarming. I believe his attendants were also able to learn basic magic."

"Oh."

The Little One leaned forward.

Wait a minute. I can't even use it, isn't that unfair?

In her past life, as the Golden King, she couldn't use any other kind of magic. What about this life? If she recalled correctly, one was granted an attribute upon receiving baptism and could then use basic daily life magic. Those with high magic were born with it. It wasn’t something that could be increased or decreased through effort, it was a natural gift. She had learned that one's general magic level was determined by their hair and eye color. By that standard, Chihiro's appearance did not suggest a high magic level.

However…

Chihiro stared intently at her own hands.

She could release magic because she had learned how in her past life.

With a `fon` sound of popping air, several ribbon-like strands of light wrapped around Chihiro’s hands. The people around her stared, their eyes wide.

"Impressive. If you can manipulate magic to that extent, you must have quite a lot of it."

Her magic level was probably higher than Romel’s, a member of the royal family. It even looked as though she already possessed an attribute, despite not having been baptized yet. But her base was likely golden magic. It was warm and soft, seeping into one’s heart and evoking a sense of nostalgia, as if reminding them of something long forgotten.

A warm feeling filled the room.

Ah, this is it. The space, the life, where the Little One is. The leisurely flow of time I had long forgotten. Romel’s eyes softened with deep emotion.

"What else… Kilfan, I suppose. There was a bit of an uproar, but have you heard about it from Drago and the others?"

The Little One shook her head from side to side.

"It was around the time you two were born. The principal nobles of Kilfan proposed Sakura’s enthronement."

It apparently took about two years for the new kingdom of Kilfan to get on its feet. Then, a conference was held to establish a new royal family, and they remembered that Sakura, a direct descendant of the imperial line, was living in the neighboring country.

She was the most legitimate banner they could hope for.

And now they had Katsumi. An ideal candidate for a husband.

The nobles of Kilfan, dreaming of a royal restoration, approached Frontier with their proposal, only to be surprised that Sakura was already married. They were doubly surprised to hear she was pregnant, and when Sakura was no longer an option, they suggested her child instead.

But they were brusquely turned away by Drago, who was devoted to his wife and child, and they gave up.

Some still hadn’t given up, however, and were apparently still watching for an opportunity.

This was all news to Chihiro.

Smiling at her, Romel sipped his tea.

"That’s the deeply loving Drago for you. He would never hand you over. And Frontier has no intention of doing so either. Well, there’s a possibility your children or grandchildren might marry into their family."

Therefore, Romel explained, the Gyorgy family was both a noble house of Frontier and the royal family of Kilfan. As long as Sakura was their mother, that fact could not be overturned. Even if a new royal family were to be established in Kilfan, that family would pledge its allegiance to Sakura’s clan. In a way, the new Kilfan was a vassal state of Frontier. Or more accurately, of the Gyorgy family.

Ugh… this is getting complicated again.

The Little One couldn’t help but bare her gums in a grimace.

There were other issues as well. Frontier’s ongoing soil improvement projects. Reforestation, and the accompanying improvements in agriculture and animal husbandry. Diplomacy with other nations was also proving difficult, largely because Frontier could no longer export food as it once had.

"If we can’t raise our fallen production levels… it could, in the worst case, lead to war."

The Little One involuntarily looked up at the ceiling.

Haaah… it's the same everywhere, isn’t it.

Most of Earth’s past wars were fought to take something. They would dress it up with a noble cause, but at their core, they were wars of plunder to secure resources and labor. About seventy percent of wars were like that, and many of the rest involved religion. Well, to be honest, more blood has been shed in the name of religion, but Arcadia only has the one Creator God, so that’s not a problem.

The Little One crossed her arms with a grunt.

Food is important. Just being hungry is sad, and if you add cold or sickness to that, you start to feel like you want to die.

That kind of despair robs most people of their sound judgment and steers them toward the worst possible outcome.

Right now, they were in an age of a precarious tightrope walk called a food crisis.

As he gazed at the silent little girl, Romel felt a distance in her heart. The Little One’s heart, which had kept its distance, was now rapidly approaching the world of politics, with Romel at its center.

This isn’t what I wanted, though.

I wanted her to grow up laughing and playing innocently, like a child.

But the critical situation was pressing in on them, whether they liked it or not.

For now, it was just a glimpse of what was to come, but if this continued, it would undoubtedly cast a dark shadow over the Little One’s era. To avoid that, they had no choice but to solve the problem while it was still small. The paradox of having to borrow the Little One’s power to protect the Little One’s future.

Romel was tormented by their own inadequacy.

However, in truth, the Little One had noticed Romel’s desperate struggle.

Romel was running himself ragged trying to handle the situation. He would never ask Chihiro for help, not even if his mouth were torn open.

Romel wanted Chihiro to live her days peacefully. Understanding that, Chihiro had been allowed to do as she pleased. She hadn’t gotten involved with the palace because Romel didn’t want her to. It was her own will too, but she was happy that the adults around her were trying to protect her.

However, after hearing about Frontier’s internal affairs from Katsumi, she realized she couldn't just stand by, which was why she had rushed to this place.

Sitting back and waiting was not Chihiro’s style.

The future was something you grasped by struggling and worrying. It wasn't something given to you, nor did it just fall from the sky. You gain nothing without effort. Things obtained through a stroke of luck often lead to trouble later on. Things were designed to balance out like that.

Well, I'll have you help me out, though, Romel. You’re an adult, so I’ll leave the troublesome stuff to you.

Though she didn’t say it out loud, the Little One grinned mischievously. Romel sighed at her wicked smile.

I can't win against you. You really are that kind of creature, aren't you.

A wry smile, one he hadn’t worn in a long time.

This too felt nostalgic and pleasant to Romel.

And so, several years passed, with the civil officials doing their best in diplomacy, consulting with and receiving advice from the Little One, and the Little One diligently training each day while lending her mind to Romel. The twins grew into fine children.

"Hya-ha!"

Objects went twirling through the air.

They were two small children, lightly descending an almost vertical cliff face, `ton ton ton`.

Using the slightest protrusions as footholds, they expertly slid down the slope. At times, they would leap great distances, using nearby trees as stepping stones. They would grab a branch, swing around, and without losing speed, leap to another foothold.

Their movements were as light as a dance.

The knights watching from below stood frozen, their mouths agape in astonishment.

Free running and parkour.

The Little One knew of them as things that had been popular in Japan. Having learned acrobatics, the two naturally began to use those techniques for movement as well. It was more like parkour. They moved quickly without any wasted motion.

That was during training.

As soon as it was over and they were dismissed, the twins let loose. They started a game of tag, bouncing around the cliffs and forest. Today was outdoor training. The twins, usually confined to the castle, were returning to their wild nature in the great outdoors they were seeing for the first time.

"Hiro, you cheated!"

Chihaya, attempting to leap to a distant branch, was knocked down by Chihiro, who took advantage of his time in the air.

"If your feet touch the ground, you lose, Nii-ni."

The impact from Chihiro sent Chihaya flying out of the woods in an arc. However, he used the momentum to push off again and just barely managed to cling to a rock on the cliff face with his fingertips.

"I didn’t touch! Here I come!"

He nimbly scaled the cliff, `pyoi pyoi`, and once he had gained enough height, he gathered power in his legs and shot into the forest like a bullet.

The monkey-like twins zipped and rustled through the canopy.

"What are they doing?"

"…Little monkeys?"

"…They’re sure enjoying life."

At that last comment, the knights who had finished their training burst out laughing.

"""""No doubt about it!"""""

The twins tilted their heads at the sudden explosion of laughter, and their game of tag continued until Dorfen stopped them.

"My body’s getting pretty strong now."

As she ran home, the Little One did a somersault. From there, she went into a series of cartwheels with a twist, finishing with a moonsault. It had taken her about a year to master all that. In parallel, their weapons training continued, and in the past two years, they had completed the entire knight apprentice and covert ops apprentice curriculums. Of course, only the curriculums. There was still a mountain of things to do, such as practical application, academics, and improving their proficiency.

And this autumn, the two would turn seven.

It was the age when they would receive their baptism and be recognized as full-fledged citizens.

"We can finally go outside the castle, right?"

"I’m excited, Hiro."

Chihaya, who was also running, mixing in acrobatics, smiled happily.

Unlike when she was the Golden King, the Little One, as a noble, was not allowed to leave the castle grounds until her baptism at age seven, in accordance with common practice. Normal nobles did not let their children out of the mansion until their baptism at seven. It was rare to let a young child who couldn’t even use daily life magic go outside.

In the royal palace, they would not be allowed out of the rear palace.

Frontier was a country that treasured its children. The higher one's status, the more excessive this sentiment became. They were always with adults, and any outings were confined to a carriage. It might be different for commoners, but the twins, who were nobles at least in name, had to abide by this. Her past life, where she had rampaged about with the authority of the Golden King, ignorant of all these things, had been the exception.

"I want to register as an adventurer and travel around."

As she smiled, visions of the orphanage and the Lords of the Forest filled the Little One’s mind.

Nearly ten years had passed since then.

Her arms and legs had grown, and she was changing from a toddler into a child, but what was inside the Little One remained the same.

She giggled, her eyes softening as the sight of her home came into view. The Little One sniffed the air, wondering what was for dinner tonight.

Chihiro, ever true to her desires, had forgotten.

She had forgotten that upon turning seven, she would have to enroll in the noble academy. And that her parents and Romel were steadily making preparations for it.

A pitfall was being dug at the feet of Chihiro, who had no doubt that her pilgrimage would be smooth sailing. She would only remember this when she was being fitted for her baptismal robes.

"Whaaaat?"

In the near future, a familiar, nostalgic scream would rise. The Little One did not yet know that future.

A prayer for the future of the twins, which was supposed to be so bright. ♪



		
			Chapter 11

			The Little One’s Baptism

			"Huh? Formal wear?"

Presented before the Little One was a dress of pure white silk with red accents. Well, it wasn't a typical dress, but rather what one might call a Japanese-style Lolita dress on Earth. It had a front-wrap opening with overlapping lapels, and bag-like sleeves that fluttered down to her knees. The collar and hem were trimmed with kogin embroidery, and the red half-collar and inner robe used as layers intertwined with a lace petticoat, creating a very cute look. The chest and sleeves were also adorned with vibrant embroidery, featuring lovely designs of temari balls and braided cords. The skirt was knee-length with a fluffy petticoat, giving it a slightly billowed design.

"Oh, it suits you so well. We didn't have baptisms or anything in Kilfan, so I had to ask everyone about it."

Apparently, a white dress was standard for both baptisms and social debuts. Mothers would then add their family crests and embroidery to create a special outfit for their child's big day. It was said to be an important duty for a mother. Chihaya's outfit was also a front-opening top with overlapping lapels. His accent color was green, and he wore knee-length trousers. The elegant cuffed trousers and lapels were embroidered with a single design of a maple leaf and the moon.

Dressed in their clearly matching outfits, the twins spun around.

"Yes, they suit you well," Drago said, his face beaming with delight.

Just then, Naya and Sasha arrived.

"Ah, we made it in time."

Naya placed a tsumami-zaiku ornament on Chihaya’s chest, while Sasha placed one in Chihiro’s hair.

Naya's was a multi-layered, round-petaled peony, with dangling green tassels that swayed gently. Sasha's was a multi-layered, pointed-petaled chrysanthemum, its dangling vermilion tassels a vibrant splash of color. Both were elegant pieces made from five flowers, each about three centimeters in size, bundled together.

Naya and Sasha nodded in satisfaction.

"It suits you very well, Young Miss."

"We also wanted to give you a congratulatory gift, so we asked the Mistress for permission."

"So, you two made these by hand? That's amazing."

The crepe-work was fine enough to be sold as a proper product. When she asked, she learned it was a major type of decorative art in Kilfan.

"Once the baptism is over, we’ll have to prepare for your enrollment. Let's go get your uniforms tailored too."

"To think they’re already academy students. They grow up so fast."

Drago and Sakura smiled at each other.

"Hanya? Enrollment?"

Naya gave a gentle smile to the dumbfounded Chihiro.

"That is correct. To the south from here, about an hour by carriage, is the noble academy. The children of nobility who have completed their baptism will attend there starting in the spring."

"Whaaaaaat??"

It was a complete bolt from the blue.

"Ugh… that was a blind spot."

Chihiro collapsed to the floor in defeat and sobbed. She had planned to register as an adventurer and set out on her pilgrimage as soon as the baptism was over. She had intended to finish it as quickly as possible, fill Arcadia with the magic of the four elements, and alleviate the food crisis even a little, but now she had fallen into an unexpected pitfall.

"Even without golden magic, if the other countries could use water or earth magic, their production would increase so much."

The Little One grumbled as she kneaded Pochiko-san. Dorfen watched her with a gentle gaze, then knelt before Chihiro.

"That is also important, but your baptism and entrance ceremony are once-in-a-lifetime events. They are moments that will never come again. They are important ceremonies for a seven-year-old. Your pilgrimage can be started anytime, can it not?"

That was true.

The autumn and spring of her seventh year would only come once. They couldn't be replaced by anything else.

"You’re right. Maybe I was in too much of a hurry. A little detour might be nice."

As the Little One pushed herself up, Dorfen offered a lukewarm smile.

Actually, that is the main event, and the pilgrimage is the detour. Please don't color your entire life with the pilgrimage as the main theme, my lady.

Slightly weary of his eccentric master's thought process, Dorfen wisely chose not to say it out loud. It wouldn't change anything if he did. It would only add to her worries. Better to just offer advice at key moments to correct her course. Dorfen knew the Little One, who charged headlong toward her goals, all too well.

"Whoa, there are so many people here."

On the day of the baptism, there were about thirty children in the grand hall. Everyone was dressed in gorgeous outfits and looked happy.

The twins had come to the palace with their parents.

The baptisms of nobles were held at the royal palace. A bishop would be invited to the grand hall to offer prayers and congratulations.

"I wonder if this is like Kilfan’s Shichi-Go-San. Do you two remember?"

The twins nodded vigorously at Sakura’s smile.

They had visited a priest in Kilfan wearing kimono and hakama. Normally, you would pay respects to the local deity of your birthplace, but since Arcadia only had the Creator God, anywhere was probably fine. Besides, Kilfan was the only place with shrines.

That was an event too. I should have realized from the Chitose-ame candy when I was three. Why didn't I realize sugar existed then?

With a sigh full of belated regret, the Drago family headed to the reception desk.

"Chihaya La Gyorgy and Chihiro La Gyorgy. Son and daughter of Drago La Gyorgy."

After confirming their family name and first names, the civil official at the desk handed each of them a small, crystal-like object.

"This will serve as your catalyst. May the Creator God’s blessing be upon you."

Catalyst?

Chihaya stared intently at the thumb-sized crystal he had received. It was what would be called a rutilated quartz on Earth. The shimmering, thread-like golden filaments inside were beautiful.

"I don’t know the details either, but apparently you can receive something from the gods using that."

Drago was not a noble by birth. A cook who had worked his way up, the former commoner’s baptism had taken place at a city church. He hadn't received anything special then, so he said he didn’t know how things worked here.

"It’s because the catalyst won’t change unless your magic is high."

The Drago family turned around at the voice that came from behind them.

There stood a man they didn’t know.

He had light reddish-brown hair and grey eyes. It was obvious at a glance that he was a high-ranking noble. The man gazed at the twins, his eyes curved in a faint arc.

"Black and brown, is it. How utterly out of place. For a commoner to set foot in the royal palace is something that should not normally be permitted."

Most of the palace servants were nobles. Commoners were a tiny minority. He was likely referring to that. But Drago was not one to be outdone.

"I will leave the palace anytime you wish. In fact, I would be delighted. Please convey my message to His Majesty the King."

Drago’s smirk left the man speechless. It was a well-known fact that Drago was the head chef of the royal palace and a favorite of the royal family. Furthermore, he was the owner of the honey supplied to the palace and an expert on the Little One brand sweets. The sweets that so many nobles praised. Making an enemy of Drago meant making an enemy of the many influential people who supported him.

The man’s eyes narrowed with vexation, and he walked away without another word.

What did he even want?

The Drago family couldn’t help but shrug.

Behind them, someone burst out laughing.

Again? Is peeking at people from behind a trend in the palace now?

When they turned around, they saw a familiar face this time.

"My, you people are really something."

It was Romel, unable to contain his laughter. His shoulders shook with amusement.

"Ah, that was refreshing. There are quite a few fools like him around, but I don’t need to worry about you all."

What a harsh thing to say.

"That person didn’t even introduce himself. Is he an acquaintance of yours, Romel?"

Chihiro murmured absently. At her words, a stir went through the crowd.

What is it?

Romel, ignoring the perplexed Little One, continued speaking.

"You could say that. He’s Marquis Lombard. Dorfen’s cousin."

Oh. Now that he mentioned it, they did look a bit alike.

"Well, I’m looking forward to the baptism. I wonder what you two will be granted."

Pating the twins on the head, Romel said, "Congratulations on your baptism," and returned to the line of royals.

It seemed the lines were divided by rank, with lower, middle, and higher nobility. The Drago family stood in the middle line, where only counts were gathered. Then, from the lower nobles behind them, they could hear some slander.

"An upstart…"

"Coming to a baptism with no magic…"

"Dressing them in such strange formal wear…"

The faint whispers were just audible.

Hmph. I see.

The whispers seemed to stand out during the solemn ceremony, and a sharp glare from Romel silenced the lower nobles behind them.

Well, they’re not wrong. And honestly, I don’t really care.

But she was happy that Romel had stood up for them, and the Little One’s face broke into a wide smile. Her smile was so lovely that gasps of admiration escaped from those around them.

She was, after all, a daughter who strongly resembled Sakura. The imperial princess of Kilfan, whose beauty was set off by a sharp brilliance. Being her daughter, it was clear she would grow into a beautiful woman. Even now, she was cuter than the other children, and more than anything, her dignified presence drew people’s eyes. Her unique outfit also suited her well, giving her a distinct aura. Drago, too, had a stately and majestic air, no different from the other nobles. In fact, being free from petty entanglements, his liberated atmosphere seemed almost dazzling to the surrounding nobles.

Amidst all this, the prayers concluded without incident, and the final celebration began.

"Here, we celebrate the birth of new Frontier nobles and beseech the blessing of the Creator."

As the bishop on the central altar shouted in a loud voice, the mages and priests waiting by the left and right walls simultaneously released their magic. The magic released high into the open ceiling mixed like clouds, and a sparkling golden light rained down upon the grand hall.

Golden magic??

Chihiro was taken aback, but she later heard that this was a momentary contact with the gods, brought about by offering a large amount of magic.

Amid the falling rain of light, cheers rose from all around.

"I got a staff!"

"I received an amulet!"

The children squealed with delight.

Apparently, a staff indicated an aptitude for offensive magic, while an amulet signified an aptitude for healing magic, each representing a suitable talent. A crystal would appear on a part of the granted item, and its color would indicate the attribute that had manifested.

Blue, red, yellow, green. From top to bottom, water, fire, earth, wind. Those granted multiple attributes would have a color that was a mixture of them.

Among the beaming faces, the twins’ crystals also began to glow. And in each of their palms lay something a little unusual.

"Is this… a circlet?"

"What’s mine? A ring?"

"Oh, that’s an ear cuff. You can’t wear it on your finger, Nii-ni."

In Chihiro’s palm was a circlet with a crystal at the forehead. Chihaya had an ear cuff with a dangling crystal.

What aptitude could this possibly signify?

The twins and the Dragos tilted their heads in confusion.

The bishop hurried over and hastily flipped through the pages of a thick book. It seemed to be an illustrated encyclopedia of aptitudes granted in the past and their associated relics.

"…It is not here. There is no precedent for such an item being granted."

The bishop looked down at the children, troubled.

From a distance, Romel put a hand to his forehead and looked down.

Oh dear, did I mess up again?

The circlet in Chihiro’s palm and the ear cuff in Chihaya’s, which she looked at with a wry smile, both held shimmering, gold-threaded crystals.

Wherever the wind blows, wherever my heart takes me.

What will be, will be, the Little One mused. Even if her days were full of irregularities.

The Little One is doing well today. ♪



		
			Chapter 12

			The Little One’s Fiancé

			"Yes, I thought I had gotten used to it by now."

With a twitch at the corner of his mouth, Romel looked at the gifts the twins had received. They were in a waiting room off the palace’s grand hall.

Only those involved were seated, each wearing a complicated expression.

"This unprecedented gift is a problem, but the bigger issue is that your crystals have no color."

Now that he mentioned it, the twins’ crystals were still the same rutilated quartz they had started with. No color had appeared at all.

"Does that mean we weren’t granted any attributes?"

Romel murmured to the curious Little One, his expression grave.

"The opposite. It means you were granted all attributes."

"Wha?"

Chihiro let out a dopey sound and stared intently at her crystal.

She learned that when one has all attributes, they cancel each other out, which is why no color appears on the crystal. There had been a few cases in the past, so this was apparently certain.

Romel’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he began to speak in a heavy tone.

"When we report this to the palace… we will invariably receive an invitation to the royal family."

"Does that mean… eeeh?"

It meant a proposal of marriage.

The few all-attribute users who had existed in the past had apparently become royal consorts to the kings of their time. Chihaya was the heir to the House of Count Gyorgy. He might just escape, but the problem was Chihiro. She could be married off to Wilfe, skipping right over Theodore.

Romel held his head in his hands as the Little One stared in stunned silence.

"Really. It seems like you have a constitution that makes it impossible to live without getting involved with the royal family. Seriously, why does it have to be you?"

It was a line he had muttered countless times before, but never had it weighed on him so heavily. Because this time, it was a sure thing. Even in the freedom-loving Frontier, there existed an unspoken, unwritten rule that could not be overturned. It was that those who possessed the shining luminescence and those with all attributes must marry into the royal family. Even in Frontier, which was not bound by old customs, things that had clear practical benefits could not be changed. Luminescence and magical power had a high probability of being passed down to the next generation. It was only natural to incorporate them into the royal family. In fact, it was because this had been repeated that members of the royal family with luminescence appeared and boasted high levels of magic. Romel himself, while he did not possess the luminescence, had magical power that surpassed his elder brother, the King, and he also had three attributes.

With a deep sigh, Romel looked over the Drago family.

He had expected it, but Drago’s face was demonic, and Sakura’s faint smile was so sharp it was frightening. Chihaya didn’t seem to fully grasp the situation, and Chihiro wasn’t even trying to hide her thoroughly disgusted expression.

This family doesn’t care about the royal family or anything like that. In a way, this family *is* a royal family.

If things go wrong, Sakura might just return to Kilfan and take the throne. The Little One’s family had plenty of escape routes.

It was plain to see that they would have no qualms about skipping across borders and fleeing, saying they didn't have to be in Frontier. And the Lords of the Forest would likely assist them.

They’re just too free. It’s a good thing, but still!

The only saving grace was that the Little One liked Frontier. She wouldn’t cast it aside herself.

Romel, with a slightly troubled expression, glanced at Chihiro. Sensing something in his gaze, a chill ran down Chihiro’s spine.

"This is a proposal. Would you become my fiancée, in name only?"

"""What?"""

Their voices were perfectly synchronized. They really were family.

Romel gave a wry smile and explained further.

"Fortunately, I do not have a fiancée. My status is also that of royalty. If it is a marriage to me, the royal family will not be able to interfere."

To be honest, Romel had little desire to get married. He was persistently pursued by a garden of blooming flowers, and marriage proposals rained down on him, but he showed no interest at all. Frankly, the thought of it was a hassle, and Romel had only one mistress. She was a woman of low birth, so he could not marry her, but she was modest and understanding, and had served Romel for a long time, content with just the allowance of a mistress. Of course, he provided her with a generous allowance, but if asked whether he even felt love for her, Romel would have to fall silent.

For such a man, the thought of doing anything with the little girl before him was nonexistent. She would grow into a beautiful woman, but to Romel, Chihiro was like his own child. He couldn't possibly harbor any improper feelings for her.

He explained this and proposed they get engaged as an emergency measure.

"If you ever fall in love with someone, you can just break it off. A broken engagement is not a good thing for a noble, but you’ll be fine, right? Causing a scene with the royal family would look bad too, so would you consider it?"

That made sense.

Running away would be easy. If they were willing to cause a huge scene. But that was not an option at a time when she was about to get busy with her pilgrimage and other things. She had a good environment here, with a carriage and a home for the monsters prepared, and training from the knight order. To abandon all those preparations and start over would be an incredible hassle.

After a moment of silence, Chihiro nodded to Romel.

"You’re right. That might be the best way."

"Chihiro?"

Chihiro gave a simple explanation to her wide-eyed parents. Romel would not break his promise. It was just a fantasy on a piece of paper. If it resolved things smoothly, she was all for it. Drago and the others had no choice but to agree.

However, Chihiro had another concern.

"Romel. Rumors might spread that you have a thing for little girls, you know?"

The people around them burst out laughing. The civil officials desperately tried to stifle their laughter, their shoulders shaking. The man in question, Romel, seemed to have anticipated this and wore a strained smile.

In that case, it’s settled!

Romel and the Drago family hastily prepared the documents to create the appearance that the engagement had already been arranged. Romel’s trusted civil officials accepted them and fabricated a story that an audience with the King to announce the engagement had been scheduled for the next day.

"You can’t get engaged until after your seventh birthday baptism. It’s decided that even if it’s arranged, it only becomes official after the baptism. So, we can just say that it was already decided, and the audience was scheduled for the day after the baptism."

Romel’s eyes narrowed with amusement.

I see. To think he came up with all that and made the preparations in such a short time.

Many nobles had witnessed the items the twins had received, and it would be impossible to silence the bishops.

Romel must have desperately racked his brain to find a solution.

In a way, it was a daring move that put his own reputation on the line.

Relieved, the Little One looked at Romel with a bashful expression.

"All-attribute users? The Gyorgy twins?"

"That is correct, Your Majesty."

The King and Queen, receiving the report of the baptism from the bishop, looked at each other in astonishment. The girl had been on the list of potential fiancées for Theodore. What a stroke of luck. With this, the other nobles would surely have no objections. They could welcome her with proper preparations.

However, if that was the case…

"If she has all attributes, would it not be more appropriate for her to marry Wilfe rather than Prince Theodore?"

It seemed the Queen was thinking the same thing.

Wilfe already had a fiancée. The wedding was in two years, but the girl would be of a perfect age to be welcomed as a consort after that.

The King and Queen squealed with delight as their dreams grew.

But the next day, those dreams were shattered into a million pieces.

"…"

Before the speechless King and Queen stood his younger brother, Romel, and a beautiful black-haired girl.

The previous day, the King had heard that Romel’s engagement had been decided and that an audience was scheduled. Thinking that good things came in pairs, he had accepted the documents.

It went without saying that his jaw dropped when he saw the name on the document, and even now, seeing them before him, he still couldn’t believe it.

"Ah… Romel. Are you certain this is the one?"

"I am, Your Majesty."

"You are nearly thirty, are you not? By the time you marry, will you not be close to forty?"

"That would be the case."

"That would be the case is not an answer!"

The King, unable to bear his nonchalant younger brother any longer, finally shouted.

"You knew that this person was a candidate to be one of the princes’ consorts!"

"That is precisely why."

Taking a breath, Romel puffed out his chest.

"Do you believe the nobles, who value hierarchy, would silently stand by and watch? The resulting friction would become an unfortunate wedge for this person… and by extension, for the princes as well. Therefore, I thought that if I were to marry her first, we could eliminate such future concerns, and so I made an offer to the House of Count Gyorgy."

Chihiro’s eyes widened slightly at the words she was hearing for the first time.

She had never heard that she had been a candidate for the princes’ consort, nor of the friction it would have caused.

And then she understood.

That was why yesterday’s conversation had happened. Even without the matter of the baptism, an offer from the royal family had been planned. Romel, who had known this, had secured an escape route for the Little One in case she refused. He must have prepared it in advance to somehow avoid the engagement without causing a scene with the royal family.

So that’s why things went so smoothly yesterday.

The set of documents had already been clearly dated.

The documents themselves had been completed last year. All that was left was for Drago to sign. It was a bold move that only Romel, who handled internal affairs, could have pulled off. On paper, the engagement had been informally decided at the end of last year.

The Little One was impressed by Romel’s usual thoroughness.

In her line of sight, the royal brothers were still bickering.

"I never knew you had a thing for little girls! So that’s why you were fooling around without getting married!"

"Fooling around, you say. Shall I try doing that for real? I leave the paperwork to you, big brother. I was just thinking I’d like to take a long vacation."

At Romel’s words, a flustered Queen nudged the King in the side. Snapping back to his senses, the King hastily retracted his previous statement. If Romel were to disappear, internal affairs would descend into chaos. It would become an unmanageable mess with nobles trying to worm their way in.

"I went too far as well. But are you truly certain? Drago, is the age gap with your daughter not too great?"

The King and Queen looked at Count and Countess Gyorgy, clinging to a sliver of hope.

"I will leave it to my daughter’s judgment."

"Her happiness lies in marrying the one she loves."

To a seven-year-old child?

The King stared at the two who had so casually affirmed it, then couldn’t help but look at the little girl before him.

"Are you fine with this? Romel is an old man, is he not? There are younger, more suitable men, you know?"

The unfortunate Wilfe, and my former brother Theodore? Not a chance.

In her mind, the Little One waved her hand dismissively, then smiled elegantly and performed a graceful curtsy.

"I am deeply honored by this proposal. Though I am unworthy, I will devote myself wholeheartedly to becoming a good partner."

It was a perfectly delivered speech.

The people around them, their eyes wide with admiration, felt something nostalgic about the little girl before them.

As if they had seen it somewhere, sometime before.

Understanding the meaning behind her words, Romel couldn't help but cover his mouth with his hand, a faint blush creeping into his eyes.

I want to be your bride.

It was a line that every father wanted to hear from his daughter at least once. Romel’s shoulders trembled, and Drago glared at him with a dangerous look in his eyes. Sakura, as if exasperated, lightly twirled a strand of her hair.

"It is decided then? I look forward to our future together."

That single sentence sealed their fate, and the King and Queen were once again on the verge of tears.

On paper, the engagement had been decided nearly a year ago. They had no choice but to approve it, and so the two were officially engaged.

This would later cause another great commotion, but of course, the two of them had no way of knowing that now.

Somehow, it will all work out today, too.

The Little One muttered to herself.

Climbing over walls, breaking through them. The unchanging Little One will surely forge her own path tomorrow as well. ♪



		
			Chapter 13

			Gods, Spirits, and the Little One

			"Not again."

A dream visitation after several years.

Once again, the Little One was in the Celestial Realm. Before her stood the Creator God, wearing a difficult expression.

"No. That is our line."

"You. What happened to the pilgrimage?"

Seeing the twins at the baptism, the two gods had apparently been on the verge of sending down an oracle. They had summoned Chihiro to the Celestial Realm. Years had passed without her setting out on her pilgrimage. They demanded to know what this meant. The Little One explained, her face a picture of exasperation.

Before, she had been a royal and the Golden King. She had been able to move with the knight order at her own discretion. Things were different now, she said. She couldn't even leave the castle grounds until her seventh birthday baptism was over. Hearing this, the gods, who knew nothing of human customs, were dumbfounded. So that was it, they thought.

And then the Little One noticed what she was holding in her hand.

"By the way, what kind of aptitude is this for?"

Somehow, the circlet had come with her. Twirling it on her finger, the Little One tilted her head. "You have no outstanding aptitudes."

"You can handle most things, can you not? Therefore, that is what you lack."

"What I lack?"

The two gods nodded deeply.

"You are a girl, are you not? And yet you are always running around in work clothes. If you wear that, work clothes will not suit you. Be conscious of it, and dress in a way that befits it."

Abyss’s face was rather stern. It seemed he was concerned about Chihiro not being very ladylike.

Huh?

So it's an item to make me act more like a girl? Who even benefits from that?

It was true that overalls wouldn't suit her while wearing this divine-looking circlet. But if I wear a poncho and put the hood up, no one will notice, right? Yup.

"Then what about Nii-ni’s?"

"He is too pure and straightforward. It is so that people's words may more easily reach his ears. The creatures known as humans whisper their malice only faintly. It is so that he may pick up on it."

So his is a practical item. Is giving me a critique-item just a form of harassment?

The two gods gave a wry smile to the pouting Little One, then exchanged a meaningful glance and gave a small nod.

"You will understand in time. The effect it has."

"Whether you make it a mere ornament or a useful tool is up to you."

Hm? Does it have some meaning?

As the Little One stared intently at the circlet, the two gods’ expressions grew a little more serious.

"So, you will be setting out on your pilgrimage. I hope you make it in time."

"The borderlands are losing their magic as well. The Lords are in danger."

Hold on.

"Wait, wait! Tell me more about that."

The Little One listened, flustered.

According to the gods, with the disappearance of the golden magic, the monsters remaining in the borderlands were in decline. The situation seemed quite serious, with small stampedes occurring and withered forests spreading. Moreover, with human monster hunts added to the mix, the number of monsters was decreasing at an alarming rate. In the past few years, the monster population had dropped by more than half, and the Lords of the border forests were apparently on the verge of death.

You should have told me that sooner!

This isn't the time to be explaining fashion accessories! What a mess. If I had known, I would have flown off on my pilgrimage no matter what.

The panicking Little One woke up right then, and the thread of the oracle was broken.

"There’s no time to waste, I have to go now."

Drago and the others, puzzled by the Little One who was tearing through the house like a whirlwind, heard her story and advised her to consult with Romel first. And so the Little One shot off to the palace and, in a fluster, explained the situation to Romel.

"It sounds like it’ll be bad if I don’t go right away. I’ll take the carriage and go."

"Wait, wait, wait, you’re planning on entering illegally, aren't you? It takes several days just to issue a border crossing permit, and if we don’t lay the groundwork, you could end up being chased by soldiers. Just wait a bit."

The Little One’s mouth turned down in a tragic expression. Romel gave a wry smile and put a hand to his chin in thought.

"This is happening because the golden magic has disappeared, right? If you make a pact and give them golden magic, it will subside. Is that correct?"

"Probably. Once the Golden Ring is complete, I think the four elemental attributes will stabilize in the borderlands too."

The power of an O-saki was equal to that of the gods.

If Chihiro, who was permitted to wield it, did not go, the matter could not be resolved. The little girl chewed on the edge of the desk. Romel stopped her and lifted her into his arms.

"If golden magic is all that’s needed, there is a way. Let’s go."

She’s gotten so big.

Before, when he held her, she would have to look up at him, but now her face was at the same level as his. Lost in thought, Romel headed to the research tower with the Little One.

"Where are we?"

"The magic tool research tower. It’s commonly known as the Tower of David."

The Tower of David?

Come to think of it, the royal family’s crest was the Star of David. That was the name on Earth, but was it the same here? The imposing, large tower was five stories high. Vines snaked around it, and its moss-covered outer walls spoke of its long history. When Romel placed his hand on a glowing crystal-like object, an entrance opened soundlessly, as if melting away.

"Only those who have registered their magic can enter. It’s a valuable research tower, after all. And it can be dangerous."

I see.

The first floor was a large hall, and in the center was something like an armillary sphere, taller than an adult. It was made of countless shimmering, silvery wire-like objects with intricate workmanship, and sparks erupted here and there, making `pashu pashu` sounds. The Little One looked up at it with curiosity.

"This is a magic circuit. It’s a model representing the principles of magic construction using the four elemental attributes. Like this…"

As he spoke, Romel channeled his magic into a part of the circuit. The magic then traveled through the circuit, mixed, and with a loud `bon`, it exploded at the center.

"That was a mixture of wind and fire. The result is an explosion. It’s a tool for deriving simple results like that, by changing the amount of magic mixed in. Researchers use these results as a basis for various experiments."

Whoa, what an otherworldly tool.

Romel watched with a smile as the Little One stared at it, her eyes sparkling, then slid his finger across a pedestal in front of the circuit. Romel’s magic flowed, and a complex magic circle appeared on the pedestal, glowing with a pale blue light. He said it was a magic tool that had existed since before Frontier was founded. It was unknown who had created it, but it stored a vast amount of magic and was an indispensable circuit for magic tool research.

"Place your hand here and release your magic. We’ll register your magic too… just tone it down so no one around notices."

Romel whispered into the Little One’s ear. He explained that a certain level of magic was required for registration, and once registered, she would have free access to the tower. As told, the Little One gently channeled a small amount of magic. The moment the magic flowed through the circuit and gathered at the center, the circuit glowed brightly.

"Eh?"

"Wha…?"

Before they could even utter a word, the circuit cracked with a `pikiri` sound. The outer shell of the circuit opened slowly like a lotus flower, and in a depression at its center, a seven-colored wind swirled. The wind, which had deconstructed the magic, separated into seven colors and formed a ball the size of an adult’s two hands. Before their staring eyes, it popped with a `pon` sound.

"Kyau."

From the popped ball emerged a small lizard. The palm-sized lizard was a dull color overall, but depending on the light, it had a complex appearance that looked iridescent, like a jewel beetle. It was more of a salamander than a lizard, with a strange, stocky shape.

"Kyuu?"

The lizard looked up at the Little One with its large, round eyes. Its gaze was sweet and endearing.

Um?

The Little One’s thoughts couldn’t keep up with the sudden turn of events. Romel was also frozen, his eyes wide. Paying them no mind, the lizard crawled up the Little One, `peta peta`, slipped into the hood of her poncho, and curled up on top of her head.

"Uh… what is this?"

"I was about to ask you the same thing…"

Romel, who had involuntarily covered his face with his hand, suddenly noticed that the many researchers around them were also frozen solid. They were unable to move, their eyes wide with astonishment.

Then, as if nothing had happened, the circuit’s outer shell closed, and silence filled the area.

Did I mess up again? This.

In any case, it seemed her magic had been registered, so leaving the frozen researchers behind, Romel fled to his research lab on the top floor. He placed his hand on one of the crystals lining the wall and channeled his magic. With a `shurun` sound, the location changed.

"Whoa? Teleportation magic?"

"How did you know? It’s a magic that can only be used inside the tower."

Oh, no. Oops, is that so.

It was a common magic in the light novels and games of her past life, so she had said it without thinking, but she didn’t know how it was here.

This is bad. The mouth is the source of all misfortune.

Romel stared intently at the little girl whose eyes were darting about, then sat down on the sofa in his lab. On the simple reception set, there were magic-powered tea and sweet containers, from which he took out tea and sweets and gave them to the Little One.

"You know. I’ve reached a point where I’m no longer surprised by being surprised. What is that lizard?"

"I don’t know. What could it be?"

Sitting on Romel’s lap, Chihiro pulled down her hood and gently patted the lizard that was presumably on her head. The lizard then crawled down Chihiro’s hand and perched on her shoulder. It opened its mouth wide and licked the Little One’s cheek with its round, springy tongue.

Oh my, how cute.

But then, she felt something being drawn out of her. And with a start, Chihiro stared at the lizard.

She recognized this feeling.

"It’s the same as a pact. This little one is connected to me."

It was the same as when she had been giving magic to the Lords. This lizard was receiving golden magic from Chihiro. Which meant there should be some kind of price in return. The lizard, while the Little One stared at it, just patted her face with its small hands and smiled innocently.

"Hmm. I don’t know. I wonder if it’s a familiar, just like the Lords."

However, the Lords would become her familiars in the Little One’s next life. Only when the Little One officially became an O-saki could she make the Lords her familiars. That was why, even though they had a pact now, her golden magic was not being drawn out.

The two of them sat in silence before the smiling lizard.

A short while later, until a visitor from downstairs was announced, the two of them were lost in the sea of their own thoughts.

The visitor would bring the answer.

The visitor who was shown in was Chihaya and Dorfen. They had apparently chased after the frantic Chihiro and come all the way to the palace. Seeing the somewhat troubled looks on Romel and the others, Dorfen spoke with suspicion.

"Is something the matter?"

"Dorfen, look at this."

In Chihiro’s hands was the mysterious lizard.

Seeing it, Dorfen’s eyes went wide.

"Is that not a Salamander? How rare."

""Eh?""

The two of them let out a dumbfounded reply and looked at the lizard. The dull-colored lizard was scratching its face with its front paw.

A Salamander is a fire lizard, right? Isn’t the color wrong?

Romel seemed to know this as well and voiced the same question.

"Shouldn’t a Salamander be red?"

"Ah. That is the case if it leans toward one attribute. However, a Salamander that possesses all attributes is iridescent."

Can you even call that a Salamander?

According to Romel, those with high magic were sometimes granted spirits, and literature on the subject remained in the royal family’s archives. It had been several hundred years since anyone had been granted a spirit, so Romel only knew of it through written records. Dorfen, however, knew that an even older text was in his family’s library, and that the spirit granted to the first Golden King was an all-attribute, iridescent spirit.

Just how much of a Golden King fanatic was Dorfen’s ancestor?

The Little One’s eyes narrowed.

But now they knew the lizard’s identity.

"So, you’re my spirit, I guess?"

The lizard grinned broadly, as if in agreement.

"It is said that a spirit protects its master from all misfortune. I’m happy for you, Chihiro. Why don’t you give it a name?"

Chihiro nodded at the smiling Romel and looked at the lizard.

"You’re a dull color, but you’re a fire lizard, right? A name, huh. Fire… Corona… You’re kind of stout, so how about Colon?"

The lizard happily clung to her finger.

Chihaya, who had been watching, raised his voice indignantly.

"Hiro, that’s not fair! I want a spirit too."

At that, Romel’s eyes widened.

"It’s worth a try. Let’s go."

Taking the three who were tilting their heads in confusion, Romel went back downstairs.

"Ah, just as I thought."

On Romel’s and Chihaya’s shoulders were red lizards.

The tower’s circuit could not be registered with unless one possessed magic of a certain level. In other words, it was a circuit that required magic of a certain level. So, what would happen if one channeled magic above that certain level into the circuit?

The result was plain to see.

The true, proper use of this circuit was a system for being granted a spirit by offering up magic above a certain level. Someone must have kept it a secret, and the oral tradition must have been lost. And so time had passed, with its proper use forgotten.

Learning the true potential of a new… no, an ancient relic, the researchers were suddenly energized. They pushed and shoved to try it out, and as a result, several others were also granted Salamanders.

A large amount of magic was being poured in one after another.

Watching this, Romel’s brows furrowed slightly.

Where was all this vast amount of magic being sent?

The fact that spirits were involved meant it was a mechanism beyond human comprehension. The mystery of why such a grand thing existed in the royal palace. And the magic that must have been channeled into it over many long years, without anyone knowing its meaning.

Could it be that something exists in Frontier that requires such an enormous amount of magic?

For a moment, a shiver ran down Romel’s spine at his own vague thought.

Unaware of Romel’s unease, the twins were delighted with their new friends.

"I’ll name my lizard Jirō. Get along with Tarō-kun, okay?"

"Good idea. Let’s go show Dad and Mom."

Dorfen and the researchers watched the innocently laughing children with a smile.

The next day, it was a charming sight to see Chihiro, having remembered her original purpose, shoot off to the palace once again.

There are new discoveries every day.

The Little One is doing well today. ♪



		
			Chapter 14

			Little One's Delivery Service

			"Magic stones?"

The Little One, who had come to discuss the pilgrimage she had forgotten about amidst the salamander commotion, stared in amazement at the large gemstones in Romel’s office.

"These are originally the same as the crystals used in the Baptism. They’re just bigger."

The colorful array of gems. It was hard to believe they were the same as those needle crystals. Romel then brought out a large crystal, about the size of an adult’s fist.

This was, indeed, a needle crystal.

As Chihiro watched intently, Romel placed his hand on the crystal and poured his magic into it. The crystal began to glow faintly, and in an instant, it took on the luster of a deep red ruby. Romel gave the dumbfounded Little One a faint smile and lifted the crystal.

"These are the magic stones used in magical tools. I’ve told you before, right? Magic can be stored in gems and used repeatedly."

It’s not often we use one this size, though. With that preface, Romel lined up a dozen or so needle crystals on his desk.

"How about you fill these with your magic and have them delivered to the Lords of the borderlands? It’s a temporary measure, but it’s better than nothing. Even if you and the honeybees fly at full speed, it will take several days to reach the border. To visit them all, it will take months no matter what you do."

Romel explained while opening a map.

The map Chihiro had studied before was an inland map showing the various countries. This one was a world map left behind by the first Golden King, who had traveled the globe. It marked the forests of every Lord, and the forests with red tags were the ones that had been lost. This must have been what Melitta meant when she said Frontier knew the locations of the forests. But the map was covered in red tags.

".....So many?"

Romel looked at the Little One with his gaze slightly lowered. The Little One was stunned by the sheer number of lost forests. Even if the will of the gods was at work, this was far too merciless. Arcadia had seventeen countries, large and small, and each country had two to four of the Lords’ forests. Almost all of them had tags. A quick glance suggested about forty locations.

Romel took the hand of the Little One, who couldn’t tear her eyes from the map, and gave it a light pat. He looked at her with a reassuring gaze.

"I know you’re surprised, but can we save that for later? Right now, we have to save the living forests. Okay?"

Living forests.

The words brought Chihiro back to her senses, and she stared hard at the map again. Borderlands existed all around the inland region. Much of it was wilderness or desert, but a faint green line connected the scattered Lords' forests. Romel pointed to it and added a brief explanation.

"The closest border forest to Frontier is in the mountainous region southeast of Flowers. It’s about ten days by a normal carriage. Even for the honeybees, it would take three days to fly there."

To circle the world from there and return to the mountains of Flowers would take over two months by a rough count. And that was at the honeybees’ flying speed. If Chihiro were to accompany them, it would take even longer.

"So, let’s try sending them your magic first, shall we? It will take several months at worst either way. So let’s give it a shot, just in case. Okay?"

There were thirteen border forests. If they only had the honeybees deliver the magic stones to all the forests, it would take just a few days. If it proved effective, it would serve as a stopgap until the Little One’s pilgrimage. No matter how much they tried to shorten the time, it would take months. Some forests might not make it in time.

"Okay, let’s do it. If it doesn’t look like it’s working, I’ll fly there myself!"

She huffed determinedly, grabbed a crystal, and poured her magic into it. The crystal lit up, emitting a soft light like the sun. A warm, flickering glow. She set it down and immediately began pouring her magic into another crystal.

"Huh? W-wait a sec."

Ignoring a flustered Romel, the Little One continued to pour in her magic. Just as she finished the seventh one, she suddenly collapsed.

"Argh, I knew it!!"

Romel, who had been watching nervously, cried out. He rushed to catch the Little One and laid her down on the sofa. Utterly spent, the Little One was sound asleep, breathing softly. Romel couldn’t hide his exhaustion, but from her condition, it seemed she hadn’t overdone it. The unfamiliar magic manipulation had likely caused magical exhaustion and flipped her switch off. As Romel patted his chest in relief, he heard his confidants murmuring. Their voices trembled slightly.

"She’s terrifyingly powerful...."

In their hands were the magic stones in question. Chihiro had filled seven of them in one go, stones so large that even Romel could barely manage to fill one in a single day. Her magical capacity was unbelievable.

*You really are in a league of your own, aren’t you?*

Chihiro slept soundly and was taken home by Romel, but it goes without saying that she returned the next day and did the exact same thing.

Romel brought the Little One home after she fell into a deep sleep two days in a row. It also goes without saying that the stares of the Count's family grew as cold as absolute zero.

Despite shouldering this unnecessary burden, Romel worked himself to the bone to grant the Little One's wish. He knew that if he didn’t, the rampaging Little One would only make matters worse. The icy glares of Drago and the others were nothing to him. Such things were a part of daily life for Romel, who lived in the royal court and managed the nobility.

Romel, who had survived a world of constant strife, taught the Little One the finer points of magic control and its delicate sensations while sealing the magic within the stones to be transported to the forests.

"Is it done?"

"It’s done."

The magic stones looked like quivering masses of light. Left as they were, the magic would slowly leak out and dissipate, so Romel had cast a sealing spell on them.

They placed each one in a ten-centimeter square box, tied it with string, and gave them to the honeybees with directions.

"Southeast from here. The border forest of Flowers is in the direction I’m pointing. Head slightly to the left, and when you see the budding greenery, turn right, and you should find the forest."

Melitta and the honeybees listened intently to Romel’s explanation. He gave similar directions to the other honeybees, and he and the Little One watched until the groups of three flew out of sight. The honeybees, led by Melitta, flew off in perfect formation.

"I hope it goes well."

"Yeah. Please, Gods."

Romel held the Little One as she squeezed her eyes shut and clasped her hands in prayer, then took her home to the Drago family as usual.

The answer came a few days later.

"Yaaahooo!"

The Little One was racing around Romel’s office.

*Ukyaa*, she squealed, waving her hands and bouncing up and down. The magic stone operation had been a success. The golden magic, even in small amounts, was tremendously effective. The Lords of the border forests who received it were revitalized in no time, and the greenery and monsters in their forests were reinvigorated. This was the report from the honeybees who had accompanied Melitta.

《They were extremely grateful. Also, it seems the simultaneous delivery of golden magic created a pseudo-connection between the border forests.》

"Heh?"

Melitta smiled fondly at the Little One’s quizzical sound and explained that she had heard a nostalgic resonance. It was the clear, melodic hum of magic when the Golden Ring was complete. It was only a pseudo-link, so it lacked the original’s power, but even the faint connection caused the forests to resonate with one another, further promoting their revitalization.

Hearing this, Romel let out an openly large sigh.

"This should allow us to maintain the status quo."

"That’s great, really. Abyss and Chaos should have told us sooner, though."

"Abyss and Chaos?"

Romel tilted his head. Seeing this, the Little One’s mouth formed an ‘ah’.

"They’re the names of the Creator God. The one with long, wavy hair is Chaos. The one with straight hair down to the shoulders is Abyss."

"What? The Creator God’s names?"

Romel’s eyes widened in shock. *Come to think of it, I probably never mentioned that I named the gods in my explanations before.*

The Little One, realizing this, told him again about how she had named the gods.

"You named the gods..... You should have told me something like that sooner."

Romel scowled, and the Little One gave him a playful grin, relieved that the border forests had been saved.

*This bought us some time. Now we can take our time and plan the circuit.*

The Little One gazed out the window, smiling serenely. However, it was practically a given with her that this would later cause a huge uproar.

Only Romel sensed a fragment of this premonition, and he gazed at the Little One with an indescribable expression.

Flying, running, collapsing. Something happens every day. But today, the Little One is doing great♪



		
			Chapter 15

			Sweets, the Castle Town, and Little One, Part One

			"Bun bun bun♪"

Flapping her hands like wings, the Little One walked through the castle town. It was her first outing in this life. She couldn’t help but skip.

"My lady, you’ll trip."

Accompanying her with Dorfen was Sasha. A beast-human, a rarity even in Frontier, she had disguised her appearance with a wide-brimmed hat and a long skirt. Apparently, Naya and Sasha had been caught in a slave raid in a village near the border. While on the run, they were rescued by a merchant from Kilfan who happened to be visiting. They were tricked with promises of being returned to their village, only to be taken to Kilfan to be sold at auction. The Frontier border knights of Gesperista caught wind of the auction, conducted an inspection of the ship, and since the two had no sales contracts, they were taken into protective custody. It was only a frontline measure, but such inspections were apparently conducted frequently to rescue victims of abduction.

"We had no relatives and no idea where our original village was. Lord Drago was kind enough to hire us."

"Just knowing it was a border village tells us nothing about its location. We crossed the sea for so long, I doubt we could ever return."

Though they said they had no complaints about their current lives, it seemed their longing for home never faded. At times, a sorrowful look would cloud their eyes.

It had been about sixteen years since they settled in Frontier. Both Naya and Sasha were like family to Drago.

"Do you not even know which country it was?"

Naya and Sasha exchanged a look and answered with slightly bitter smiles.

"It’s embarrassing to say, but we didn’t have a concept of ‘countries’."

"Indeed. The village was just called ‘the village.’ We were born there, started families there, and died there. We thought that was normal. We never even considered going to another land."

The small village was their entire world. Such a life was common in the middle ages. It was a good thing if the village even had a name. There were many small hamlets, barely villages, where almost everyone was a close relative.

Whether it was such a hamlet or a village, they said it was likely attacked by slave traders and no longer existed.

"First off, let's buy a map!"

The Little One trotted off with Pochiko-san on her back. Chihaya followed, running with Tarō-kun. Looking up at a familiar general store, the Little One let out a smug huff.

"Hello!"

Chihiro stepped into the store and headed for the counter. Chihaya looked around at the tightly packed goods with curiosity, his eyes darting about.

"My, what an adorable little customer. Are you running an errand?"

A young woman appeared. She smiled kindly at Chihiro.

*Huh? Where’s the old lady?*

The Little One instinctively pressed against the counter, peeking inside. When she had visited before, a stout old lady had been there. Dorfen, finding her behavior odd, spoke up.

"Is something the matter?"

"Mm..... I was wondering where the old lady is."

"Oh my. You wouldn’t happen to know my mother-in-law, would you? Huh? But your age...."

According to the woman, she was the wife of the general store owner’s son. They had married six years ago, and the old lady had passed the store to the young couple and retired. She was now running a cozy inn in a farming village near Gesperista in the south.

*Ah, right. Nine years is a long time.*

Feeling a pang of sentimentality, the Little One bought the same notebook-style map as before and flipped through its pages. Her eyes widened slightly.

《A piece of your love for them》

*…Some things don’t change.*

A smile bloomed on the Little One’s face like a flower. Unaware that her smile had stopped time for those around her, she twirled in her green poncho and scurried away.

"It’s smaller than the map we used for studying."

"It’s a portable one you can carry around. It’s a map of just the castle town in the royal capital."

The twins walked on, happily chattering as they unfolded the map. They found their destination quickly.

"Whoa......"

A building with a chic appearance stood there. It had orange bricks, a red roof, and cute white window frames. Looking up at the three-story building, the Little One stood frozen in awe.

"It’s commonly known as the Castle of Sweets. It’s the official confectionery for the royal palace."

At Dorfen’s explanation, the corners of the Little One’s mouth curved up. Chihiro had grown up in Nagoya on Earth. It went without saying that the commercial song for her local Castle of Sweets was playing in her head. Dorfen opened the door for her, and a cowbell rang out with a *kararan*, announcing a customer's arrival.

"Welcome."

A shop assistant greeted the four of them. She was a cute girl in a chic uniform, a black blouse with a green bustier and a matching green flare skirt. Her brown hair was tied up in a bun.

"What can I get for you?"

"I haven’t decided yet. Let me look."

"Please take your time."

The shop was filled with all kinds of sweets. There were long-lasting items like pound cakes, crepes, and cookies, as well as puddings, jellies, and fresh cream cakes displayed in a glass case. When the Little One was last here, even cream puffs and eclairs had only custard cream, but now it seemed they used fresh cream too. *Back then, I only managed to teach them the basics. They really worked hard.*

The pudding and fresh cream were things she had taught them that final autumn. The colder winter temperatures made it less likely to fail. Zack had treated her to a pumpkin pudding using puréed pumpkin paste. It was a dessert Zack had created himself. She could still remember how delicious it was.

As the Little One salvaged memories from the forest of her mind, a man emerged from the back. He was a young boy with slightly long bangs swept to the sides. His eyes held the same defiant look as before.

"That’s Zack," Dorfen whispered.

The Zack in her memory was a seven-year-old boy who had just completed his Baptism. He bore little resemblance to the young man before her, but she could see traces of the boy he was. Zack noticed the Little One staring and his eyes widened in surprise. A strange atmosphere filled the shop. Then he suddenly glared and went back into the kitchen. What was that about? Dorfen explained with a wry smile.

Apparently, the Little One had been very popular in the castle town, and there was a time when her poncho and honeybee plushies were in fashion. Zack, who was devastated after the Little One disappeared when Chihiro and Fatima were switched, grew angry at the flood of look-alikes. He began to pointedly ignore children and devoted himself entirely to making sweets. He believed the Little One was in his creations, that her smile would appear within them.

*Wait a minute. Isn't that a severe case of depression? That's what you call sick.*

The challenge of the unknown world of confectionery had been what kept Zack sane.

What a mess. Zack, who had been a good big brother at the orphanage, now hated children. And today, both twins were wearing ponchos. It must have been a direct stab to his heart.

The repercussions of the Little One’s disappearance had reached even here.

Seeing Chihiro’s crestfallen expression, the shop assistant spoke kindly to her.

"Have you decided on your order?"

Looking up at the smiling older girl, the Little One hastily scanned the shelves and display case.

"Do you have pumpkin pudding?"

"Pumpkin? I’m sorry. I don’t think we do."

*I see. I thought they might have it this time of year.* Thinking she should buy something anyway, she called Chihaya over, and the two began to discuss what to get.

Just then, Zack, who was supposed to have disappeared into the back, reappeared.

"A sample. For you."

His gaze was fixed, but in his hand was a silver plate. On it were cute little candies in white and pink. The older girl who saw the plate being offered to the Little One looked at Zack in alarm. But Zack silenced her with a steely glare.

*What’s this?*

Tilting her head curiously, the Little One picked up a candy and popped it into her mouth. The candy was thin, and it seemed to have something inside. It crushed with a *kashu*, and a rich alcoholic flavor spread through her mouth.

"Is this..... a whiskey bonbon?"

At that, Zack’s lips twisted into a wicked grin.

"That’s right, miss. The whiskey bonbon you told me about. You said I could make it if I had sugar, right?"

The Little One’s eyes flew wide open.

Zack grinned cheerfully, like a mischievous boy. It was a heartfelt smile, the first he had shown in years.

"How did you know?"

"The pumpkin pudding. I only ever showed that to you, miss. Right after that, you disappeared, and..... I couldn't bring myself to make pumpkin pudding anymore."

A traumatic sweet. Whenever he tried to make it, the Little One's face would appear in his mind, and he would be unable to continue through his tears. And yet, Chihiro had asked for it so casually. "Do you have pumpkin pudding?" A little girl, asking for a dessert that Zack had created and served only to the Little One, as if it were something that should obviously be there. Zack, who had heard this from the back, connected the dots.

*Could it be? No, what if?*

As a test, he brought out the whiskey bonbons he had been experimenting with, something the Little One had told him about before. It was a sweet made with expensive sugar he had obtained from Kilfan. Zack had talked endlessly with the Little One about all sorts of sweets he could make if only he had sugar, and he remembered everything.

And now he was certain.

"Welcome back, miss."

As Zack smiled, the people around him were dumbfounded. The difficult pastry chef, who hated children, never smiled, and would at worst glare at you with eyes of absolute zero. But his skill was second to none, acknowledged even by Drago. The man of iced sweets who held the sole royal warrant in Frontier. That Zack was smiling. A smile like a sunbeam in spring.

Inspired by that nostalgic smile, the Little One let out a sob. The culture of sweets she had spread, he had followed that path steadfastly and mastered it.

There was nothing that could make her happier.

"I’m home, Zack!"

Zack caught the Little One as she jumped at him with a choked cry, unable to contain his own welling joy. *Thank you, God. I never thought a miracle like this could happen.*

As the two embraced, Dorfen and the others smiled wryly, while the shop staff stood speechless at the impossible sight.

"Giving alcohol... to a child...."

Only the sensible murmur of the older girl stood out in the shop.

And so, spring came to Zack’s long-frozen heart. The Little One broke through the frozen earth and planted a seed of flowers. What blooms is a bright future for confectionery.

The Little One connects the past and present, striding toward the future. Together with her reliable companions. She gets down, she cries, she laughs. Today had its ups and downs. But the Little One is always happy♪



		
			Chapter 16

			Sweets, the Castle Town, and Little One, Part Two

			"Ah, this is it. So delicious!"

Opening her mouth wide, the Little One savored the treat. In her hand was a rich, orange pumpkin pudding. Zack had made pumpkin pudding for the first time in nine years. His fingers trembled slightly, but he didn't see the phantom of Fatima. In his mind, the Little One had changed from blond to black-haired, and that person was watching him make the pudding. Her large eyes, sparkling with the same curiosity as back then. The commanding presence that greedily swallowed everything. An aura that no one else could imitate.

*Ah, it really is the Little One.*

The Little One, chattering happily and offering her opinions, waited for the pudding to steam. As soon as it had cooled slightly, she grabbed it, ready to eat it as it was.

"Hey, let me do my job! Don’t eat it like that!"

"Unya?"

*I am a pâtissier.* The Little One had said so herself. To let her eat it plain, without preparation, would be a blow to his pride.

‘It’s a chef who specializes in making sweets and desserts.’

Zack chilled the pudding in an icebox and prepared the decorations in the meantime. Fresh cream, fruit. He cut them decoratively and also took out some granules he had been experimenting with. He turned the chilled pudding out onto a white ceramic plate and adorned it with the things he had prepared. On top of the piped cream around the edge were Clasill apples and bloom-cut grapes. He drizzled caramel, which he could now make with sugar, and sprinkled the aforementioned granules over it. The Little One, who had been watching Zack’s brilliant handiwork, stared in amazement at the granules.

"Alazán....?"

"That's right. You remembered?"

The granules were sugar Alazán. He had often talked with her about confectionery decorations like these and finely ground powdered sugar. With only a colorful and sweet description, Zack had gone through much trial and error to create many prototypes. Only when he was thinking about sweets did the phantom of the Little One not appear. As a result, when he completed something, he would be haunted by the illusion of a joyful Little One, leaving him tormented by a terrible sense of emptiness. But those empty days were over.

That gut-wrenching nausea, that spineless exhaustion. He could finally say goodbye to all of it.

"Alright, it’s done."

On the table was a magnificent dessert. The vividly orange pudding was surrounded by fresh cream, the white of the cream accentuating the red of the apple and the purple of the grape. The amber color of the diagonally drizzled caramel was also beautiful, and beside it were several bite-sized pieces of pound cake, the caramel drizzled over them soaking in moistly. Then, Chihiro suddenly noticed something odd about the cake. She popped a leftover piece used for decoration into her mouth, and her eyes widened.

"This is... a financier?"

It had a finer texture than pound cake and the rich aroma of browned butter. As expected, Zack’s cheeks relaxed into a broad grin, and he nodded.

"Impressive. I knew you’d be able to tell."

Unbelievable. The Little One looked up at Zack, taken aback. She had only told him these stories once or twice. And she had only explained the general details. From that alone, he had gone through repeated trial and error to create this sweet. It was a creation that could only be attributed to a heaven-sent talent. The Little One of the past had met a unique, one-of-a-kind budding pastry chef. This was truly divine providence.

But the Little One did not know. It was his extraordinary obsession with her that had made his talent bloom. *What would the Little One do? What would she think?* It was the phantom of the long-lost little girl that had instilled in Zack an obsession with confectionery bordering on madness. As a result, he had developed an exceptional talent. It was likely the only stroke of fortune left for Zack after he had crawled through the depths of despair.

The Little One tapped her feet impatiently, excitedly taking her seat at the table. Her beaming smile was precious. *Ah, this is why I kept making sweets.*

Chihaya followed Chihiro’s lead and took a seat. Zack placed the pumpkin puddings in front of the two of them and smiled blissfully. The twins’ eyes widened at the incredible taste. Watching the two of them munch away, Zack made a decision. A faint, dark, and bewitching light flickered in his thinly curved eyes.

Some days later, Zack appeared in the royal palace kitchen. He had originally received an offer to be scouted as the palace’s exclusive pâtissier. But Zack, who had no interest in a palace without the Little One, had flatly refused. He had even realized that Fatima was not the Little One. Romel and Dorfen had been unable to hide their shock when Zack had declared she was a completely different person. That same Zack now accepted the palace’s invitation with a condition. He handed over the castle town shop to the apprentices from the orphanage who had worked with him all this time and headed to the palace without a second thought. His face was clear and bright, as if a weight had been lifted.

And the condition he set was this.

"I want to live at the count’s residence. I want my primary role to be the count’s family pâtissier."

In other words, making desserts for the royal palace was just a side job. Drago, who had always considered Zack something of an apprentice, readily accepted his request, and vibrant sweets began to appear in the royal palace.

Numerous sweets quickly captivated the ladies. Zack instantly demonstrated his skill and became an indispensable part of the royal palace kitchen. A handsome young chef. He received heated gazes and invitations from the ladies who had fallen for his sweets, but Zack turned on them all with a blatant disgust, as if spitting on them. His cold attitude became an issue, but everyone murmured that temperamental artisans were just like that. A pastry chef with a gaze as sharp as an ice sculpture. Around the time Zack earned this well-founded reputation, he could be found in the count’s garden, receiving fruit from the twins.

"Ah, this looks good. What should I make?"

"Compote!"

"No, I want pie!"

Chihiro raised her right hand and shouted for compote, while Chihaya argued against her. Nodding, Zack took the apples and said he would make both.

"There are so many things we can make with sugar! So many things I want to make!"

Zack gazed at the bouncing Little One as if she were dazzling and broke into a broad smile.

"Yes, let’s make them. I’ll make every single sweet you want to eat, miss."

A magical garden where even an ice sculpture could melt. Zack, flashing a bewitching smile that would make the young ladies infatuated with him writhe with jealousy if they saw it, began his second life with the Little One. *I will never lose her again.* In the past, the Little One had disappeared without Zack’s knowledge. This time, he would never leave her side. He would follow her even to the depths of hell.

A fragment of madness flickered in his eyes. Unaware of that dark light, the Little One rejoiced in her fulfilling life of sweets. Surrounded by sweet treats in the count’s garden where slightly bewitching glances swam. Today, the Little One is doing great♪



		
			Chapter 17

			The Royal Palace, the Honeybees, and Little One, Part One

			"Congratulations on your Baptism."

When the twins arrived at the knighthood training grounds as usual, the members were for some reason lined up in two rows to greet them. The twins blinked and exchanged a glance. Harold appeared before them and received a sword from the knights standing by his side.

"This is a celebratory gift from the knighthood."

What was presented to them were slender swords. They were rapiers, the same size as the wooden swords the twins currently used. They had the weight and texture of real blades. The scabbards and hilts were simple, but the guards were decorated with the knighthood’s crest.

"This is the mark of a member of the knighthood. You have been with us for several years now, and we have made a special exception to recognize you as apprentices."

*Seriously?*

The twins stared up at Harold, dumbfounded. Around them, the lined-up knights drew their swords and raised them in unison.

"Welcome to the Frontier Royal Knighthood. We welcome you."

The knights stood in formation.

Following their lead, the Little One drew her rapier and held it before her eyes. Chihaya hastily did the same.

"Through any adversity, we shall be together for eternity. The path is behind us. We shall point the way forward."

It was an old phrase and custom. It was a custom Chihiro had only read about in documents, but she was confident it was correct. She responded with a sincere gaze. The knights, however, were taken aback. Their eyes widened, unable to hide their admiration. They never expected to receive the proper salute in return. *Truly, who are you people?*

Harold broke into a broad grin at the twins, who performed the old custom.

"Well then, you will be learning in earnest now. How shall we proceed?" Harold asked the two.

Chihiro thought about it. Normally, once you became a knight apprentice, you would first learn various weapons on a rotation and then choose a specialty. Then you would be assigned to knights of that specialty to learn martial arts and techniques. However, the twins had already completed that process, and moreover, they didn't have any skills that stood out. It wasn't that they had none, they were just decent at everything. Two faces wrinkled in thought.

Harold chuckled, guessing what they were thinking, and mentioned something more crucial.

"You both have the academy starting next spring, don’t you? You won’t be able to be stationed with the knighthood like regular apprentices. You won’t have the same freedom as before. That’s what I’m talking about."

The Little One’s head snapped up. *So you really did forget.*

The knights couldn't help but smile wryly. Chihiro frantically tapped her head, taking that into account as well. *So, from now on I have the pilgrimage, and school, and knight training, and classroom studies? And I also have to discuss trade and tax rates with Romel and the others. And calculate the profits from honey sales.* *Huh? That’s weird, I’m still a kid, right? Why is my schedule so packed? This is impossible. God, please give me forty-eight hours in a day!*

Seeing the Little One flustered with a pitiful look on her face, Harold let out a small laugh.

"Shall you participate only on holidays while the academy is in session?"

"No, that’s not good enough!"

Skills are honed through daily training. If you skip a day, it takes three days to get it back. The Little One groaned, and this time, another knight spoke up.

"In that case, how about participating in the early morning training? It would be on a daily rotation by department, though."

The knighthood has early morning training in addition to regular training. Once a week for each department, like swords or bows. Since it would be a rotation through all the weapons, it might be just right for the twins who hadn’t decided on a fixed weapon. Four to seven in the morning. This shouldn’t overlap with their academy classes.

"That sounds great!"

"Huh, four o’clock?"

Chihiro’s face lit up, while Chihaya’s brow furrowed slightly. The contrasting expressions of the two made the adults chuckle. Chihaya’s reaction was probably normal. It was early in the morning, before the sun had fully risen. It was painful even for adults, so it must be even tougher for a child. The one joyfully delighted was the strange one.

"The knighthood training is settled. Now I just have to coordinate the rest."

*It’s decided?* Ignoring Chihaya’s pale face, the Little One’s thoughts moved on to other matters. The members of the knighthood looked at Chihaya with sincere pity.

"Romel! Can we arrange it so I can get all my work done at once on the holidays?"

Romel’s eyes widened for a moment at the little girl who suddenly burst into his office, but he understood her words and then smiled softly.

"I’ve already done so. You have the academy too, after all."

*Oh, as expected.*

Romel smiled gently, but his eyes were not smiling. *I’ve arranged it that way, so you’d better come, okay?* His desperate feeling was conveyed without words, and the Little One couldn’t help but smile wryly, showing her gums. *The palace is still short-staffed, I see.* A quick glance around revealed that the surrounding subordinates were also staring at Chihiro with pleading eyes. *I... I feel so awkward.* "Well then," she said, quietly closing the door and gently pressing her hands together in a prayer.

"Alright, what’s next....."

Chihiro rolled onto the edge of the palace garden and opened the memo in her map. She also took out a fountain pen from her bag and started writing things down one by one.

"Hmm, knighthood is in the morning..... Romel’s place is on holidays. During the pilgrimage, there’s nothing to do other than travel, so I can just have Dorfen train me, right? What else..... I want to practice for the pilgrimage before school starts."

She scribbled a drawing of a carriage, the people who would be riding in it, and the necessary supplies. She added various other things as well. Pochiko-san, who had been there before she lay down to write, began to buzz her wings ominously.

"Hm? What’s wrong, Pochiko-san?"

"Seize her!"

Just as the Little One raised her head, a loud voice shouted, and men suddenly appeared all around her.

"Weh?"

Several of the men couldn't hide their bewilderment before the little girl who looked up at them with a blank expression. They looked like palace attendants. Young men in well-tailored uniforms with gentle demeanors. *What’s going on?* the Little One wondered, tilting her head. At her utterly innocent gesture, one of the men couldn’t help but cry out.

"Lord Vifel! Did this child really steal it?"

The man called Vifel nodded emphatically at the attendant who cried out with a pitiful expression.

"Of course. This honeybee is a servant of Lady Fatima. I don’t know how she’s controlling it, but we will question her on that as well."

The man muttered with a stern face. The Little One recognized that nervous-looking face.

"Dacken? It’s you, right? What are you doing?"

Suddenly, the man called Vifel’s eyes widened.

"How do you know that name?"

*Ah, I might have messed up.* The little girl quietly lowered her gaze.

"Dacken is my brother. He foolishly fell from grace and is now confined to his room at our family home. How do you, a commoner, know of him?"

*A commoner? Well, he's not wrong.* The Little One stared intently at the man before her. *Ah, right, about ten years have passed. He couldn't possibly have the same face as back then.* The man called Vifel looked a lot like the Dacken of that time. But his face didn’t show the passage of ten years. *His younger brother. I see.*

Being stared at with an upward glance, Vifel cleared his throat lightly.

"The honeybee you have with you belongs to Lady Fatima, does it not? I don’t know how you tamed it, but you will return it."

Vifel had a condescending tone. He wasn't entirely wrong, but… hmm.

"Can you tell the honeybees apart?"

When the Little One asked, Vifel’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. The surrounding attendants also exchanged confused glances.

"What do you mean, tell them apart? There are hardly any monsters that are so tame as to be attached to a person."

*Aha, so he's the type who doesn't know about the time when monsters flew all over the palace.* The man before her was slightly younger than the Dacken of that time. Which probably meant he had only been at the palace for a few years. The Little One stood up straight and shouted loudly towards the sky.

"C’mon, everyone!"

As her voice was swallowed by the sky, a loud buzzing of many wings roared, and honeybees swarmed in from all directions. One, two, the swarm of honeybees grew in number, reaching several dozen.

"Which one of these belongs to Lady Fatima?"

Many honeybees swarmed around the men, whose faces were pale as they stood frozen. Knowing that these were disaster-class monsters, they were speechless, paralyzed with fear. The Little One raised the corners of her mouth and smiled innocently.

"Let me know when you figure out which one it is, okay?"

With those parting words, Chihiro grabbed onto Pochiko-san and soared into the sky. The other honeybees followed the Little One, flying off as the dumbfounded men watched.

"Unbelievable......"

They were the younger generation. They didn’t know of the time when the Little One ran rampant. They had some knowledge, but it was rare for those who had not yet been baptized, were still in school, or had not made their social debut to enter the palace. It was only natural that they didn’t know. Many thought the events of ten years ago, which they had only heard about secondhand, were tall tales. The children of the commoners in the castle town, who were closer to the Little One than the nobles, knew the truth.

But what had just happened was no tall tale. They stood there for a while, unable to move, their faces still turned up towards the sky in stunned silence.

"So I stole a honeybee, huh? I wonder what the story is in the palace. I’ll have to ask Romel about that too."

As she dangled from Pochiko-san, swinging back and forth, the Little One thought about Vifel. His nervous face was just like his brother's. He looked like Dacken, but he was a man with very serious eyes. *Maybe there's a misunderstanding. Come to think of it, Romel did mention something about a dispute over monster ownership.* The matter might not be over yet. The Little One swung her legs back and forth, tapping them together. To go where the wind blows, where her heart desires. Today, too, the Little One follows her own path♪



		
			Chapter 18

			The Royal Palace, the Honeybees, and Little One, Part Two

			"Vifel, you say."

Here in Romel’s office, in the private space at the back, the Little One nodded as she sipped her tea.

"He seems to think I stole a monster or something. What’s going on?"

Romel touched his lips for a moment and glanced at Chihiro.

"He’s both right and wrong… I suppose."

The Little One blinked her eyes rapidly. Romel began to explain what had happened since Chihiro’s memory returned. Apparently, Pochiko-san had stayed by Fatima’s side until she received her Baptism. Not all the time, but she would occasionally visit, as if on a whim. However, since Fatima had been granted a room in the royal palace instead of the rear palace, the bee hadn't shown up at all. Instead, rumors reached Fatima’s circle that it was following Drago’s children and flying through the sky. She was deeply saddened and cried for a while. The honeybee had only ever shown up occasionally, but it was a monster that had been by her side since she could remember. The palace had no idea why it had stopped visiting. Romel explained that this had likely led to Vifel and the others’ reckless actions.

"Well, for Pochiko-san, she was probably just watching over the child who used to be Chihiro. But from their perspective, a monster that was fond of them suddenly disappeared. It’s a misunderstanding, a difference in perception."

Vifel had been appointed as Fatima’s aide for seven years. He had apparently been serving Fatima for several years before Pochiko-san disappeared and had watched her grieve. After graduating from the academy, he immediately became Fatima’s aide, and there must have been something smoldering in his young heart. He had apparently pleaded with His Majesty the King, but when it came to the Drago family, everyone was hesitant and wouldn’t listen. Vifel, who had been gritting his teeth for a long time, had his anger explode when he saw the Little One at the baptismal ceremony.

"So that’s how it is..... I see."

"They don’t know that you’re Pochiko-san’s real master, and we can’t tell them. There’s nothing we can do."

The previous matter of monster ownership was apparently not an issue, as the king’s decree was still in effect. However, they believed that the honeybee that had originally visited Fatima had been stolen by Chihiro.

"Then, the solution is simple."

The Little One grinned. Romel, who seemed to have guessed her intention, gave a faint smile.

"That commoner has requested an audience?"

Vifel roughly tore open the envelope he was handed and read the letter inside. It stated that the sender wished to have an audience with Lady Fatima, bringing the honeybees with her.

"What a brazen thief. What is she planning?"

Though suspicious, Vifel pictured the princess who sometimes strolled through the garden, searching for the honeybee. *She’s searching so desperately..... If only for a glimpse.*

With an extremely displeased expression, Vifel wrote a reply. He informed Fatima, who was delighted and said she wanted to see them as soon as tomorrow, so he scheduled the audience for the following afternoon. After receiving the reply, the Little One set off for the royal palace with about five honeybees in tow. As the Little One was always wandering around the royal palace, the gatekeepers gave her a free pass. She stepped inside as usual. There, Vifel, who had apparently come out to meet her, stood dumbfounded with an attendant.

"Why?"

"Yes?"

The Little One tilted her head, not understanding the question. Vifel looked back and forth between the Little One and the gatekeeper several times. Just then, one of Romel’s aides happened to pass by.

"Ah, perfect timing. Countess Georges, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you regarding the settlement with Flowers....."

He held a stack of documents and rustled through them, searching for the one he needed.

"Wait, wait, I have an audience with Lady Fatima right now. I’ll stop by Romel’s place later."

"Oh? Ah, is that so. Well then, I’ll be waiting."

Vifel watched the civil official hurry away with an expression of disbelief, his face stiffening. *Calling His Highness the Prince Regent by his name? Consulting on a settlement with Flowers? The gatekeepers let this child pass without question. What is going on? What in the world? I don’t understand.* Vifel, who knew nothing, saw the little girl before him as a terrifying monster. *Something is going on. Something I don’t understand.* Vifel, who had underestimated her as just a commoner who had struck it rich, gave a subtle glance to his attendants and guided the Little One to Fatima’s room.

"So you are Countess Georges? I am Fatima La Ansbach. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"I am Chihiro La Georges. The pleasure is mine."

"Chihiro?"

"It’s a Kilfan word, so the pronunciation is difficult. Please feel free to call me Chihiro or Hiro, whichever is easier."

"I understand. Then I shall call you Hiro."

As she nodded, Fatima’s eyes were glued to the honeybees surrounding the Little One. Honey-pale blond hair and milk-tea colored eyes. Her slender limbs were well-proportioned, and she was a lovely girl who already showed a glimpse of the beauty she inherited from her mother. *She’s grown so much. She used to be me, but it’s still deeply moving.*

With a thought like that of a relative’s aunt in her mind, Chihiro had the honeybees she brought line up in front of Fatima.

"I was told to return the honeybee, but I don’t know which one it is. I’ve brought some of a similar size. Is Lady Fatima’s honeybee among them?"

Fatima was flustered. All the honeybees looked the same. As Fatima’s eyes darted about, Vifel pointed to one of the honeybees.

"It’s obviously this honeybee. The one that always came was this one."

Vifel pointed to Pochiko-san. The Little One’s eyes widened in surprise as she stared intently at Vifel. Vifel looked down at the Little One with a displeased expression.

"What is it?"

"No..... Then, Lady Fatima, will this honeybee do?"

In Chihiro’s smiling view, Fatima was hugging a different honeybee. The princess’s eyes were wide with joy, and even Vifel showed a faint smile.

"No, I’ll take this one. The old honeybee never let me touch it, but this one let me hold it. It’s amazing, I’m so happy!"

"Is that so. Then please take good care of it."

With a gentle smile, the Little One curtsied and met the gaze of the honeybee in Fatima’s arms. *I’m counting on you.* As if to say, ‘Understood,’ the honeybee’s compound eyes glittered.

"Well then, if you’ll excuse me."

As the Little One, having finished her business, curtsied and tried to leave, Fatima invited her to stay for tea. But when she mentioned she had an appointment with His Highness the Prince Regent, Fatima readily backed down.

"You’re quite friendly with monsters. I’m glad. There were quite a few who looked down on my honeybee. Please come and visit again."

Fatima smiled softly. It was a gentle smile, much like Habilus’s. *I’m glad she seems happy. She doesn’t seem to remember me.* It was a memory from when she was two years old. It must have faded and disappeared over the course of ten years. That was for the best.

"Then, I will take my leave."

The Little One exited through the door. For some reason, Vifel followed her. He stared at Chihiro with an resentful gaze, but still offered words of appreciation.

"I don’t know the circumstances, but it seems you didn’t steal it after all. Thank you for your trouble. Lady Fatima was also very pleased."

At that, the Little One voiced a question.

"Lord Vifel, you can tell the honeybees apart."

Vifel raised an eyebrow in curiosity.

"Of course. Horses also have different faces. They may look similar, but there are differences."

*No, that’s not something everyone can do.* *This person, despite his nervous appearance, must be an animal lover.* Though his face was similar, he was completely different from Dacken on the inside. Most importantly, that smile from before. He truly seemed to care for Fatima.

The Little One grinned. Vifel cleared his throat lightly and asked her to visit Lady Fatima with the honeybees again.

"Lady Fatima has some complicated circumstances. She is avoided by the other princesses. And by the nobles of her own age as well. You have the title of Countess, so I shall act as a go-between for you."

Vifel’s eyes held a hint of sadness. *Hmm? I heard the family was on good terms, but is something different?* A voice called out from behind the two as they stood talking in the corridor.

"Oh, Vifel. Is Fatima here? I received some delicious sweets."

There stood a stunningly beautiful woman with rich golden hair tied up neatly, and a boy with a similar face. In contrast to the bowing Vifel, the Little One gasped. *Consort Habilus.....? And Theodore? He’s gotten so big.* Fatima had also grown into a lovely girl, but he was quite the handsome boy. He seemed a bit more delicate than others his age, but that was likely from Habilus’s blood. Her fleeting, gentle image seemed to have been passed down to her children.

"Lady Fatima is here. She is overjoyed that the honeybee has returned."

"Oh, the honeybee?"

"Pochiko-san?"

Three different faces. Only Theodore showed a complex surprise. He then turned his gaze to the Little One with her honeybees.

"And you are?"

"Oh, Chihiro. It’s been a while."

Theodore asked, while Consort Habilus smiled.

Vifel’s eyes widened in surprise.

"Your Majesty Consort Habilus, you know the Countess? She has only just received her Baptism and should have only recently started coming to the palace."

At Vifel’s words, Habilus tilted her head gracefully and placed a hand on her cheek.

"Of course I know her. We are old acquaintances. She is the child who brought Fatima back to me on the silver bed. Her eye color is different from then, though."

*What is she talking about?* Vifel and Theodore furrowed their brows, not understanding. Only the Little One stood frozen, her face pale.

*She remembers? No way, this is bad!* At that time, Chihiro had fused with Fatima and transformed into a girl with black hair and golden eyes. That appearance was exactly like the Little One’s now. Consort Habilus’s eyes curved into a gentle smile as she stroked Chihiro’s head.

"You delivered Fatima to me. I’ve wanted to thank you for so long."

Habilus beamed, while Vifel and Theodore directed suspicious gazes at her. Inwardly, the Little One was sweating bullets, but she smiled gracefully.

"You are too kind. However, I have been summoned by His Highness the Prince Regent. If you will excuse me."

Habilus nodded with a disappointed expression at the little girl who performed a perfect curtsy.

"Well then, let’s meet again soon."

With that, Habilus entered Fatima’s room with Theodore. For a moment as he entered the room, Theodore gave the Little One a strange look, but Chihiro, who had her head bowed, did not notice.

"Who in the world are you?"

"A young daughter of the Georges family. I am keeping His Highness the Prince Regent waiting. So, if you’ll excuse me."

The Little One beat a hasty retreat. Aware of Vifel’s piercing gaze on her back, she made a beeline for Romel’s office at full speed. *This is bad, bad, bad, bad! Romel!* Unconsciously weaving in some parkour, the Little One raced through the corridors and up the stairs at top speed. Romel caught the Little One as she burst in crying, a massive chill running down his spine. It seemed that peace was not to be found on the Little One’s path. One trouble after another. But still, the Little One is doing great♪



		
			Chapter 19

			Interlude: Consort Habilus and the Twins

			"Mother, who is Chihiro?" Theodore asked while having tea in Fatima’s room. On the table were fragrant black tea and sweets bearing the Little One’s mark. Even the honey served with it, though expensive now, was not prohibitively so. This too was because Melitta was on good terms with Count Georges. Just ten years ago, sweet confections did not exist, and honey, a sweetener, was a rare treat. The food was also blandly seasoned, with only salt and pepper or a dash of lemon or vinegar. Now, many sauces and spices had spread, adding color to the dining table. The seasoning called fermented food from Kilfan was like a magical ingredient. A single drop dramatically changed the flavor.

Associated with all of this was the name Chihiro.

"That black-haired child brought Fatima to the palace. Fatima, who was crying on a silver bed."

"A silver bed?"

"A large net. It was very wide and glittered beautifully. I lived there with Fatima, you see."

"I see...."

Theodore gave his cheerful mother a dry smile and looked at Fatima. Fatima, as if she didn't understand, shook her head slightly. *I thought so.*

Still, something was strange. His mother should have known Chihiro. That she was Fatima before her age regression. Though she now called herself Fatima, she had previously been a daughter of the Georges family known as the Little One. Theodore didn't know the details. He had only been told that Fatima, who had been with him since infancy, was his twin sister and had been temporarily under the care of the Georges family. During that time, she was called Chihiro and ran all over the royal palace.

Fatima now had no memory of that time, and he, along with his father and mother, had carefully protected her, as her speech was halting and uncertain. The honeybee that occasionally visited was called Pochiko-san, and knowing that Chihiro had cherished it, Theodore had hoped that perhaps her old memories might return, but no such miracle occurred. Nevertheless, Fatima was still his precious sister. He had patiently worked with her, teaching her step by step, helping her grow and watching over her. Perhaps because of his efforts, Fatima learned things at a remarkable pace, and by the time of her Baptism, she was on par with her age and had blossomed into a splendid princess. Of course, this created a rift with the other princesses, but that couldn't be helped.

As he sipped his tea, Theodore looked fondly at Fatima playing with the honeybee.

"Lady Hiro brought many honeybees with her. It was wonderful."

"Speaking of which..... is that honeybee Pochiko-san?"

It was Vifel who answered Theodore's casual question.

"No. That honeybee would only come near, but it never allowed Lady Fatima to touch it. This honeybee is very friendly with Lady Fatima."

As he said this, the corners of Vifel's mouth lifted slightly. In Theodore's view was the honeybee, looking quite pleased to be held by Fatima. It looked proud to be petted by Fatima, and seemed happy. *Indeed. It does seem different from the previous one.*

"Is Hiro the name of the Countess Georges?"

"Yes. Chihiro is... no, it was a name with a difficult pronunciation. She said we could call her by an easier name."

*Chihiro..... Drago's daughter.* Though her appearance was different, her name and the fact that she was accompanied by monsters were just like the previous Little One. As he listlessly reached for a sweet, Theodore's ear caught Vifel's murmur.

"By the way, she seems to be on good terms with His Highness the Prince Regent. She called him by name without an honorific. Furthermore, she appears to be consulted on matters of internal affairs."

Theodore’s fingers, which had been reaching for a sweet, froze.

Though Theodore hadn't understood at the time, according to the rumors he had heard, the Little One had, during the transition period nearly ten years ago, rebuilt the lost Kilfan in the northern wilderness of Frontier and, grieving for the land where the golden magic was disappearing, had lent her strength to many reforms in agriculture and animal husbandry. Theodore had caught snippets of these anecdotes, and moreover, nobles who still held gratitude and respect for her had visited Fatima.

Among the nine princesses, the one who garnered the most envy was Fatima. Since she had no memory of her achievements, she seemed to feel conflicted about it, but thanks to that, Fatima’s marriage was already decided. Crown Prince Marcello de Flowers of Flowers. A prodigy who became crown prince over his older brother. He was renowned for his excellent political sense and military prowess, and had been the first to lead reinforcements to aid Frontier in the past battle at the Castrato border.

Though there was a slight age difference, it wasn't a problem. They were scheduled to be married as soon as Fatima graduated from the academy. He held sincere respect for Fatima and had made passionate overtures to her father and Fatima herself while studying abroad in Frontier to learn magic, securing their engagement. At the time, the Crown Prince was fifteen, and Fatima was seven. The engagement was finalized after being pressured by the Crown Prince’s words that he would remain single and wait until Fatima graduated from the academy at sixteen.

Fatima, who was placed on a higher pedestal than the other princesses due to achievements she didn't remember. Since it was decided that she would become the queen of a neighboring country, she was resented and disliked by the other princesses out of envy and jealousy, and the nobles treated the princess who was scheduled to marry into another country like a delicate matter.

As a result, Fatima was isolated both at the palace and at the academy. *Three more years until she graduates from the academy. I hope this honeybee can be a comfort to her.* With that thought, Theodore pictured the Countess Georges in his mind. A little girl who was on good terms with his uncle and involved in the country's governance. *Isn't she just like Fatima before she lost her memory? And she's not even the new Golden King.* Picturing the lustrous black hair of the little girl named Chihiro in his mind, Theodore shook off the thought. Then, as if sensing it, Consort Habilus put a hand to her cheek and murmured.

"But her eye color was different, you know? The Chihiro I know had black hair and golden eyes. I wonder if eye color can change."

*Golden eyes?* Come to think of it, Fatima’s eyes also changed from golden to amber. No, they were originally amber, but at some point they had become golden, and her eye color changed at the same time she lost her memory. *Wait a minute, does that mean?*

Theodore's face stiffened in shock, and he cautiously turned his gaze to Fatima's honeybee. As if sensing something, the honeybee stuck its head under Fatima’s arm and began to feign sleep. *You're not subtle at all, are you?* While Theodore glared at it with fixed eyes, Fatima was ecstatic watching the sleeping honeybee. "So cute!" her sister squealed innocently. Vifel watched Fatima, who was giggling with her mother, with a fond smile.

In that peaceful room, only Theodore was tormented by a knowing gaze.

"Let’s play dumb."

"Huh?"

"Consort Habilus is a person who lives in a dream world. Let’s just pretend to go along with her fantasy stories and make it ambiguous."

*Romel, don’t just toss this to me.*

The Little One’s large eyes wavered, her mouth in a pout. At her clearly protesting figure, Romel’s eyes began to flutter.

"No, you see, ah..... I’m sorry! I just don’t have time for that right now! Honestly, I can handle Consort Habilus’s stories, I’m used to it, it’s fine, leave it to me!"

*Don't just blurt that out. You're an adult, aren't you?* With a heavy sigh, the Little One reluctantly nodded.

"So, what happened?"

"According to the spirits' report, my older brother has taken an interest in you. Or rather, he probably figured it out."

"Whaaaat??"

Apparently, the book of records of the Golden King at Dorfen’s family home was originally a copy of a book from the royal family, passed down through generations of kings. That’s why Romel didn’t know about it.

"The iridescent spirit is apparently exclusive to the Golden King..... I guess we have no choice but to talk."

"Ah......."

*Come to think of it, my mother from my previous-previous life used to say that.* ‘Good things travel alone, but bad things come with friends.’ *It's so true.* One trouble after another, barely getting through one, then another. This is Little One quality. Thrown into the midst of trouble without knowing, the Little One has gotten used to it again these days. "I was just born under this star," she muttered, her shoulders slumping as Pochiko-san comforted her. Through twists and turns, today too, the Little One seeks her own path♪



		
			Chapter 20

			The Golden King and Little One, Part One

			"How did it come to this?"

It was a phrase she had muttered countless times in the past. The Little One felt dizzy at the sight before her.

"That’s why I said I was against taking Chihiro to the royal palace! That’s it, I’m hiding the two of them in Kilfan!"

"There’s no way we can do that! Calm down a little!"

"Well, maybe that’s fine. You know, like sending them to stay with relatives. It happens all the time, right?"

"Please don’t give up, Your Highness the Prince Regent!"

Now, who said what? The answer, from the top: Katsumi, Adonis, Romel, Dorfen.

A new royal family had been established in Kilfan. The head of the regent family had temporarily taken the throne to protect the country, and for some reason, they wanted to pay a courtesy visit to the Count Georges family, so Katsumi had come as an envoy. Then, upon learning that the Little One’s identity was on the verge of being exposed to the Frontier royal family, he had instantly boiled over, and the situation had devolved into a scene of carnage.

"There’s no way it wouldn’t be exposed! Everyone in Kilfan already knew!"

Katsumi’s words were almost a scream. That’s right. When the Drago family visited for the summer festival. The people of Kilfan were captivated by one of the children, a little girl. Because, from any angle, she was unmistakably the Little One. Her cheerful smile, the monsters that followed her, the way she ran around freely. Her unique, free-spirited nature was impossible to mistake. *It’s the Little One.* The benefactor who had saved them from their predicament and taken the lead in establishing a new country. Even if her appearance had changed, they could never forget. It was a vague feeling, but everyone had apparently seen through her. But they had no proof. They didn’t know her circumstances, and it was possible she was hiding it. Therefore, the people of Kilfan had deliberately kept silent.

Hearing this, the Little One’s eyes widened.

".....No way, dondoko don."

At the feebly muttered phrase, Katsumi couldn't help but burst out laughing.

"You... that’s a foul... buhah!"

Katsumi seemed to have found it hilarious and doubled over, his shoulders shaking. The Little One glared at him with narrowed eyes. *Well, okay, that was my fault. I didn't mean to make a joke, it just slipped out.*

It was unclear to what extent the royal palace knew. Whether they simply thought a new candidate for the Golden King had been born, or if they had connected her to the Little One of her previous life, even Romel couldn't say. But in the past, only the Golden King themselves and their direct successors had been blessed with an iridescent spirit. That's what was written in the old documents Dorfen had brought.

"Hmm, that’s right. It’s written here."

"I’ve heard that my great-grandfather was allowed to copy these documents as a reward for his military achievements in the great war of his time. I believe it is accurate."

Dorfen’s great-grandfather would have been about three hundred years ago. The average lifespan in Frontier, which was filled with golden magic, was one hundred and fifty years. Calculating backwards, it might have been four hundred years ago.

"She’s sure to be taken in! Chihiro, pack your bags! We’re fleeing to Kilfan immediately!"

The Little One beckoned to the tragic-faced Katsumi with her finger, and when he approached, she gave his head a light bonk.

"Calm down. If I wanted to, I could escape on my own. Besides, what are you going to do, drag Kilfan into this? Don’t underestimate Frontier."

Kilfan was a newly established nation. It was no match for Frontier, which had reigned over the world for a long time. The Little One’s fist spoke bluntly to the flustered Katsumi, telling him to face reality.

"Well, we have no choice but to play dumb. It’s a bit of a stretch to call someone with this appearance a Golden King, don’t you think?"

The Little One roughly combed her fingers through her back hair and grinned slyly. Pitch-black hair and jade-green eyes. Not a single trace of the Golden King.

"I hope it goes well."

Romel shrugged his shoulders in agreement. The others also nodded with convinced expressions, thinking, *Now that you mention it.....*

"There are exceptions to everything. We’ll push through with the story that I just happened to have all the attributes and was blessed with an iridescent spirit."

The Little One puffed out her chest. The others, smiling wryly, weren’t so optimistic, but they still agreed with Chihiro’s words. At that time, none of them knew that the royal family had a trump card up their sleeve.

"Welcome. It has been a while, Countess."

"To be granted the honor of beholding your noble visage, I am overcome with joy, Your Majesty the King."

Her speech was as splendid as ever. This time, as it concerned a secret of the royal family, everyone except the two families had been dismissed, and the meeting was held in a secluded room. On Drago’s side were the Count, his child, and Romel. On the royal family’s side were their Majesties and the Crown Prince.

After dismissing the maid who had prepared the tea, His Majesty the King got straight to the point.

"I hear you have been blessed with a dun-colored spirit. Might I see it?"

At the expected words, Chihiro summoned a palm-sized lizard. When she twirled her finger, a dun-colored lizard appeared there. The royal family’s eyes widened.

"I have seen Romel’s as well. It truly is iridescent."

Their Majesties let out sighs of admiration at the seven colors that appeared depending on the light. Wilfe simply stared at the spirit, his eyes wide as saucers. With a sigh, His Majesty the King looked Chihiro straight in the eye.

"Are you aware that this is a spirit granted only to the Golden King?"

At that, the Little One put a hand to her cheek as if troubled.

"I have heard as much from His Highness the Prince Regent. But it is impossible. My parents have no connection to the royal family of Frontier."

"But the proof is right before our eyes."

"I was blessed with all the attributes at my Baptism. Perhaps it is because of that."

"There is no such precedent in the past."

"Just because there is no precedent in the past does not mean it cannot happen in the future, does it?"

The little girl smiled brightly. *Is this a child who has only just received her Baptism this year?* With a certain conviction, the king spread an old document on the table. It was almost the same as the one Dorfen had brought. There were no biases or discrepancies in the content.

"In here, you see. It is written. For over five thousand years, there has been no such exception."

The king’s eyes, as he stared at Chihiro, narrowed with insight. For the usually carefree king, his dark gaze was rare, and the Little One felt a faint sense of urgency. *Something is wrong. What am I missing?* The king’s eyes had doubted the Little One’s words from the start. She shouldn’t have said anything to arouse suspicion. While feigning a confused expression, the Little One’s mind raced at high speed. Then she realized it. Wasn’t it the other way around? It wasn’t that Chihiro had been suspected, but that the king’s side had some kind of conviction.

After repeating their irreconcilable claims, the king took out a single book.

"This is the original. The one on the table is a copy. It is normally kept deep in the treasury."

*I see, so these are copies.* Chihiro took the original from the king and opened it without a second thought. The content was almost the same. The original had slightly more archaic phrasing, but the content was no different from the copy. The Little One flipped through the pages, her eyes scanning them. Romel suddenly realized.

"Wait, Chihiro!"

At the same time, His Majesty the King also spoke.

"How is it? Compared to the copy."

"Well, the phrasing feels a bit old, but the content is almost the same."

At Chihiro’s words, the faces of those around her froze. Romel’s eyes were wide with despair. *Huh? What?*

"I see, it’s not different. So you can read it, that book."

The king’s murmur was tinged with sarcasm. With that one word, the Little One instantly realized she had been tricked. The original kept by the royal family. This was the record of the Golden King, written by the first Golden King himself, and since the words were written with golden magic, it was a book that only the Golden King could read. Chihiro had read it without any trouble. In other words, she had admitted to being the Golden King herself. To others, it looked like a blank book, and while they were tilting their heads wondering what they were talking about, Romel, sensing from the Little One’s gestures that she was reading something, had hastily tried to stop her. This was the king’s trump card. In the past, there had been scoundrels who tried to deceive the royal family by pretending to be the Golden King, and this was the method used to identify them. The secret of this original was passed down orally to successive kings. No one else knew this secret.

"You possess golden magic, do you not?"

"With this hair and these eyes, such a thing could not possibly be."

It was a farce. She had already been checkmated. But there was some credibility to Chihiro’s words. All past Golden Kings had been blond-haired and golden-eyed. A black-haired Golden King was also unprecedented. It was a suspicion that was as close to black as gray could be. To calm herself down, Chihiro reached for the tea that had been set out for her. But someone grabbed her hand. Surprised, Chihiro looked up and saw Wilfe’s astonished face. His eyes were wide open, his golden pupils trembling.

"You... are you Chihiro?"

At the unexpected words, the Little One’s heart leaped.

"Crown Prince, could you please release your hand from Chihiro? It is unacceptable to touch a young lady with a fiancé."

As he said this, Romel gently placed his hand on Wilfe’s arm. Romel’s own heart felt like it was about to explode, but his age gave him an advantage. He skillfully hid his feelings and gave a faint smile. Ignoring him, Wilfe roughly pulled the glove off Chihiro’s left hand.

The Little One, when dressed up, always wore gloves. It was a lady’s etiquette, so no one paid it any mind. She also wore gloves when she started attending the knighthood. This too was part of the knighthood’s uniform, so no one paid it any mind. But those gloves were also to hide her golden thumb. Now, it was exposed to the light of day. Seeing the little girl’s golden nail, the royal family was at a loss for words.

It was unclear why Wilfe had realized the Little One’s identity. Romel looked up at the ceiling, all was lost. With her arm still in Wilfe’s grasp, the Little One let out a small sigh. The people were speechless, as if they had swallowed lead. As expected, peace was far from the Little One’s life. …A moment of silence.



		
			Chapter 21

			# The Golden King and the Little One

			"I found it hard to believe even after hearing it from Father. Are you truly Chihiro?"

Wilfe gripped the Little One’s small hand, his face contorting.

From the king? What on earth had he said?

Romel, too, seemed unable to grasp the meaning and was looking at Wilfe with suspicion. The king glanced at them all, then produced another book.

"This is the diary of Sapphard-sama, the first Golden King. It is written here that he was a reincarnated person."

"A reincarnated person?"

Drago and the others wore expressions of confusion.

While they understood that Chihiro was a visitor from a world called Earth who had been born in Arcadia, they did not understand that this was called reincarnation, a cycle in which souls transmigrate.

Only Romel and Chihiro, who understood, widened their eyes and exchanged a look, wondering that such a document had been preserved.

According to the king, Sapphard, the first Golden King, had written many documents for the sake of his descendants. Most notable among them were the records of the Golden King and Sapphard’s personal diary. Only these two were written with golden magic, crafted so that only another Golden King could read them. The content was likely too sensitive to be made public.

The diary recorded that Sapphard was a reincarnated person, that he retained the memories of his past life by the grace of the gods, and that he founded Frontier and traveled the world with the Queen.

"This is a royal secret, revealed only to the successive kings of our line. Reincarnation. I came to believe that you are one such person."

If that was the case, whose reincarnation was she?

That was what he could not figure out.

The king agonized over it. However, the answer lay in the period of turmoil about ten years ago. It was something Romel had said when they discussed that complicated and bizarre problem time and again.

‘She said the royal palace killed Fatima. Her tone was as if she were speaking of a stranger. I suppose it can’t be helped. She likely wanted to say that Princess Fatima died at that time. That she is now Drago’s daughter.’

Those words, which he had heard from a grief-stricken Romel, had made him nod and feel a sense of dismay, thinking it must be so.

But what if it was not some kind of metaphor, but the literal truth?

What if Chihiro was not Fatima at all, but a completely different person?

The king felt as if the thick, tangled fog before his eyes had suddenly cleared.

Was it not because that someone had disappeared that Fatima’s memories were lost? The Golden King was that person, not Fatima. That was why, at the same moment that person vanished, Fatima ceased to be the Golden King.

If he thought of it that way, all the pieces of the puzzle fit.

If so, the person inside the young girl before him now was…

The King of Frontier was familiar with the concept of reincarnation. After all, the first Golden King who founded Frontier was one such person himself.

That was how he had arrived at his answer.

Wilfe, as the next king, had heard this story from his father. He was told that the young girl at the center of the recent trouble might be the reincarnation of the Little One from ten years ago, Chihiro. The rumors of the dun-colored spirit had turned the king’s suspicion into certainty.

Hearing it, Wilfe had thought it was an absurd tale. Impossible.

But what if it was true?

He remembered his shock when Fatima had forgotten him.

They had not been particularly close. Still, Wilfe remembered the warmth of his family, who would gather whenever there was an occasion. His parents, who were usually too busy to see each other, and his siblings, who rarely emerged from the rear palace, would all gather as if by prior arrangement only when Chihiro was present. They would leisurely drink tea and smile over trivial topics. The Little One had forged that warm bond.

After she was gone, the former coldness had spread through the royal palace once more.

A palpable atmosphere where one’s mother’s family was treated as kin, and all others were excluded.

It had only returned to how it was before, yet after experiencing that warm time together, the chill in the air felt many times colder.

Wilfe pictured the state of the royal palace over the last few years, and he shivered involuntarily, gritting his teeth.

The negative effects of losing the Little One remained even here.

"You, you’ve returned… Ah, enough of this. We need no pretenses. Welcome home, Chihiro. Let’s live together again."

At Wilfe’s feverish words, Drago and the others’ eyes went wide with shock.

"What are you saying! Chihiro is my daughter!"

"But inside, she is the Chihiro from the past, is she not? Look at this finger. Does she not possess the mark of a king? Is it not natural for her to live in the royal palace as the Golden King?"

"Now hold on, that’s too much of a stretch, isn’t it? Have you lost your mind?"

"Then she need only become a member of the royal family. I believe she was a candidate to be Prince Theodore’s fiancée. If need be, I would not mind marrying her myself."

"Ah… about that? It’s been called off. Chihiro’s fiancé in this life is Romel."

"What? Huh? Uncle’s fiancée? What is the meaning of this, Uncle! You, you have a taste for little girls?"

"I’d rather not hear that from you! You were just spouting nonsense about marrying Chihiro yourself! What do you intend to do about your fiancée, the duke’s daughter!"

The men shouted at one another in a clamorous uproar.

Pure chaos.

As even Romel joined the fray, only Sakura watched them with an unsettled gaze.

"That’s enough out of all of you. What does it matter if Chihiro was the Golden King in her past life? It’s all the same, isn’t it? She is Drago’s daughter."

That was right. The previous Little One had also been Drago’s daughter.

The men, suddenly brought back to their senses, looked down with abashed expressions.

"I don’t know what you’ve misunderstood, but the Golden King is one who possesses golden magic, correct? Not a member of the royal family, right?"

As Sakura pierced the king with a sharp gaze, Wilfe hurriedly held up a hand to stop her.

"No, that’s not right! The Golden King is one connected to the royal family of Frontier, the same as royalty!"

"Be quiet now. Was the first Golden King royalty from the start? He was the founding king, not royalty, correct? Everything has a beginning, and when it continues unbroken, people fall under the silliest delusions. No matter how venerable a family line may be, if you trace it back, the first generation was always a newcomer who rose through the ranks."

Having stated her point bluntly, Sakura fixed her gaze on the king once more.

"If you intend to take away the child I have so carefully raised, I trust you are prepared for the appropriate retaliation? If you intend to brandish your authority as the King of Frontier, then I will have no choice but to draw my own family’s treasured sword. Have you forgotten? I may not look it, but I am a former princess of Kilfan, and I hold immense influence over the current Kilfan."

Her eyes narrowed, and a meaningful arc formed on Sakura’s thin lips.

While its military might was inferior to Frontier’s, Kilfan’s national power and technology far surpassed it. In fact, it was Kilfan’s technology that had supported Frontier during its period of turmoil a few years ago. The reason Frontier could still live in peace without significant damage was entirely due to the generous support from Kilfan.

Power was not just about military strength.

If Kilfan were to withdraw its support now, Frontier would face a disastrous situation in every field.

Sakura glanced at the royal family members, who were holding their breath, and her expression softened into a smile.

"But well, given the circumstances? If you are in trouble, I suppose we can lend a hand. However, I will not allow you to interfere in Chihiro’s life. Or Chihaya’s. If you make such a blunder, our family will simply go elsewhere."

Their title of nobility was in name only, without land or subjects. They could not be more mobile. The king, sensing that these were no empty words, was visibly flustered.

"I only wished to confirm. I have no other intentions. I would be content if you continue to live as you have been."

"Father?"

The queen stopped Wilfe, who was lashing out with unconcealed indignation, with her fan. The discussion proceeded, leaving the grumbling crown prince aside, and in the end, the Little One’s secret was to be kept hidden among those present.

The Little One explained her connection to the gods and the flow of events, including those of her past life. The king and the others turned pale, understanding that the world had been on the brink of destruction without their knowledge.

But that was all in the past now.

Thanks to all of it, Chihiro had been able to be reborn as Drago’s child. In a way, she was grateful.

"But, Chihiro. Even if it was a past life, I was your father. I could do nothing fatherly for you. In this life, please let me do at least a little."

"That’s a misunderstanding, too, you know? Your Majesty’s daughter was Fatima. I was merely a lodger in her body. You cherished her, didn’t you? Thank you for that."

It was a gentle rejection.

The king’s heart ached with a small throb.

Ah, that smile. How nostalgic. The innocent laugh of a child. It was not just Wilfe, but how much despair and disappointment must have swept through the palace when that smile was lost. Her mere presence warmed and soothed others. Such a rare person was one of a kind.

But she had returned.

He had desperately wanted to welcome her back into the royal family, but the people around her were even more formidable than before. Above all, Frontier itself was stable thanks to its connection with the previous Golden King. He could not destroy that, and those around him would not let him.

Fortunately, the Little One herself was fond of Frontier. If nothing happened, she would surely remain here.

He must not wish for too much. Was not the result of wishing for too much what had happened last time?

The king had learned a little. If he just left her be, the Little One would stay right where she was.

The young girl in question beamed at the enlightened king. That knowing smile reminded His Majesty that this child was a creature who was always thinking. When she wore that expression, she usually brought turmoil with her.

The king braced himself, and the Little One spoke words that did not betray his expectations.

"Now that we’ve laid everything bare, I guess there’s no need to be secretive anymore. You see, I have to go on another pilgrimage. The Creator God-sama asked me to. So, your cooperation would be much appreciated!"

She flashed a grin and dropped the bombshell.

While the king’s eyes darted back and forth in a state of "huh? what?", the Little One was perfectly pleased.

Well now, you never know how things will turn out for the best. The saying that every cloud has a silver lining was certainly true.

The first time she heard that proverb, the Little One had thought it just described some stubborn old man, but now she felt she finally understood its meaning.

With this, traveling to other countries with the cooperation of the royal family would go smoothly.

The Little One gave a thumbs-up.

The gods, who seemed to say they would make a path if there was none, flashed through her mind, and a bead of cold sweat trickling down the Little One’s face was just a charming detail.

Overcoming the wall that stood in her way and picking up the bonus of the royal family’s cooperation, the Little One forges ahead cheerfully today as well.

There are no enemies in her path.



		
			Chapter 22

			# The Adventurers' Guild and the Little One

			"Alright, all set!"

Chihiro, dressed in her usual red overalls and green poncho, slung her bag over her shoulder. Then, she abruptly made to leap out the window with Pochiko-san.

But Dorfen caught her by the leg.

"I’ve told you to stop doing that, haven’t I?"

Dorfen was supposed to be waiting in the drawing room, but he was quick on his feet. The Little One clicked her tongue, and with no other choice, she let Dorfen lead her out the front door.

"And please refrain from clicking your tongue. It is unseemly for a young lady."

Lately, Dorfen’s nagging had become quite bothersome.

He had started to frown slightly at her appearance, and when she asked him what was wrong, he would evade the question. He was not like this before. The recent Dorfen was like a fussy lady-in-waiting from the royal palace, and the Little One was growing a bit weary of it.

"Wait, Hiiro. I’m going too."

"You too, Nii-ni?"

"Yeah."

Chihaya took Chihiro’s hand and smiled brightly.

As the twins toddled along, Dorfen let out a small sigh.

After the recent commotion, his perspective on his surroundings had changed. He had been guarding the Little One in a carefree manner until now, but upon observing his surroundings anew, he realized just how many eyes were fixed on the young girl. Come to think of it, it had been the same at the knight order’s training grounds.

And then there was that statement from Katsumi.

‘In Kilfan, everyone knew.’

He had been careless.

Dorfen clenched his jaw.

The same could very well happen in Frontier. There was no telling when someone might notice. So, in an attempt to reduce any conspicuous behavior and to have her wear clothes that would not make her circlet stand out, he, with his fundamentally aristocratic mindset, had been making a variety of futile efforts. Dorfen, a man of action, could not predict that his efforts would be in vain.

"So this is the place."

Leaving the aristocratic district, the two arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild. The building was sturdy and old-fashioned for its location in the middle of the city, and the Little One could not hide her excitement.

The classic otherworld experience, part three!

Adventurer registration.

Dorfen opened the double doors, and the three of them stepped inside. The interior was more modern than expected. In the bright room, there were several counters straight ahead. Signs for job postings, quest reception, currency exchange, and buybacks hung from the ceiling. To the left, several round tables were arranged, with another counter at the back. This seemed to be a dining area, likely serving simple food and drinks. The entire right wall was covered with something like a corkboard, where request memos were pinned up in dense clusters.

It was the very picture of an adventurers’ guild.

"Wow…"

The central area was an open atrium, providing a clear view up to the second and third floors. An adventurer-like man passing by glanced at the children staring up blankly and spoke to them.

"Huh? Here for a tour?"

The man was burly and had a menacing look in his eyes, but it was clear he was trying his best to smile. Perhaps he liked children. His miserably failed attempt at a pleasant smile made the corners of his mouth curl up cruelly, like a bandit’s. It was enough to make a child cry.

The Little One couldn’t help but burst out laughing. She shook her head, giggling.

"Nope. We came to register as adventurers."

At those words, a stir went through the adventurers who were nearby.

"What? You haven’t even had your baptism yet, have you? Uh, well, even if you have…"

The burly man’s eyes widened, and he stared at the knight who seemed to be their guard.

Well-tailored clothes and a knight for a guard. The children’s movements were also refined. They did not seem like ordinary children at all.

Ignoring the man, the twins toddled forward, popped their heads up at the reception counter, and beamed at the lady sitting inside.

"We’d like to register as adventurers, please!"

"Eh? Ah, um…"

The lady glanced back and forth between the twins and Dorfen, her eyes darting about in clear surprise.

"Please register the two of them."

…So they were serious.

As the onlookers held their breath, the lady hurriedly took out some documents.

"Alright, please write your names, ages, and any skills you have here."

The Little One took the documents and checked the contents. The skills section listed usable techniques like swordsmanship, as well as detailed crafts like plastering and metalworking. Magic was also categorized by element.

"Should I just circle my skills?"

The lady’s heart warmed at the large eyes looking up at her innocently, and she nodded with a gentle smile. The twins placed the documents on a stool and began to write, click-clack. They looked just like they were drawing a picture, and even the surrounding adventurers couldn’t help but smile.

"Here you go!"

The children handed the completed documents to the lady and rested their chins on the counter, their faces full of excitement. The lady felt a sense of peace, but when she checked the documents, her eyes instantly froze over. She cautiously looked up at Dorfen and tilted her head slightly. Dorfen, understanding her unspoken question, gave a firm nod.

"Swordsmanship, archery, spearmanship, staff techniques, martial arts… And you have every elemental affinity on top of that. That’s impossible!"

A personal information leak…

The Little One’s eyes narrowed at the lady’s outcry.

The lady gasped and quickly covered her mouth with both hands, but it was too late. Among the stunned adventurers, the man who had spoken to them first strode over.

"What? You’ve got to be kidding. That’s way too much of an exaggeration. I can see you’re nobles from your appearance, but a clean sweep of all weapon skills and every elemental affinity?"

With unconcealed indignation, the man looked down at the twins.

"The two of them are knight apprentices. They have already studied martial arts for several years. Watch your tongue."

Moving only his eyeballs, Dorfen glared at the man.

A bottomless killing intent radiated from him.

The burly man was so flustered he nearly stumbled backward. This adventurer had surely been through his share of dangerous situations, but a warrior was a professional who made a living by killing people. It was a different world from fighting wild beasts or monsters. A unique, dark gaze, devoid of human compunction or morality. The deep killing intent gained by a proper human who has crossed that line easily stained the surroundings with a gloomy aura. Ensnared by an indescribable chill, the adventurer found it difficult to even breathe.

Just as the man, panting and with tears in his eyes, fell to his knees, a deep, powerful voice came from above.

"That’s enough!"

With that single shout, the dark atmosphere that had enveloped the area dissipated. Dorfen and the twins, who had reflexively looked up, saw a large silhouette. It was a huge, bald man. With a soft smile that didn’t suit his build, he descended the stairs.

"Knight-sama, please don’t be so rough. Your killing intent reached all the way upstairs, you know. You gave me quite a fright."

A muscular, bald man speaking in an effeminate tone? The appearance of such an incongruous person seemed to drain the venom from Dorfen as well, and he stood there dumbfounded. The large man glanced at him, then noticed the children at his feet, who were gaping.

"Oh my, what adorable little customers. Are you here with a request?"

He’s huge. Isn’t he bigger than Father?

The twins stared up in amazement.

Ignoring them, the receptionist hurriedly handed the twins’ documents to the large man.

"Guild Master, look at this."

"…Hmm."

The man, called the Guild Master, glanced at the papers and then looked at the twins.

"You seem to be quite skilled. Can you use magic?"

Here was her chance!

It had been two months since their baptism. The two of them demonstrated the magic that had even impressed their tutor. Fire in one hand, water in the other. When combined in a certain ratio…

Bashu! It exploded with a loud noise.

"An explosion from fire and water? Could it be?"

The Guild Master’s eyes widened.

A steam explosion. It was a method unknown in this world. The guild fell as silent as if water had been poured over it at the sight of this completely unknown magic. Only the Guild Master looked at the two of them with an expression of understanding. His gaze was full of amusement, shining with a mischievous glint.

Well now. They did remain perfectly calm amidst that knight-sama’s killing intent, after all.

The twins had been unfazed by Dorfen’s murderous aura that had frozen the guild, acting as if it were nothing. That alone was enough to tell him they were no ordinary children. And on top of that, their impressive magic. There was surely no falsehood in their listed skills.

"My, you seem to be very capable children. Welcome to the Adventurers’ Guild. We welcome our new adventurers!"

He gave a sharp wink, and hearts seemed to fly from it. The Little One instinctively leaned back to dodge them. Dorfen and Chihaya, who couldn't dodge in time, stood there with dazed expressions, hearts stuck to them.

Ugh, this guy is intense. In many ways.

With a physique rivaling Drago’s, a bald head, and an effeminate way of speaking, even Chihiro did not know where to start processing it all.

The Little One grimaced.

They were told they needed a drop of blood for adventurer registration, so the twins pricked their fingers with something like a thumbtack. When Chihaya pressed the small bead of blood that formed against a palm-sized needle crystal, light swirled within the crystal. With a kokon sound, two small, round, shining stones fell out. They were strange stones that shone with a jet-black luster. As the twins gazed at them with curiosity, the Guild Master pinned one to the document with his nail and the other to a triangular adventurer’s tag.

"These shining stones react to your life force. If you die, the color will vanish from both linked stones, confirming your death."

Ooh. A mysterious otherworld item.

Chihaya took his adventurer’s tag, and Chihiro pressed her finger to the crystal in the same way.

The stone that fell out with a kokon sound was honey-colored.

Blood drained from their faces. Chihiro and Dorfen grabbed the shining stone so no one else could see it.

Are you serious!

She slowly looked up and saw that the Guild Master in front of her had lost all color in his face. It was no wonder.

"Ah… keep this top secret."

Dorfen muttered in a low, piercing voice, as if threatening him. The Guild Master let out a long, exaggerated sigh and raised both hands.

"Okay, I didn’t see a thing."

"Much appreciated."

Chihaya’s shining stone was black. So, it must be the color of their eyes.

Damn you, gods… Don’t be so lazy!

After discreetly setting the shining stone in place, the three of them left the Adventurers’ Guild with innocent expressions. Despite the unexpected incident, the Little One’s long-awaited adventurer registration was complete, and she couldn't stop the grin from spreading across her face.

"I want to take a request tomorrow!"

"Me too! I want to do some gathering or monster subjugation!"

"Now, now, let’s start with an errand or something…"

The three of them chattered cheerfully.

Unaware of the Guild Master’s ominous gaze watching them go, the Little One’s life as an adventurer was about to begin.
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			"…How nostalgic."

The Guild Master stared at the honey-colored shining stone pinned to the document, his eyes narrowing slightly.

The numerous reforms that had occurred when he was young.

The young princess who was said to have been involved in all of them.

Though she was known as a princess now, back then she was called a baron’s daughter. The Little One who had introduced so many cultural elements to the royal capital and taken the world by storm. Sweets and embroidery had spread mainly among the common people, and their popularity had yet to wane. In fact, they were seeing new developments and were on the verge of becoming a major industry for Frontier.

Recalling those days, the Guild Master closed his eyes, filled with deep emotion.

The donation box on the guild counter. It was placed there for the poor orphans. There was little the people of the city could do. About all they could manage was to set up such donation boxes and deliver the goodwill that was collected.

And yet, the Little One had rescued the orphanage, which had been shunned by the church and was suffering from poverty, given them handicrafts to generate income, and rebuilt it. Her skill had been magnificent. She had cut ties with the church with satisfying decisiveness, secured the orphanage’s freedom, and had even been so thorough as to hide honeybees as guards. The Guild Master, who was still a mid-level adventurer at the time, had been amazed at how masterfully she had handled it.

As he watched the Little One fly away in a sack, he had looked up at her with eyes full of admiration, wanting to be like her.

He had worked tirelessly, become a full-fledged adventurer, and it had been several years since he was recognized and became the Guild Master. No matter how many years passed, the feelings of those days had not faded.

"Chihiro La Georges, is it."

The name of the young girl written on the document. The Guild Master knew it was the same as the baron’s daughter, and that the family name was that of the Little One in question. In fact, many adventurers in the guild knew.

There was no shortage of heroic tales about the Little One, from visiting the Seaside Forest and bringing the Kilfan Empire under her wing, to kicking out the poisonous insects from another country that had infested the depths of the royal palace.

Grand stories that bards still sing of today.

Not a few had been inspired by the Little One of that time to become knights or adventurers.

I want to help someone. I want to save the weak.

Many young people had knocked on the doors of the Adventurers’ Guild with such aspirations in their hearts. Surely, their eyes had seen the same figure. Though her hair and eye color were different, and her age did not match, that was undoubtedly the Little One.

That cheerful smile and free-spirited atmosphere. It was impossible to mistake it.

"I wonder what kind of miracle happened. Well, it is the Little One, after all."

Remembering the striking events of the afternoon, the Guild Master sipped his drink and chuckled to himself. He had been processing the twins’ registration with some doubt, but seeing the honey-colored shining stone the young girl produced had confirmed it. She could change her outward appearance, but she could not change the color of her soul. She was surely the reincarnation of the lost Little One.

"Was it called reincarnation? To think I’d see it in person. It pays to help people, doesn’t it? What was that saying? Kindness is not for the sake of others, was it?"

Adventurers with free time had often gone to help with the founding of Kilfan. The Guild Master, needless to say, had been one of them. Kilfan had its own unique culture and beliefs, and it was believed that when people died, they were purified and reborn anew. This was called reincarnation. They said that if you did good deeds in your past life and accumulated virtue, you were promised happiness in the next. This was apparently the origin of sayings like "kindness is not for the sake of others" and "what goes around, comes around." Good deeds come back as good things, and bad deeds come back as bad things.

At the time, he had listened with a simple "I see," but he never imagined it would unfold before his very eyes.

"Welcome back, Little One."

The Guild Master raised his glass, the ice clinking inside. His blissful murmur tumbled through the silent guild, unheard by anyone.

"Alright, time to get to work!"

Having finished breakfast, the Little One energetically raised her right hand. For the past few weeks, they had been participating in the knight order’s early morning training. Their daily routine was now set, and the twins, who were early to bed and early to rise, would wake up even before the chickens behind the mansion and would be nodding off by the time the sun set.

A very regular, diurnal lifestyle.

Just as they had gotten used to it, the twins registered as adventurers. They would not overdo it. One step at a time. Faced with the Little One’s remarkably steady actions, those around them could not say no, and while not exactly pleased, they saw them off with resigned, wry smiles.

Watching the twins’ backs as they headed towards the castle town, Drago murmured anxiously.

"Will they be alright? Just the two of them."

"Don’t you worry. Dorfen is guarding them from just out of sight. Besides, don’t children learn by falling down? Our kids know perfectly well how to get back up."

Drago hugged his beautiful, smiling wife and gave her a light kiss on the cheek. Her small body fit perfectly in his arms. Before their marriage, Drago had heard about Sakura’s past. She had told him everything, without hiding a single detail. He had been rendered speechless by her harrowing life. He respected her from the bottom of his heart for overcoming so many difficulties with those slender arms and winning her freedom on her own. Even with the help of the Golden King, to raise a rebellion against her own country and succeed must have taken an extraordinary amount of resolve. His daughter, the Chihiro of the past, had also faced a series of hardships in Frontier. Why must such weak women and children face one trial after another?

As a man, as a father, Drago, who had been powerless to help, bit his lip in frustration.

That was precisely why he wanted to cherish her, spoil her, and make her happier than anyone else.

"What is it?"

As Drago held her without a word, Sakura patted his back. He felt bliss in those slender fingers and soaked in the indescribable comfort.

He wanted to make her happy, but she was always the one making him happy.

"…I’m so happy. Yes, I am a fortunate man."

"Oh, you. …Of course you are. People are born to seize happiness. Even if it means snatching it from the gods."

She was likely referring to Chihiro.

For Drago, Sakura was also one such person, but it seemed the one in question only had eyes for her children. In that case, Drago would have to make her happy to make up for it.

Until the twins were out of sight, Drago held Sakura and nuzzled her cheek.

A toast to the happy papa bear.

"Which one should we choose?"

"How about gathering? Look, this one is for a forest flower."

The request slip Chihaya pointed to described the collection of a forest flower that bloomed only in winter. This flower apparently bloomed in a cave deep in the forest and disliked sunlight and high temperatures. It was a flower they had learned about in their studies before their baptism. Because it was poisonous. Poison, when diluted, could become medicine, but they had been taught by their teacher that it was a dangerous plant. The client was the Pharmacology Guild, one of several guilds in the castle town.

"This one will do. If there are any other forest requests, let’s take them while we’re at it."

They peeled off about three more request slips, for things like a winter-only mushroom and an insect, and the twins handed them to the receptionist at the counter.

"To the forest? There are wild beasts and monsters in the forest, you know."

"It’s okay, we’re used to it."

"Yep."

The children grinned broadly.

Used to it?

With a complicated expression, the receptionist processed the quest acceptance.

"The deadline is three days. If you fail, there will be a penalty fee of half the reward. Be careful."

Well, they looked like nobles, so that probably would not be an issue. The two of them, having accepted the quests, left the guild and started running towards the forest, unaware that the Guild Master was watching them from a third-floor window.

"Found a mushroom!"

"Over here too."

The pure white mushrooms stood out vividly even among the withered grass. They wrapped the specified five mushrooms in paper and, while heading for the cave deep in the forest, the twins collected the items for their quests.

The insects were also hanging around on dead branches, and the quests were proceeding smoothly.

"A green bagworm… what a strange color."

The bagworm, said to be used for dye, was a completely different shade of green from the ones on Earth. A single one could dye a whole roll of cloth, and it was a popular handicraft in winter. There were also insects that produced red dye and yellow dye. Here, most dyes were extracted from insects.

I see. On Earth, there were things like cochineal, where insects were used for dye. I guess that’s the mainstream method here.

The fact that much of the forest was under the control of beasts was likely a major factor. Since gathering plants was difficult, they prioritized things that were more reliable. There were fewer beasts in the winter forest. From spring to autumn, when grasses and flowers bloomed, there were many beasts. That was why only things that could be gathered in winter were available, and a culture utilizing grasses and flowers had not developed.

Even the flowers are just variations of the same family. If I put some effort into that area, it could be a good business opportunity.

Breeding new varieties requires a lot of seeds and seedlings. Having adventurers collect them, then increasing, improving, and producing them would consume money and time like water. Most people would run out of funds at that initial stage. There was likely no one eccentric enough to go to such lengths to develop flowers and dyes.

The Little One grinned, having found the beginnings of a new enterprise.

She never missed an opportunity to raise funds.

Money made most things possible. It was true what they said, even in hell, money talks.

A slightly exasperated Chihaya followed behind the gleeful Chihiro as she headed towards the cave. When his sister made that face, she was plotting something. Having been with her since birth, Chihaya had become able to read the Little One’s thoughts to some extent.

And he would also give up.

Once this sister of his got an idea, there was no stopping her.

Looking up at the sky, Chihaya narrowed his eyes.

Still, I am her big brother. I have to protect my cute little sister.

Chihiro could hold her own against adults. But she was still a child. She was Chihaya’s little sister. Even if there were many things he didn’t understand, he had to make sure his cute sister wasn’t used by adults. That she wasn't deceived by strange people. He had to become stronger and smarter to protect her.

Even as a child, Chihaya had felt that his sister was not ordinary, but his resolve was unwavering.

Chihaya, who had grown up watching the deeply affectionate Drago, was a child who loved his family dearly. Gazing at his sister walking ahead, Chihaya clenched his fists.

I will protect you, no matter what.

While learning about the various things surrounding Chihiro, Chihaya grew stronger. It was all for the single-minded purpose of protecting his sister.

An unsettling atmosphere always swirled around his sister, and even the young Chihaya could sense it.

Oblivious to the small vow her brother made to the heavens, the Little One continued on her own path as always.
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			"How did it come to this!"

A raging boar and two fleeing twins.

After finding some tracks near their target cave, the Little One had followed them out of curiosity and found a boar deep in the left side of the cave. The quest flower was right beside the crouching boar. As the two were wondering what to do, the boar suddenly began to eat the flower.

"Ah."

The flower was supposed to be poisonous. Reacting to the small, involuntary sound, the boar glared at the twins, its guard up. Its eyes shone with a ferocious red light.

This is bad.

No sooner had the thought crossed their minds than the two of them bolted. The boar, letting out a roar, charged after them in a straight line, and a cave chase began.

A snarling sound closed in from behind. Sharp tusks grazed their sides as they dodged. Because they were dodging by a hair’s breadth in the narrow space, their ponchos were being sliced with fine cuts.

Uh oh, Mom’s going to strike me with lightning for this.

Thinking such useless thoughts, the Little One lightly pushed off the grazing tusk and leaped into the air. With a series of backflips, she killed its momentum. Her soft touch on the tusk had been so natural that even the boar didn’t know what had happened and stopped in its tracks. Putting on such a display, Chihiro clung to the rocky ceiling and murmured in a nonchalant tone.

"What should we do? Defeat it?"

Chihaya, who was similarly clinging to a ledge high up on the cave wall, shook his head vehemently at his sister’s words.

"Let’s run. We can’t hurt it, Hiiro."

Huh?

She looked quizzically at Chihaya’s serious face, and the two of them dashed through the cave. Fortunately, the rocky walls served as a good foothold, and the twins, leaping about, skillfully dodged the boar’s charges. But the boar’s rage only grew, and its momentum did not wane. Aiming for the moment the boar charged and turned, Chihaya nocked his shortbow and fired arrows, pasu pasu. With each arrow that struck the ground, aimed just shy of its hooves, the boar grew more cautious, and its movements slowed. Chihiro, clinging to the cave ceiling and watching the events unfold, felt the boar’s will to fight gradually fade as it glared at Chihaya with a mix of exhaustion and wariness. The boar was outmaneuvered by the twins, who darted around the cave, attacking from the ceiling and upper walls where its tusks could not reach. Panting heavily, it watched them cautiously, but its stamina seemed to have run out, and the boar returned to the back of the cave.

The twins had won by endurance.

"I guess it gave up? Good."

If they could avoid defeating it, all the better. Even if they had, carrying it would have been a pain.

But why had he not defeated it?

For the two of them now, a wild boar was not a significant opponent. But Chihaya had missed with every attack. He had been aiming for tricky spots, but it was clear his only goal was to hold it back. When she asked him about it, he glanced towards the back of the cave where the boar had disappeared and whispered.

"It had children. Three of them."

The Little One’s eyes widened.

Chihiro hadn’t noticed at all, but apparently, there had been piglets behind the crouching boar. He had seen small balls of fur huddled together in a narrow gap under the rock wall. He said they were clearly still nursing.

Ah, so that’s why it was extra aggressive.

So as not to take the mother away from her children, Chihaya had held out with only intimidating shots until the boar gave up.

That’s just like Nii-ni.

Her eyes curved into a gentle arc, and the Little One, composing herself, went to look for the quest flower. She should have realized it then.

The thrill of their first cave, their first battle with a beast, had clouded the Little One’s sharp senses.

It was winter. There was little food in the forest. The fact that a boar with piglets was holed up in a cave, eating poisonous grass. Normally, a boar would give birth in early autumn and finish raising its young by the end of autumn. This boar had started raising its young much later than usual, giving birth at the beginning of winter and now having nursing piglets in the middle of winter, an exceptional situation. Even in winter, when it should have been mostly inactive, it had to search for food for nursing and ended up in this cave eating poisonous grass. There was some food in the forest, but it couldn’t leave its newborn children behind to go outside. In the winter forest, the trees had lost their leaves, visibility was good, and if it walked around with its children, they would be targeted by other beasts. If they were grown, it would be different, but young children who needed to nurse would become easy prey. Therefore, the boar had holed up in the relatively safe cave, raising its young on the white flowers and whatever wild mushrooms and insects it could find.

However, this white flower had a cardiotonic effect. The components, contained even in its pollen, could cause severe heart palpitations just by smelling the flower’s scent. For a large boar, the effect was diminished, but not entirely absent.

The Little One had witnessed the boar regularly eating such a flower, yet she had carelessly overlooked what it implied.

The boar with its ferocious eyes, drooling and panting heavily. And the cave.

It was only after she had ventured further in that the Little One realized.

"This flower is pretty nasty, huh."

Putting on thick leather gloves and spreading open a densely woven bag, the twins carefully collected the white flowers, roots and all. They wrapped the roots in damp paper, carefully wrapped the entire thing in a large sheet of paper, and placed it in the bag. Then they tied the mouth of the bag tightly with a thin string. This way, the pollen wouldn’t leak out.

"Alright, I think we’re done."

Inside the bag were the white flower, the white mushrooms, and the green bagworms. All the quest items were accounted for. As the twins patted the bulging bag with satisfied smiles, a faint growl reached their ears. They spun around instinctively, and their eyes froze.

A group of monsters stood there.

Sharp fangs peeked from behind cruelly curled lips. Their red eyes glittered as they took aim at the twins. The monsters switched from low growls to roars and attacked all at once.

"Why?"

Wolf-like monsters, bat-like monsters. There were even some horned rats mixed in, attacking relentlessly without giving them a moment’s pause. As the twins were fully occupied with parrying the attacks, several wolves leaped high from behind another wolf. Just as one of them aimed for Chihiro’s shoulder and was about to bite down, zan, the wolf’s head was lopped off. Bluish-black blood spurted from the rolling wolf. Standing before the stunned twins was Dorfen, his blue eyes glinting ominously.

"Dorfen!"

"I was told not to interfere, but this is an anomaly. Leave this to me."

The Little One looked up at Dorfen, who stood with his sword ready, glaring at the monsters, and realized that hearing about something and seeing it were two very different things. In the knight order’s training exercises, he had handled many knights with ease, but that was because he was facing humans. The Dorfen with genuine killing intent was nothing like the one she had seen in training or at the Adventurers’ Guild. Even the twins, who were used to the knights’ killing intent from their training, trembled at the sheer malice and hatred he exuded. His aura of anger swelled, and the magic rising from his sword shimmered like a heat haze. The difference in power between him and the monsters was obvious. Dorfen sliced through the attacking beasts as easily as if they were butter.

But something was strange.

The Little One felt a sense of unease watching the battle unfold before her. Despite being shown such a clear difference in power, the monsters were not cowering. Instead, they were attacking Dorfen with even greater fury. Their eyes were red, they were drooling strings of saliva, and foam clung to the corners of their mouths. It was a bizarre atmosphere.

Wait, haven’t I seen this somewhere before?

It was then that the Little One finally remembered the boar from earlier.

Monsters’ eyes turn red when they are in a rage state. That’s what her tutor had taught her. But that boar wasn’t a monster. Yet its eyes were red, and it was drooling just like the monsters before her now.

Something was nagging at her.

Many creatures. A cave. And… poisonous grass.

Poison?

The Little One’s head snapped up, and she scanned her surroundings. A space isolated from the outside world, filled with a toxic substance that festered with numerous monsters and beasts.

Kodoku?

It was an ancient curse from her past life on Earth.

A horrifying curse where poisonous insects and snakes were packed into a single container and made to kill each other, with the survivor used as a medium for its ultimate poison. The current situation was very similar to that curse. If that was the case, this vicious slaughter would continue until only one was left. The monsters, drooling with glittering red eyes, were clearly not in their right minds.

"Dorfen, we’re running!"

"What?"

She didn’t know what was happening, but they were still sane. If they stayed, however, they might get caught up in the madness of the Kodoku. With Dorfen creating a protective barrier with water magic, the three of them ran for the cave entrance. As they passed, Chihaya glanced at a branching path in the cave. The boar and her children should be there. They too must have been unwittingly caught up in the Kodoku.

With a small pang of pain in his chest, the three of them burst out of the cave.

At a certain point, the monsters lost interest in them and returned to the dark abyss. In that darkness, a gruesome, bloody conflict was likely unfolding.

Moving away from the cave, the three of them reached the edge of the forest and stopped, exhausted.

"What on earth was that?"

Panting heavily, Dorfen looked at the Little One. Chihaya followed suit with a questioning look.

But how should she explain it? She didn’t know if they had truly been caught up in a Kodoku ritual. The situation was very similar, but she couldn’t be sure. It was a curse from another world. It couldn’t possibly be related to this place…

Her thoughts came to a halt, and Chihiro’s expression turned sullen.

Was it really unrelated?

Here too, an apple was an apple, a sword was a sword, green was green. Just by comparing words and objects, it wasn’t so different from Earth. If so, couldn’t the same be true for other things?

"Dorfen. This world is called Arcadia, right? What does it mean?"

Dorfen blinked at the out-of-the-blue question, then let out a small breath and smiled faintly.

"Utopia. I have heard it has that meaning."

"Then what about Frontier?"

"That would be New Frontier."

Ah…

It’s exactly the same as Earth!

Since when? From where?

It had to have been that way since before Frontier was founded, at least.

With a new seed of doubt planted in her heart, the three of them headed back to the city for the time being.

That was an abnormal situation. Dorfen agreed, saying he would report it to the knight order, and the twins nodded to each other, knowing they would have to report it to the Adventurers’ Guild as well. At the time, the three of them had no way of knowing that a truly malicious plot would later come to light.



		
			Chapter 25

			# The Adventurers' Guild and the Little One

			"The monsters in the forest cave are acting strangely."

The little girl declared nonchalantly while sipping tea in Romel’s office. Romel blinked in surprise, but grasping the implications, he sighed internally.

Ugh. Please stop making ominous statements that reveal the entire situation in two lines.

An unwitting, weary smile spread across his face, and Romel asked the Little One for the details.

"The monsters inside the cave were in a frenzy. Even a wild boar was acting weird."

"I see. There’s a possibility of a stampede. I will have it investigated immediately."

If it was the Lord’s forest, it was practically a dungeon. An anomaly there could be a sign of a stampede. Romel called a subordinate and handed him written instructions for the knight order. Glancing at it, Chihiro muttered wearily.

"They just appeared from the back and attacked all at once. I wonder why."

"That would be because you two possess a great deal of magic, wouldn’t it?"

"Oh…"

That was right. The reason monsters attacked humans without question was to obtain magic. They were food. The Little One clapped her hands with a look of understanding, but her ears caught Romel’s suspicious muttering that followed.

"But if they were in a state of rage, it might just be an instinct to defeat the strongest ones first."

Instinct?

As the Little One looked on with a quizzical "hmm?", Romel explained the behavior of monsters. According to him, monsters in a frenzied state, such as during a stampede, had a habit of cooperating to take down the strongest opponent.

"To the monsters, their fear of you may have stimulated their instincts, making you appear as a powerful enemy that must be defeated."

Wow. What a pain.

In the eyes of the monsters, the twins were a walking feast. And on top of that, they ganged up to attack the strong, and that was their instinct. It was all incredibly troublesome. But if that was the case, it made sense why the monsters had attacked the demon-like Dorfen without fear.

All monsters in Arcadia were mutations. They were either mutations born from ordinary wild animals or chimeras born from the mating of different monsters. Therefore, they had no specific species or individual names. As long as their sizes matched, there were all sorts of monsters, like hybrids of bats and rats. They had general classifications based on appearance, but since there was no breeding within the same species, their appearances were quite unique.

Wolf-like monsters, bat-like monsters, and so on. Their mixed appearances could only be described with "-like."

Only the monsters called Lords, who held territories, belonged to a unique species. They reproduced asexually, so while there were individual differences, there was not much variation between individuals. There were differences in size and color, but not in form or ecology. This was apparently a subject for upper-level students, and they had not learned it from their tutors before their baptism.

"Come to think of it, you’ve only studied up to the intermediate level. Since it was before your baptism, there were limits to what could be taught. Now that the baptism is safely over, I will arrange for a new tutor."

There were many things that could not be taught until after the baptism when one was granted an element, so those studies had been put on hold. Conversely, all other studies were complete. The Little One was more eager to learn than to play, and Chihaya, following her lead, had spent several years quietly at his desk. Of course, they also played like normal children, but the two, who had lived a life free from idleness, were seen as monstrous children by those around them. They had never spent a moment in pointless idleness.

At the mention of a new tutor, the Little One’s cowlick shot up with a pikon. Curiosity welled up in her eyes. The sparkle was age-appropriate, but the intent behind it was not that of a child.

Well, she was an adult woman in the world called Earth. I suppose I can’t treat her the same as a normal child.

Previously, when the Little One had explained the matter with the gods, Romel was the only one among the bewildered onlookers who had realized it.

He had remembered the sense of unease he had felt before, that she was not acting her age. So when he was alone with Chihiro, he had questioned her in detail.

What kind of world was Earth? What kind of life had she lived there? Her gender? Her age? Her education? University? What? A school you can attend even after you turn twenty? Wait, tell me more about that! And so on.

He had questioned her relentlessly, and the Little One had explained as much as she could.

Therefore, a different set of values existed between the two of them.

The little girl’s eyes shone with delight, her cowlick bobbing. Drago was a chef, and Sakura didn’t know Frontier. Naya and Sasha were also outsiders who had only been learning about noble customs for a dozen years or so. The Georges family, who were only lower nobles for a single generation, did not know the ways of middle-ranking nobility and had simply gathered whatever they were given and provided it to the twins with all their might. However, a certain commoner sensibility inevitably crept in, leading to various shortcomings. Chihiro had done her best with what she knew, but even she did not have a proper understanding of Frontier, and in her previous life, she had merely bulldozed her way through using the authority of the Golden King. It was Romel who filled in the gaps in her knowledge and common sense, the customs and etiquette she lacked.

No matter how one polished the exterior, if one did not know the meaning, the substance would be lacking. The Little One was truly grateful to Romel for correcting these incongruities. If he was the one choosing the tutor, there would be no problem.

Watching the child squeal with delight, Romel also felt a sense of bliss.

A child who was a joy to teach, who responded to every lesson.

For a teacher, there was no rarer existence. In fact, there was an endless line of tutors who wanted to teach the twins. Recently, mages had begun to appear here and there in that line. They were the ones who had seen the Little One’s spirit at the Tower of David. He had forbidden the tower’s researchers from speaking of it, but they likely couldn’t suppress their burgeoning spirit of inquiry.

There was no malice between the two of them as they schemed.

The Little One and Romel discussed what to learn first. Some things were urgently needed, while others could be put off and learned slowly.

Unbeknownst to them, a suspicious shadow was cast over this happy new development at the royal palace.

The source of it was the Pharmacology Guild.

Hearing the report from the Adventurers’ Guild, they were trembling with shock.

"Why did they go so deep? This flower grows closer to the entrance, doesn’t it?"

One man, flustered and moving his hands busily, looked up resentfully at another man.

"Apparently, there was a boar near the entrance. They went deeper to avoid it."

The man who was asked also narrowed his eyes with vexation.

"An investigation is inevitable. I don’t think they’ll figure it out, but the completion of the magic formula may be delayed."

Each of them voiced their thoughts.

They had been secretly conducting an experiment.

An experiment that had to be hidden from public view and could only be done in the limited environment of a cave. With the help of a mage, they had created a barrier deep inside the cave, filled the interior with a toxic substance, and sealed it. Monsters could not get outside the barrier. There, they would eat poisonous grass to survive, engage in cannibalism, and through natural selection, a new monster would be born. It was an experiment that could only be done in the forest of a Lord, a place where disaster-class beings existed. Even if it failed, the Lords would take care of the mess.

Though their intentions were different, it was, in fact, a Kodoku curse.

The result would be a powerful monster.

The three of them, who had planned to have the Adventurers’ Guild capture it for use as research material, were now holding their heads in their hands at this unexpected turn of events. They had never imagined that an adventurer would venture so deep into a cave in the Lord’s forest. Most would collect from a side path near the entrance. The presence of a boar wandering near that side path was outside their calculations.

"It’s an essential flower for heart stimulants. It can’t be helped that a request was posted, but we were careless."

Now that it was public, there would be an investigation, and entry would likely be prohibited for a while. If the mage’s magic formula was discovered, it would be assumed that some kind of plot was afoot, and the scope of the investigation could widen. If they got caught up in that, it would be a disaster.

Although it had been convenient for the experiment, the Lord’s forest was near the royal capital. This experiment carried the risk of, in the worst-case scenario, causing a stampede. Of course, the Lords would not let such a thing happen, but the responsibility for conducting the experiment while knowing that possibility was heavy. Depending on the circumstances, they could be charged as criminals for plotting to overthrow the state, with execution at worst, and a life sentence of forced labor at best.

Still, as researchers, they had wanted to try this experiment. They had desperately wanted to see what the results would be, what kind of monster would be born, and what achievements it would lead to.

"Acquiring this book was our undoing, I suppose."

On the table where the three sat was a single book.

In it, an ancient magic formula from the Age of the Gods was written in an ancient language. They decoded the difficult ancient language, supplemented the moth-eaten descriptions with predictions and experience, and became engrossed in their research. They wanted to test the resulting construct, but they lacked the necessary funds. The magic to perfectly seal a single cave was complex. A run-of-the-mill mage would be useless. Hiring a high-level mage would cost a fortune. Moreover, it was a dangerous experiment that could cause a stampede. There would likely be no eccentric mage willing to cooperate.

Just as they were about to give up.

An unexpectedly eccentric mage appeared. With a sponsor.

He said he wanted to cooperate with the three of them for the purpose of mastering barrier magic. He was a very famous mage. A high-ranking noble, he had offered to cover the costs of the experiment, and the three of them had jumped at the chance without a second thought.

And now, this was the result.

What should they do?

Whether there was malicious intent or not was not the issue. They had known about the dangers involved, ignored them, and conducted the experiment. That alone was like signing off on a death sentence. Furthermore, knowing this, they were now struggling to cover it up. Even if the magic formula was discovered, there was no proof that the three of them were the ones who did it. The mage might be identified from the magical traces, but fortunately, he was a high-ranking noble. He had just put up a barrier. He could make any number of excuses, like wanting to test its strength and duration. That it had merely resulted in an unforeseen situation.

As long as the existence of this ancient text was not known, there were ways to handle it. And even if it were to become known, decoding it would be impossible. It had taken even them several years to decipher it.

The three of them exchanged glances and remained silent. There was no way anyone outside would find out.

However, at that moment, they had misjudged.

They had no way of knowing that there was someone who knew of the Kodoku curse without ever having seen the ancient text.

The ever-carefree Little One.

Unknowingly, she begins to dance in the midst of the trouble. The three of them never imagined that the Little One, on a request from the Adventurers’ Guild, would go to the cave, see through the barrier, meticulously explain all the related details to the knight order and the Adventurers’ Guild, and lay out the danger of a stampede and the worst-case scenario predicted by the presence of the barrier.

They could not have imagined a future where the knight order, made aware of the gravity of the situation, would conduct a massive, grassroots investigation.

Unaware of the impending catastrophe, the three from the Pharmacology Guild hide the ancient text and feel relieved.

A toast to their dubious future.



		
			Chapter 26

			# The Pre-Pilgrimage and the Little One

			"Alright then. Let’s get going."

"Be careful, now."

"Well, I think you’ll be fine, but don’t do anything reckless."

"…Please come back as soon as you can. They can last three weeks at most. My regards before my subordinates collapse."

The Little One’s eyes narrowed at the difference in temperature between the farewells from her parents and Romel.

I’ll have to get more people for Romel’s office before school and the expeditions begin.

Romel, stared at with a blank, half-lidded gaze, couldn’t help but let his eyes wander, but the matter was serious, so he didn’t mince his words.

"I know. I know. I’ll increase the number of usable people by spring."

Then that will be fine.

What had become clear since the Little One started helping with his duties was that Romel was so overworked that, in her world of Earth, he would have been reprimanded by the labor board. His average sleep time was two to four hours. Pulling all-nighters was common, and it was in his nature not to entrust important work to others.

With a cutting, exasperated smile, the first thing the Little One did was delegate his work. She was, after all, a woman in her late twenties who had a long career as an office lady. While not a sweatshop, she had survived a period where, due to the recession of the times, they couldn’t increase staff, and each person’s workload was heavy. She was a master of sorting and prioritizing. She swiftly sorted through the stack of documents on Romel’s desk and tossed anything that didn’t require Romel’s personal attention to the people around him.

"Chihiro, no, that’s not right, I have to… aaah!"

Romel was flustered by the documents being thrown one after another, but his subordinates caught them firmly.

"It doesn’t have to be you, Romel. If you don’t let them work, people can’t grow, you know?"

The Little One had a general grasp of the abilities of Romel’s subordinates, having watched them for nearly ten years, including in her past life. They were competent. Romel would not keep incompetent people by his side. The young girl, finding the lopsided workload strange, observed and realized that Romel was extremely overprotective. He did all the work himself that might result in someone being held responsible for failure. It was likely to prevent his subordinates from being blamed, but to the Little One, a modern person, he just looked like a fool.

"What are subordinates for? Let them work. If they fail, you can think about it when it happens. What’s the point of worrying before you even start?"

A resigned, wry smile from the young girl.

Taking the documents from the Little One, who was enthusiastically distributing the work, Romel’s subordinates smiled as if genuinely relieved. They, too, had been worried about Romel’s overwork. But they hadn’t known what to do about it.

Watching his subordinates head off to work with glee, Romel felt a weight lift from his shoulders. It should have been just a feeling, but his body actually felt lighter. Humans are creatures of emotion. The mental state can affect the physical. His strength draining away, Romel stared blankly at the young girl bustling about.

This is nice.

The comfort of being able to rely on someone.

Soaking in this new sensation for the first time, Romel found a moment of peace.

In this way, Romel was liberated from his grueling work, the Little One gave him the homework of getting more than six hours of sleep on average, and his subordinates screamed at their increased workload.

However, while the work was now distributed more effectively, the amount of work had not decreased.

The Little One had repeatedly called for more personnel in Romel’s office, where there was barely time for a break, let alone a day off.

The people around them looked on curiously as the young girl stared up at Romel with a fixed gaze.

"Honestly, honestly."

The Little One huffed inside the carriage.

Dorfen watched her with an amused smile and stroked a honeybee.

"His Highness the Prince Regent is a difficult man, despite his appearance. He will not let people into his inner circle so easily."

"I can understand that, but it’s counterproductive to wear yourself out because of it."

Inside the carriage were a dozen or so honeybees. There were also about five frogs, and a snake slithered lazily between them. The Little One was lounging against a large cushion. The three of them sat around a table, conversing as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

Only one person, Chihaya, was staring around the room with wide eyes.

"What is going on here?"

His mouth agape, Chihaya voiced his question.

He was sure he had just boarded a carriage.

But what he found inside was a large, beautifully appointed room.

The spacious area was more than enough for Dorfen, Adonis, and many monsters. It was about the size of the great hall in the Drago family mansion. At the back, four beds were lined up at equal intervals, separated by thin lace curtains, and in the center of the room was a table set. There were no sofas, but a thick quilted rug was laid on the floor, and several large, soft-looking cushions were placed around.

"It’s space expansion magic for a tent. His Highness the Prince Regent modified it so it could be used in a moving carriage."

Dorfen explained, but Chihaya, who didn’t even know what a tent was, couldn’t follow. He could only stare in a daze.

"For now, we’ll head to the western forest to test out the carriage. We’ll have it run on the way there, and fly on the way back. If it goes well, our next destination is the border forest near Flowers."

The carriage was pulled by honeybees. On the roof were several frogs and a snake. At first glance, it was a chic box like a stagecoach, but inside was a stylish and well-appointed living space. The exterior of the carriage was reinforced with solid steel. And its guards were the Lords’ Kin. In a way, it was a one-man army of a carriage. In this medieval otherworld where even the railroad had not yet been invented, this carriage would likely be superior to an entire army division.

Unaware that such a formidable thing was on the move, a tranquil landscape stretched out around the carriage. Perhaps thanks to Kilfan’s support, there was more greenery than when she had headed there ten years ago. The borderlands, which had received little benefit from magic, had been transformed more dramatically than the royal capital.

In a good way.

The Little One’s lips curled into a pleased grin at the transformation.

"Chihiro is on an expedition? I was not informed."

Because I didn’t tell you.

Wilfe, who had come with an invitation to have tea with Chihiro, was incensed to hear that the Little One was not in the royal capital and confronted Romel. It was not proper for a member of the royal family to personally invite a single noble. Royalty, who must always be impartial, had to invite many nobles even for a single tea party to distribute the favor. So Wilfe had planned to invite Chihiro to the Crown Prince’s palace under the pretext of inviting Romel. There would be no problem in personally inviting Romel, the King’s chief aide and his younger brother, to a private tea party.

And yet, she was on an expedition?

"…Is it related to the Golden Ring?"

"It is. It seems the gods requested it of her. Normally, that should be the priority, but she says her daily life is also important, so she plans to do the pilgrimage in a way that doesn’t interfere with the academy and such."

It was an extremely tight schedule. Not even the royal family would have a schedule packed so tightly. Still, Romel, who knew the Little One enjoyed her life in the gaps of that schedule, was not particularly worried. Romel hadn’t realized it, but the Little One scheduled things with plenty of leeway. So she could play around in her spare time. A product of her modern way of thinking. From the Little One’s perspective, it was Romel, who packed his schedule with work without any gaps, who had the far more demanding schedule. Moreover, he packed it to the very last minute of his available time, and it was normal for him to work overtime every day. The result was excessive labor that cut into his sleep.

What an idiot!

That was likely the Little One’s honest heartfelt cry.

Slumping onto the sofa with a dejected sigh, the crown prince glanced at Romel, who let out a small sigh of his own. While he himself also relied on the Little One in some respects, Wilfe’s devotion was becoming a bit of a problem. He was always trying to find a reason to summon the Little One, and the king and queen were supporting him in it. Although he had warned his brother the king, it was certain that his brother, unable to give up, was using his son to struggle. Well, since it was after his official duties were finished, Romel wasn’t making an issue of it. In the past, he had neglected his duties to do such things, and Romel had scolded him like a demon, but that was no longer the case. He still roped in his attendants and secretly went to peek at the knight order or the count’s estate alone, and when the Little One was visiting Romel, he would scurry over with tea prepared. He still did things that made Romel’s eyebrows twitch, but well, it was within a tolerable range.

In one way or another, he was a dear nephew.

As Romel’s public and private duties clashed and sparked in his mind, Wilfe looked up at him with a complex expression, his eyes narrowing.

"She doesn’t seem to be participating in the knight order’s training recently either. Is Chihiro not too busy?"

Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.

If Katsumi had been there, he would have roared as much. He would have told him to work harder. Romel sighed deeply and looked at his dear nephew.

"She is continuing with the knight order’s training, in the early mornings. Chihiro is far more efficient than you or I. There is no need to worry."

That was right. Her days were incredibly busy. But in the intervals, she would enjoy tea, perform mysterious dances, and throw candy from the top of the walls. A piece of candy was thrown at Romel’s head as he passed by. He picked it up and looked around suspiciously.

Where on earth did that come from?

Then, a peal of laughter drifted down from above. Romel looked up and saw the Little One sitting in a window on the palace wall.

"Chihiro! What are you doing in a place like that!"

Ignoring Romel, who was clearly trembling with fear, the Little One nimbly kicked off and grabbed ledges on the wall, smoothly descending right in front of him.

…Is she a monkey?

"Relax a little. You were walking around with such a serious face."

He lifted the young girl who was hopping around and reaching her arms out to him, and he murmured with a stern expression.

"…How many times do you intend to stop my heart? You know that’s dangerous."

The Little One’s finger was popped into Romel’s mouth as he began to lecture her. The sweet candy she put in was an apricot drop with a tart flavor that was deliciously soothing.

"I couldn’t just leave someone with such a tired face alone, could I?"

She could have just waited for him to pass by in silence, but she had gone out of her way to call out to him for his sake. He patted her head, and Romel’s eyes widened in surprise.

Ah, really. I can never win against you.

A moment of bliss that visited from time to time.

This alone was enough for Romel to keep moving forward. To walk on with a smile. Wilfe watched Romel with a curious expression as he recalled the many small moments of happiness from the past and let out a faint smile.

It’s a charming detail that the crown prince would later throw a tantrum when he learned the reason.

Oblivious to the two of them, the Little One was heading straight for Joker’s forest. What’s for dinner tonight?

Watching the scenery from inside the carriage, the Little One’s train of thought, with a pleased smile on her face, never wavered.

Everyone has their own thoughts. But the Little One is cheerful today as well.



		
			Chapter 27

			The Pre-Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Two

			"Huh? Seriously?"

Visible in the distance was a large spider, easily five meters long. A creature of that size could be none other than Joker. He was lumbering along with several of his children.

The carriage slowly came to a halt, and a frog tapped pechi pechi against the window. This was their signal for when they spotted something.

The carriage pulled by honeybees had no driver, relying instead on the frogs to report anything suspicious. One of them was stuck to the window, pointing ahead, so the Little One got out of the carriage with Dorfen and the others.

She spotted Joker walking up ahead and rushed toward him in a hurry.

"Joker!"

"Well now? If it isn’t the King. It has been a while."

Blinking his eight eyes, the spider nonchalantly wrapped the Little One in thread and lifted her onto his back. Her small body was pulled up by the thread that wound shurun around her.

"Haeh?"

"Chihiro-sama?!"

Ignoring the panicked Dorfen, Joker lumbered on noshi noshi with his children.

"What’s up? We were just on our way to see you."

As the baby spiders unwound the guru guru threads, the little girl tapped pechi pechi on Joker’s head. He gave her an annoyed look and let out an exaggerated sigh.

"There’s someone collapsed near the border, apparently. The soul of their attendant or what have you got caught in my web. It was being a nuisance, begging for help, so I came to see for myself."

Oh ho.

So that’s it. His web of salvation is still active.

The Little One nodded in understanding. But as if reading her thoughts, Joker shook his head furu furu.

"The web is certainly still there, but that is a web of ruin. The souls of the ordinary dead do not get caught in it. Nowadays, the dead are properly purified by the gods’ providence. And yet, that soul fell into the web of ruin. Don’t you find that odd?"

Ah, so that’s how it is.

In other words, it was an abnormal situation. That’s why Joker himself had come all this way. She was glad they hadn’t missed each other. From behind the Little One, who felt a faint sense of relief, a tremendous killing intent erupted.

"Let Hiro gooo!"

Moving with the speed of a gale, Chihaya broke past Dorfen and lunged at Joker with his rapier. He accurately targeted the great spider’s leg, his white blade flashing. The murderous intent was real. His young eyes glinted menacingly as he slid the blade, ready to slice the leg in two with a single breath.

"Stop, Haya!"

Her eyes wide with surprise, Chihiro tried to stop him, but before she could, Mugi-ta, who was on her shoulder, put up a barrier. It easily deflected Chihaya’s rapier, and the protective membrane sent him bouncing back with a soft poyon.

"Uwah!"

Catching the repelled Chihaya as he flew back, Dorfen sighed softly. His eyes looked down at the mischievous boy in his arms with an air of resignation.

"That is the Lord of the Western Forest. He is a servant of Chihiro-sama."

"That thing?"

"Do not call me ‘that thing.’ Honestly. What a rude bunch."

"I’m sorry. I thought a monster had kidnapped Hiro."

"Who would kidnap such a troublesome child? The Western Forest would be surrounded by the Queens within half a day."

"Aha, you’re right."

The two of them chatted nonchalantly.

The Little One and Dorfen’s faces stiffened in astonishment.

"Haya, can you, by any chance, hear Joker’s voice?"

"Eh? He’s talking, right?"

No wayyyy.

Clutching her head as her brother tilted his in confusion, the Little One had a thought and removed the ear cuff from Chihaya’s ear.

"Can you still hear him?"

"Eh? Huh? I can’t hear him."

Joker was speaking right in front of them. But all Chihaya could hear was the kachi kachi sound of his fangs.

So this is the cause.

The ear cuff, a gift from the gods. Apparently, it could pick up the voices of monsters as well. She thought it was just an item for super hearing, but it seemed to have Solomon-like effects too.

Isn’t this also really bad if people find out?

Placing the new source of trouble back on Chihaya’s ear, the Little One listened to Joker’s story.

When Hayslave was destroyed, the world itself collapsed and was lost. Just as in Chihiro’s memories of her past life, the lost world would apparently trigger a big bang and become the foundation for a new one. The web of salvation was supposed to have served its purpose and disappeared, but Joker, who had taken a liking to it, had left a portion of the web for his naps. However, as Joker was dozing today, a soul suddenly fell into his web. The soul was a boy in his late teens with light brown hair and purple eyes. Though surprised by the giant spider monster, he had apparently started screaming hysterically, asking where Hyrulia-sama was.

"Hyrulia?"

"Seems to be the soul’s master. He said she collapsed somewhere around here, but…"

Even though this was the border, it was quite far on the Frontier side. The wilderness itself served as the border, so the area was extremely vast and ambiguous.

"Hmm, I’m curious. Let’s go have a look."

With Chihiro still on his head, Joker lumbered on through the wilderness. The honeybee carriage followed behind him.

They did not have to go far before they found the person they were looking for. A girl with a wealth of silvery hair, so pale it was almost white, lay powerlessly, her hair spread across the ground. Her breathing was faint, as if it could stop at any moment. Was the person collapsed over her an attendant? This one had already stopped breathing.

"This is it. Well then…"

Joker muttered softly, raised one of his forelegs high, and swung it down toward the girl. The tip was wickedly sharp. Her eyes widened with an "eh?" as Chihiro leaned forward in a panic.

Wait, hold on? She’ll die, right? She’s going to die, right?

Leaping onto Joker’s foreleg, which held clear murderous intent, the Little One grabbed on tight and cried out with an accusatory gaze.

"Hey, what are you doing!"

"What do you mean? She looks like she’s suffering, so I thought I’d put her out of her misery."

Huhhh?

As the Little One’s jaw dropped at his words, something was flying fuyo fuyo around her. The something charged at Joker and bounced off him again and again. It was a palm-sized, faint light. The tennis ball like thing moved back and forth before looking at Chihiro. It had no face or eyes, just light. Yet the Little One felt it was looking at her. After they stared at each other for a moment, the light clung to Chihiro as if pleading. Puzzled by the light’s beckoning movements, Chihiro followed where it led. The light desperately circled the fallen girl.

Does it want me to help her?

Looking down at the pair, Joker looked up at the heavens with a weary expression.

"Is it fate that we met here? What will you do, O King?"

Huh?

"What do I do? If she’s still alive, there’s only one choice. Help her, of course."

Isn’t that obvious? As Chihiro reached a hand toward the girl, she heard Joker’s low murmur in her ear.

"That’s a princess of Castrato, you know?"

But even as she heard this, Chihiro cradled the girl’s head and beckoned to Dorfen, who had gotten out of the carriage behind them. Dorfen’s attribute was water. It was an attribute specializing in defense and healing. While it could be used for attack, its true strength was protection. Entrusting the girl’s care to Dorfen, Chihiro moved only her eyes to glare at Joker from the side of her vision. Her gaze was cold and sharp.

"So what if she’s a princess of Castrato?"

Her short words were laden with thorns.

Sensing this, Joker shrugged his shoulders.

"How peculiar. To willingly pick up a seed that harbors misfortune."

"Don’t be ridiculous. Fortune and misfortune are intertwined like a rope. If it harbors misfortune, then it must harbor the opposite too, right?"

The little girl chuckled with a kufu.

The tense, sparking air that lay between them was dissipated by a carefree, drawn-out voice.

"Hirooo, help meee."

"Nii-ni? Who’s that?"

When Chihiro turned around, she saw Chihaya dragging someone she didn’t recognize on his back. Apparently, Chihaya had been huffing and puffing as he dragged a person who was twice his size. But unfortunately, this person was already dead too.

"This light, you see. It told me to follow it, so I did, and I found this person collapsed."

Huh?

Seeing her brother collapse with a weary "Haaah, I’m exhausted," Chihiro broke into a cold sweat.

You just said something I can’t ignore, didn’t you? Onii-sama?

A light floated vacantly.

If this was what Chihiro imagined it to be, then Chihaya had obtained a terrifying power. She glanced softly at Joker, and the gentleman nodded with a knowing look.

"That’s the one that fell into the silver bed."

I knew ittt!

Chihaya was communicating with the blinking light.

"You see, Hiro. This person says her name is Princess Hyrulia, and she ran away because someone was trying to kill her. And then…"

"Wait wait wait! The rest can wait until later!"

Ahhhh, they gave him a broken item, they really did! Abyss! Chaos!

Gazing resentfully at the shimmering needle quartz on Chihaya’s ear, the Little One clutched her head at the premonition of new turmoil. Oblivious, Chihaya played with the round light floating mysteriously, whether it was a ghost or a spirit. Dorfen looked back and forth between the brother, who was laughing kyakkya with delight, and the sister, whose expression was as grave as if she were digging into the abyss, with a puzzled face.

With three different expressions on their faces, they loaded the collapsed person into the carriage, and Joker and the others headed for the Western Forest.

They had no idea that in the Western Forest, a search party was running around in a state of trepidation, looking for the Lord of the Forest who had suddenly bolted. They couldn't imagine the future that awaited them, where they would be lectured to death by a Border Count with a face crumpled in tears.

Oblivious to the revived princess’s bewildered expression, the carriage and Joker headed straight for the Western Forest.



		
			Chapter 28

			The Pre-Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Three

			"Countess… Thank you so much."

In the Western Forest, where they had come to see Joker off, a man stood with his shoulders trembling, backed by a line of soldiers. The tips of his magnificent Kaiser mustache were also shaking furu furu, drawing the Little One’s eyes.

This might be the first time I’ve seen one in this country.

She didn’t know what they were called here, but it was an interesting style of mustache, famous from things like the designs on playing cards.

"My name is Samuel La Roullelia. I have been granted the territory of the former Border Count and am scheduled to become the new Border Count in due time."

He was, for all intents and purposes, the current Border Count, but since he had no children yet, there was a possibility of adopting an heir, so his peerage was on hold, he explained. The man, who had a simple and warm air about him, bowed his head deeply.

"I am Chihiro la Jourdain. This is my brother, Chihaya la Jourdain. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Roullelia watched the two children greet him politely, his eyes curving into arcs. For their age, around the time of their baptism, their etiquette was excellent. They must have been loved by those around them and properly educated. They were not timid, and their straightforward, honest upbringing was very endearing. His cheeks rose in a smile as he shifted his gaze to Joker.

"Lord, we are so glad to have you back safely."

His voice exuded with sincere relief, and Roullelia’s shoulders shook again.

"We didn’t know what had happened… We feared you might have abandoned this forest and moved on. Thank goodness, truly…"

Roullelia’s eyes welled with moisture, and he bit his upper lip. A grown man’s pouting mouth. His round eyes quivered with tears. Chihiro fought to stifle the laughter that rose to her throat. Her mouth twitched monyoru unconsciously, but surely that much could be forgiven.

She must not laugh. From Count Roullelia’s perspective, this was a very serious matter.

Though the golden magic had been lost, the influence of the Lords’ forests was still great. The green lands spreading from the forests were revitalized by the Lords’ magic. This was a blessing born of the completed Golden Ring. The Lords who had formed the pact resonated with the Little One’s magic just by being there. This brought immense bounty within the ring.

One can only imagine how shocked Roullelia was to receive a report that the Lord had bolted from the forest. He mobilized all his knights and soldiers for the search, looking for the Lord with bloodshot eyes.

Even now, the memory sent a chill down his spine. He hadn't felt alive.

Roullelia poured out his feelings.

"Truly… I am so very grateful!"

Being spoken to so earnestly by a grown man with teary eyes, the Little One couldn’t help but give a wry smile.

"I am on good terms with the Queen. Joker will never abandon Frontier. I promise you that."

The border knights’ eyes widened at the little girl’s words.

But as they looked at the monsters clinging to her shoulders and arms, and the ones pulling and milling about the carriage, their expressions of shock turned to nods of understanding. Roullelia, too, stared at the twins with an expression of disbelief, but the reality was right before his eyes. He had no choice but to believe.

Politely declining Roullelia’s invitation to his mansion, the Little One and her group headed toward the Western Forest. The area around the forest was under heavy guard. She heard that there had been a previous incident where the Lord had bolted from the forest and charged toward the royal capital, so they had made security even tighter than before.

"It’s not as if we could stop the Lord, but we can at least send a fast horse in the direction he is heading to give warning."

As Roullelia said this with a wry smile, Chihiro mentally pressed her hands together in prayer.

Ah. That must be the incident Romel told me about. The one where the Lords stormed the royal palace and gave everyone a lecture.

Her gaze drifted into the distance, and the Little One let her uncertain eyes wander through the air. Dorfen and the others gave a dry smile at this and moved the carriage to the outer wall of the Western Forest. The honeybees worked briskly. The back of the carriage had a built-in folding joint. Adonis, having chosen a spot, pulled it out from the inside and secured the carriage. Watching the support lock into place with a gashon at the four corners of the carriage, Count Roullelia tilted his head in wonder.

"What a well-made mechanism. With this, there is no tilting or shaking. If you plan to pitch a tent, I will have my knights assist you."

"Please do not trouble yourself. This box serves as our tent. His Highness the Prince Regent devised a magic tool that can also be used on his own traveling carriage."

"What!"

His eyes wide with surprise, Count Roullelia looked at the box carriage anew.

The box carriage, larger than a normal one, had the same shape as what would be called a stagecoach on Earth. She had longed for a covered wagon, too, but the Little One had prioritized practicality and chosen this design.

They’re essential in Westerns, you know. These kinds of wild carriages. If I was going to have one made, I wanted to make it to my own liking.

Not a fancy accessory like the nobility rode in, but a carriage based on practicality, serving as a home. The Little One had wanted a mobile secret base that could go anywhere.

For now, the interior is minimal, but eventually I want to get all sorts of things and make it my own kind of room. Country style, or maybe Japanese style? Personally, I can’t rule out steampunk.

My dreams expand, on and on.

The little girl let out a kufu kufu chuckle at her own imagination. Unaware that Dorfen and the others were staring at her intently.

When the Little One made that face, she was plotting something. Dorfen and Adonis, knowing this, exchanged glances and sighed.

After seeing Count Roullelia off, leaving behind the knights on guard, the Little One relaxed her shoulders. Both Chihiro and Chihaya unconsciously adapted to the time, place, and occasion, but dealing with a Border Count was still a bit tiring. Especially since they usually lived a life no different from commoners. For a toddler, it was incredibly stiffening.

Dorfen cast a gentle gaze on the two of them, then cracked a sealing orb and set up a stove and workbench for the night’s camp. He then placed a storage case with ingredients on the workbench. While inspecting it, Adonis rolled up his sleeves and began arranging the cooking utensils.

"Any requests? I can make most anything."

Adonis called out to the twins as he filled a pot with water and put it on the fire.

"We need to feed the girl inside, too, so maybe a hearty soup would be good."

"Oh, then I want stew."

Adonis nodded at the smiling twins who said, "That sounds good," and began preparing the meal. Leaving Chihaya, who was happily helping him, the Little One returned inside the carriage.

"Well then… Have you settled down a bit now?"

Taking off her shoes on the mat at the entrance, the Little One spoke to the girl sitting and hugging a large cushion. With silver hair that cascaded down to the middle of her back in waves and eyes the color of violets, the girl looked at the Little One with a wary expression.

"What… has become of me?"

"You had collapsed in the wilderness. Along with two people, your attendants, perhaps. …I’m sorry about those two."

The Little One’s eyes narrowed with pity.

When she was revived by Dorfen’s healing, she had seen her attendants, now silent corpses, and had begun to cry soundlessly, her tears falling harahara. No one could bring themselves to speak to the girl who wept in silence.

After calming down a flustered Chihaya, the Little One decided to leave her be and drew a curtain over the place where the bodies lay. The lack of prying eyes must have broken the thread of her tension. From beyond the curtain, she could hear stifled sobs. With the air filled with an indescribable atmosphere, the Little One’s carriage had made its way to the Western Forest.

The girl clutching the cushion stared at the Little One with eyes swollen from crying. Her gaze was suspicious. And no wonder. From her perspective, she must have no idea how she ended up here.

"I am Chihiro la Jourdain. I hold a humble position among the Frontier nobility. And you are?"

Sitting across from the girl, the Little One offered a charming smile. Pushed by the innocent, carefree smile, the silver-haired girl answered in a faint voice.

"I am Hyrulia. …I was driven from my home and exiled, so I have no status or family name."

Exiled? That’s not a peaceful word.

The Little One’s eyes narrowed slightly, and she asked to hear the details, telling her she only needed to share what she was comfortable with.

Apparently, she was a noble from Castrato and had been a candidate to be the Crown Prince’s fiancée. There were six candidates in total, each given a room in the inner palace, where they spent a selection period receiving education to become a consort. But one day, one of the candidates was found dead. Within the inner palace. A violent act had occurred in a place that should have been under the strictest security, deep within the royal palace. A thorough investigation was ordered by the king, but they couldn't find the culprit, let alone the cause of death or the means of the crime. The body was badly damaged, but the scene had little blood, so they could only surmise that she had been killed elsewhere and her body dumped. Though the body was severely damaged, none of the wounds were deep enough to be fatal. Was it blood loss, or shock from the assault? With no leads, time passed, and a few days later, another victim was discovered.

If I stay here, I’ll be killed.

A chill ran through the candidates, and one by one, they withdrew from the fiancée selection and left the inner palace.

Hyrulia was no exception. Terrified and feeling like she was walking on eggshells, she pleaded with her parents to let her come home, but her parents, seeing this as a chance, refused. On the contrary, they rejoiced at the dwindling number of rivals and showed no sympathy for the other young ladies’ misfortune.

Frightened by an unknown terror, Hyrulia was left behind in the inner palace until she was the last one remaining.

As a result, an unwelcome rumor began to rise.

That Hyrulia might have been the one who killed the victims.

While everyone else fled in fear, she remained calmly in the inner palace, which meant she was certain she was in no danger of being killed. Therefore, she must be the culprit. This groundless speculation spread, and before she knew it, the heartless rumor was taken as circumstantial evidence, and Hyrulia was imprisoned. She was subjected to a merciless interrogation, but she knew nothing of the matter. As she continued to plead her innocence and cried her days away, her own parents disowned her.

She was a disgrace to the family, they said.

Whatever the truth, the fact that such a rumor had spread and that she had been imprisoned was due to Hyrulia’s poor conduct, and it was her own fault, her father sneered. Why couldn’t you have handled it better? He berated Hyrulia as a fool who had thrown away a once in a lifetime opportunity, abandoned her, and declared that she was never to have anything to do with their family again.

This was the final blow, and Hyrulia’s guilt was sealed.

To be disowned by one’s parents, something terrible must have happened. That is what the world gossiped, and with neither a confession nor physical evidence, Hyrulia was cast out of the royal palace with nothing but the clothes on her back. If she did not leave the country by the end of the day, she would be executed on the spot. Granting her a day’s grace was an act of mercy, they said.

Having just come of age, thrown penniless into a world she knew nothing about, what could she do? Thinking she had to escape at all costs, Hyrulia, though confused, asked the townspeople for the way to the border and ran for her life. The ones who followed Hyrulia were the attendants who had died. The two were Hyrulia’s foster brothers. Believing in her innocence and learning she had been exiled under a false accusation, they had dropped everything to escape the country with her and save her.

Worried for Hyrulia, who had been abandoned even by her parents, their wet nurse had given her sons all the money she had and sent them after her. If those in power say something is black, it is black. There was no overturning it. The day of grace was just for show. It was a pretense of mercy, to make them seem benevolent. Tomorrow, they would likely execute her under some pretext, like claiming she had scorned the mercy they had offered. The royal palace intended to make Hyrulia a sacrifice to bring the situation to a close.

Sensing this, the foster brothers took the money and horse entrusted to them by their mother and rushed to help her escape the country. The nearest border from here was on the Frontier side. It would take more than a full day to ride a horse there. The palace’s agents would likely be waiting near the border. They were determined to pin the crime on Hyrulia and execute her, no matter what.

After some thought, they used the money from their mother to hire adventurers and had them ride horses in three different directions, dressed in similar attire. They planned to cross the border themselves, hidden among the adventurers.

But in the end, they were hounded by pursuers, and though they somehow made it to the wilderness, they lost their way, and the three of them became stranded. Their horses gave out, and they continued toward Frontier on foot, but it was impossible to cross the wilderness, which was twice the size of their own country. They gave most of the food and water they had prepared to Hyrulia, but she was still more exhausted than her foster brothers, and she collapsed in the middle of the wilderness. Having had almost nothing to eat or drink, the foster brothers lacked the strength to carry her. The older brother supported the unconscious Hyrulia while the younger decided to head for Frontier alone. To save Hyrulia, to call for help, no matter what. But both of them ran out of strength, and the three of them collapsed.

What a tale…

She knew Frontier was a country in a unique position, but she had not realized that other countries were so undeveloped. The Little One was at a loss for words. A medieval period where the king’s tyranny was absolute. A precarious world where a small mistake could cost you your life. A world of unenlightened values where superstition was rampant, people dragged each other down, and one wrong step could mire you in bloody sludge.

Chihiro was once again thankful from the bottom of her heart that she had been born in Frontier.

And so, welcoming a new member, the night of the pilgrimage wore on.

It was an incident fraught with turmoil, as if pointing to the fate that lay ahead, and the Little One clutched her small head.

As expected, the word "peace" did not exist on the Little One’s path.



		
			Chapter 29

			The Pre-Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Four

			"What’s this?"

"It’s stew-nyo. It’s delicious."

Taking the dish Adonis brought them, the Little One ate with Hyrulia. To ensure the still-unaccustomed girl ate properly, she had asked the men to have their meal at the table outside. The three readily agreed, leaving the two girls alone in the carriage. Warm stew and a fresh vegetable salad. Sliced apples, cut into decorative shapes, were served on the side, adding a nice touch of color. She didn't know how long it had been, but it was likely Hyrulia’s first proper meal in a long time. She swallowed with a gokuri.

"Be careful, it’s hot."

The Little One scooped up a piping hot carrot, blew on it fuu fuu, and moved her mouth hafu hafu.

"So good. Adonis is amazing, as always."

Drawn in by the little girl's blissful smile, Hyrulia also brought a spoonful of stew to her mouth.

And her eyes widened.

She chewed in silence, her eyes still wide, and moved her spoon again and again. The Little One watched Hyrulia gently as she, too, savored Adonis’s cooking.

The meal they were served vanished in an instant, and by the time the spoons were placed down with a karan, there were two girls with beaming smiles. Their faces were relaxed hoyayan, their adorable appearances a picture of contentment.

"That was delicious, wasn’t it?"

Hyrulia nodded koku koku at the Little One’s murmur and moved her lips as well.

"I’ve never eaten anything so delicious. It was the besht."

Not even noticing she had fumbled the end of her sentence, the two satisfied girls were brought tea by Adonis. Two teacups. On each saucer were two cookies.

As he set them on the table, he glanced at Hyrulia and smiled a soft, full smile. He was relieved to see the empty dishes. As long as a person could eat and sleep, they could get through most anything. The worst situation was being unable to eat what was prepared. He couldn't swallow, or he didn't even feel like bringing it to his mouth. Adonis was truly relieved that this wasn't such a situation.

Not eating and not sleeping can lead to death more easily than any minor illness or injury.

The situation seemed grave, but the fact that she could eat like this meant she hadn't given up on living. An unconscious will. Adonis, who came from a poor commoner background, knew this instinct-like drive well.

That night, the twins slept in the same bed, separating Hyrulia from Dorfen and the others. Feeling her back as she lay with her shoulders faintly trembling, Chihiro stayed awake until dawn.

"I’m sorry. It’s because of me…"

The next day, after receiving permission from Count Roullelia, the Little One and her party buried Hyrulia’s foster brothers in the cemetery of a nearby town. Kneeling before the small gravestone, Hyrulia wept harahara, and Chihiro placed a hand on her shoulder.

"You’re wrong. They wouldn’t be at peace if you say that."

A sense of wrongness floated in the little girl’s large, round eyes. Hyrulia didn't understand what she was being told.

"Tears for sending off the dead should only be shed once. After that, you should have a smile. You cried enough to melt yesterday, right? So this time, you have to send them off with a smile. Otherwise, they won’t be able to rest easy-nyo."

With a smile?

When people die, they all become Buddhas. After that, let nature take its course. It is the ones left behind who harbor regrets, tormented by the remnants of what could have been. But the two who were buried would not want that.

"That’s right. With a smile."

Drawn in by the little girl’s bright smile, Hyrulia also raised the corners of her mouth slightly. Something clicked kachiri in her head. Ah, I see. Then the words I should say are indeed different.

"Asbel. Anson. …Thank you."

With a faint smile on her face, Hyrulia clasped her hands and touched them to her forehead as if in prayer.

Well. In a way, they’re still here, though.

The palm-sized lights floated fuyo fuyo around Hyrulia. The final forms of her foster brothers, apparently visible only to Joker and the twins. While playing with the light orbs, which had now become two, Chihaya explained to Chihiro.

"Hyrulia-san is from an old bloodline, they said. Her current parents are her adoptive parents, and her real parents are dead."

Listening closely to the story from the foster brothers’ souls, it seemed Hyrulia’s original parents had died when she was a baby. The ones who became her guardians to raise her, the duchess, were her current parents. Distant relatives. A ducal lady with ancient ties to the Castrato royal family. That was Hyrulia. In Castrato, where bloodline was highly valued, one could inherit a title even if not the firstborn son. Hyrulia, being the only daughter of the Duke, was supposed to inherit the title upon coming of age. But her adoptive parents had raised her while hiding the truth. They cherished her and raised her as their own daughter. All the servants in the mansion were replaced, and the only one left was the wet nurse Hyrulia needed. They had wanted to replace her too, but Hyrulia would not warm up to any other wet nurse. When separated from her, Hyrulia would cry as if on fire, so her adoptive parents, fed up, gave up on replacing the wet nurse. As a result, protected by her two foster brothers, little Hyrulia grew up.

Within the newly arranged ducal household, the adoptive parents acted as if they themselves had inherited the dukedom, while doting on Hyrulia. Thus, none of the servants thought of the foster parents as guardians, and the image of a happy ducal family was presented both internally and externally. Hyrulia had formally become the adoptive parents’ adopted daughter. They were the adoptive parents of the future duchess. They were treated with considerable respect in high society. But Hyrulia herself did not know this. Furthermore, a few years later, the adoptive parents had their own child, and Hyrulia, who had never doubted that she was their child, naturally treated her foster brother as the heir.

"This child will surely become a wonderful duke, won’t he?"

When Hyrulia, the true duchess, said this, a wicked seed sprouted in the hearts of her adoptive parents. An unspeakable hatred for the daughter they had loved as their own began to well up. Love and hate are two sides of the same coin. A casual trigger can make it bare its fangs ferociously. Though their children were equally dear, everyone but Hyrulia was an outsider with no title. So they thought about it. Even though they knew it was absurd, they thought about it.

…If only this girl weren’t here.

Without her, they would be mere lower nobles. The adoptive father, the fourth son of an earl distantly related to the ducal family, was scheduled to be granted the title of viscount from a relative. Then, out of the blue, came the offer to be Hyrulia’s guardian. If she were entrusted to someone with a prominent family name, she could get caught up in unnecessary political power struggles. That was why the offer had come to the adoptive parents, who had not yet been ennobled.

Forgetting that reality, they schemed.

Could they somehow legally remove Hyrulia from the ducal family? Even if she were gone, it wasn't as if they could inherit the dukedom. Unable to even grasp such a simple logic, the adoptive parents pushed Hyrulia into the running as a candidate for the Crown Prince’s fiancée. They had naively thought that if she married, their foster son could become the duke. It was not until the trustee told them that even if Hyrulia became the Crown Princess, her child would simply become the new duke, that the adoptive parents realized.

Learning this, they took an even more foolish course of action.

They brought a young monster with them to the inner palace, under the pretext of visiting their daughter. Hyrulia, being a ducal lady among the fiancée candidates, had been given one of the palaces. That palace was a detached one also used to isolate problematic royalty, and it had a prison in the basement for criminals. Spotting this, the adoptive parents released a young monster into the underground prison. Castrato could obtain magic tools through Frontier. At the same time, it was possible to have used gems recharged with magic. It was one of the nobles’ pastimes to raise and train young monsters with these recharged gems.

This was another reason for their hatred of Frontier. Castrato envied and was jealous of Frontier, with its abundant magic.

A young monster feeds on magic, but it also desires blood and flesh. Just as a beast gets its sustenance, it needs food to build its own body.

Into the cage of the starving magic, the adoptive parents threw the fiancée candidates. Deceiving them with clever words, they had them sneak out of their rooms and become prey for the fierce beast. The young ladies, purely raised and thoughtless, were deceived into trying to get on good terms with the ducal family, which had deep ties to the royal family, and one by one, they became mangled corpses. Even though it was a monster, it was young. The blood it sipped and the flesh it ate were limited. If properly examined, doctors would have been able to determine the cause of death and the type of injuries. But the court physicians had never seen a beast’s bite wound before. On top of that, though young, the monster’s fangs were sharp, and the sharply gouged wounds looked like cuts from a dull blade. Unless someone who knew looked closely, it was impossible to tell. Taking advantage of such unenlightened knowledge and the delayed investigation, Hyrulia’s adoptive parents continued their crimes. Their purpose was to eliminate the rival fiancée candidates, but the story took an unexpected turn.

As a result, the rumors and suspicions fell upon her, and her adoptive parents, seizing the opportunity, cut Hyrulia off. As long as her existence could be erased, they did not care what form it took. In fact, they would rather not have Hyrulia’s blame fall upon the ducal family.

With that intention, the adoptive parents severed ties with her.

Now the ducal family is ours.

As the two of them chuckled and raised a toast, the faces of the parents who had once loved and cherished Hyrulia were gone.

It was not until the trustee who visited later informed them of their eviction that they realized. It was because of Hyrulia that they had been able to live in the ducal residence.

It was because she was their adopted daughter that a large sum of child-rearing expenses was paid by the trustee, allowing them to manage the ducal household without any hardship.

Having lost Hyrulia and severed ties, the adoptive parents were left with nothing.

Later, the Castrato royal family would learn the truth from the adoptive parents, who, having lost everything, would confess in a frenzy and begin a search for her, but that was of no concern to the Little One.

The carriage carrying Hyrulia and the Little One was heading straight for the Frontier royal capital.

As if to fill the void of her sorrow, the Little One fed her endless amounts of sweet confections and recalled an old song.

Was it "Heartbreak Restaurant"? There’s also stress eating. Sadness and the stomach are linked, you know. Seriously.

If your stomach is full, your sadness is halved.

Hyrulia’s eyes went wide at the indescribably delicious confections.

"Frontier’s confections are amazing, aren’t they? I have never tasted anything so delicious."

Hyrulia placed a hand over her mouth and let out a sigh of admiration. Her surprise seemed to be overcoming her sadness.

The small lights circled happily around her. The two of them whispered to the Little One that they were relieved she was no longer grieving.

Yep, this is a complaint case for the gods.

Never mind Chihaya with his broken item, why were strange phenomena happening to Chihiro as well?

The little girl, fully intending to have a word with them, would not be able to meet the gods in her dreams until she returned to Frontier. No one had yet realized that more trouble awaited them on the journey.

Go with the flow, follow your heart.

Three new members had joined the Little One Squad's carriage, led by monsters.

Only the Little One thinks that all is well with the world today. She cluelessly presses her hands together in prayer.



		
			Chapter 30

			A Notice of Temporary Hiatus

			Yes, this is Minagi.

I received an email pointing out that some people may not have seen my activity report, so I am posting a notice here as well.

An author by the name of Mashu-kun on a site called Hange has been plagiarizing the Little One’s story, so I am currently on hiatus to prevent any further unauthorized use. I am truly sorry to all of you who are reading, but I cannot post any updates until this issue is resolved.

For details, please see my activity report.

I do not know how long it will take. I apologize for the inconvenience and ask for your understanding.



		
			Chapter 31

			Interlude, The Castle Without Hyrulia

			"That’s why I told you! There’s no way Hyrulia would do something so foolish!"

A young boy was fuming in the Castrato royal castle. His name was Augfel. The third prince, fifteen years of age this year. He was a childhood friend of Hyrulia, who had come to the castle as a candidate for the Crown Prince’s fiancée. They were also cousins of the same age and had often played together since they were small. Hyrulia, who was to become a duchess, needed to take a husband, and even setting aside their familial relationship, the two were so close that there was a plausible rumor that they would one day be engaged. But her status and qualities met the conditions to become queen. The Crown Prince, who was his elder brother, knew of his younger brother’s faint feelings of love, so he had not included Hyrulia among the candidates, but Hyrulia’s adoptive parents had pushed her in.

If she couldn’t even become a candidate, the ducal lady’s honor would be tarnished, they argued.

There was certainly some truth to that.

The two great ducal houses and the four great marquess houses. Candidates should have been chosen from each of these to select a queen fairly. Making an exception for Hyrulia would look bad.

Thus, Hyrulia was invited to the royal castle as a fiancée candidate, but she had been excluded from the Crown Prince’s considerations. She was his younger brother’s beloved. He had no intention of laying a hand on her. It was just for show, for now. That is what he had thought.

However, the incident that occurred later changed the situation completely.

How did such a rumor start?

Even thinking back on it now, he had no idea.

The small whisper of whether Hyrulia might be the culprit instantly became a great flame, crawling and licking its way through the nobility without exception. Proving someone is a culprit is easy. You just have to find solid evidence and present it. But proving someone is not the culprit is difficult. Hyrulia had been granted a palace, and as long as she did not leave it, she could act alone. Unlike the other young ladies, she was not constantly accompanied by attendants, so there were gaps in her time. That had lent credibility to the rumor.

In modern times, such logic would be laughed off.

However, if Frontier’s culture was late medieval, Castrato’s was early medieval. An unenlightened era where rumors and falsehoods could become evidence without any significant reason. It was a country where if someone in power disliked you, you could be beheaded on the spot.

Earth’s early medieval period was much the same.

In Castrato, where that was still a reality, no matter how much Hyrulia proclaimed her innocence, it was like a drop in the ocean. But Hyrulia had the younger prince and the Crown Prince. To save their cousin from her predicament, the two tried to use their power to silence the nobles.

But then, an unexpected ambush came.

The king himself declared Hyrulia a criminal.

"Father?! Do you truly believe Hyrulia is the culprit?!"

The King of Castrato smirked at his two sons who snapped at him, his lips twisting into a nasty grin.

"That is of no consequence. If she becomes a criminal, the dukedom can be given to another. Her assets can be confiscated. It will enrich the national treasury."

At their father’s blatant words, the two princes clenched their teeth with a giriri.

For the past ten years, ever since the conflict with Frontier, Castrato had been cut off from food imports from that country, and furthermore, neighboring countries, learning of this, had ostracized them. The countries that did trade with them took advantage of their situation, charging prices that were several percent higher. For Castrato, whose foundations had been slowly crumbling for the past decade, confiscating the ducal house, with its rich and vast territory and enormous assets, was a windfall. It would also put an end to the scandal that had tarnished the royal family’s name.

Isn’t this all for the best, the father king laughed, and his two sons shuddered. To their father, even the heir to a grand ducal house was no more than an insect. But even if they sympathized with that, they had no obligation to consider it, so the two took action.

At this rate, Hyrulia would be killed.

Exchanging nods, the two moved to make all the arrangements they could to have Hyrulia’s false charge reduced. The only ones who could override the king’s single word were the decrepit old fools of the House of Peers.

Usually, they were troublesome old fossils, but at times like these, they were reliable ghouls.

The incident was what it was. It would not be strange if she were immediately beheaded. Therefore, to receive the king’s mercy, they conspired with influential nobles and, using the fact that she was the heir to a meritorious ducal house as a reason, guided the sentence from death penalty to exile. But despite the princes’ efforts, the grace they managed to wrest from their father was only one day. Exiled without a trial, with nothing but herself, there was no way Hyrulia could escape on her own two feet. That, too, was likely part of their father’s calculations. He wanted to execute Hyrulia as a criminal by any means necessary and confiscate the ducal house.

Their status served as a shackle, preventing the two princes from acting openly. But slipping past their frustration, there were those who moved as swiftly as the wind. The foster brothers who had sworn loyalty to Hyrulia and become her attendants.

With the help of their wet nurse, the two hired adventurers and succeeded in escaping the country among them. It seemed they were pursued by some of the palace soldiers, but the princes’ men intervened, and they reported that the three had safely crossed the border.

No, it could hardly be called safe.

The wilderness that spread beyond the border was a desert of death.

Whether they could cross it depended heavily on luck.

Live, Hyrulia.

The two princes looked up at the deep blue sky, which surely also stretched over Hyrulia, with prayerful eyes.

The Castrato side persistently searched for the three’s whereabouts, but their location remained unknown. Nevertheless, convinced that the ducal house would be confiscated, they sent a trustee to the adoptive parents.

And there, a new fact came to light.

It turned out that the ones who had murdered the young ladies in the inner palace were Hyrulia’s adoptive parents. Hyrulia’s adoptive parents, who had been claiming ownership of the ducal house, went mad when they learned that the rights to her property, as a criminal, belonged to the state.

"If I had known this would happen, I never would have sent her to the inner palace! She is my official adopted daughter, so why? I went to the trouble of eliminating those pesky young ladies, and we were so close!"

Eliminated the young ladies?

Words with a clearly ominous implication.

As a result, after merciless torture, Hyrulia’s adoptive parents confessed everything.

And so, the story returns to the beginning.

"Well. I expected as much, but you never fail to disappoint, do you?"

In the Crown Prince’s vision, as his eyes involuntarily hardened, was his younger brother, dressed for a journey. With a large pack on his shoulder, looking just like an adventurer, he stood up straight.

"Are you going?"

"You bet I am! If Hyrulia’s becoming a commoner, then so am I! I’ve played adventurer in secret before, anyway! I’m leaving the rest to you!"

Augfel, the easygoing third son, had often gone down to the city and gotten into mischief. He had learned his adventurer-like skills then. This time, it would serve him well.

"There’s no point in a castle without her. See ya, brother!"

Watching his brother sprint across the royal castle garden with practiced steps, the Crown Prince let out a deep, thin sigh.

"That’s my line. I’m leaving Hyrulia to you, you idiot brother."

And so, Augfel pursued Hyrulia, while Hyrulia, rescued by the Little One, was rocked in a carriage.

Augfel, unaware that Hyrulia was moving away faster than he was advancing, began to search the towns and villages from the Frontier border, combing through them one by one. Little did he dream that at that very moment, the girl he was looking for had arrived in the Frontier royal capital and was being introduced to Romel as the Little One’s new lady-in-waiting.

Travelers in company, kindness in the world.

Augfel had no way of knowing that the new member of the Little One Squad was staying at the count’s mansion with a smile on her face. A prayer for him.



		
			Chapter 32

			The Duchess and the Little One, Part One

			"What are these?"

A short while before Augfel left the Castrato royal castle.

After burying Hyrulia’s foster brothers, the Little One and her party were in the Western Forest. Before the little girl’s eyes was a pair of pure white spiders.

The translucent, pure white spiders also had red markings, making them look just like Joker, though their colors were different. The two-meter-tall white spiders looked at each other and clicked their fangs kachi kachi.

"They’re my children. A bit different in color, but they’re lookers. Take them with you."

Raising a large foreleg, Joker poked guri guri at the Little One’s head and slowly turned his own away. "Honestly, you. You stick your neck into trouble on your own, so I can’t take my eyes off you."

The giant spider’s shoulders slumped as if letting out a great haaah. Perhaps sensing something from the atmosphere, though they couldn’t understand the words, Dorfen and Adonis exchanged wry smiles. Beside them, Hyrulia’s face was stiff at the sight of the large monster she was seeing for the first time. In Castrato, too, there were those who tamed monsters as a noble pastime, but she had never seen one so enormous.

"How amazing. To think you were able to tame such a large monster."

Tame?

As Hyrulia stared up at Joker in a daze, the others’ eyes widened. The question slipped from Dorfen’s mouth.

"Tame? Do you mean to domesticate monsters?"

"That is correct. In Castrato, it was a pastime of the high nobility. I was too afraid to keep one myself, however."

The girl’s cheeks flushed slightly as she said it was embarrassing.

No, that’s not the issue. Well, it is, but it isn’t.

She was unaware that her own words were a bombshell.

"What do you mean, tame monsters? I’ve never heard of such a thing!"

In any country, monsters were objects of fear. They had vanished from lands where magic had been lost and were supposed to exist only on the frontiers, outside of Frontier.

And what’s more, to tame them?

As the members from Frontier stared with wide eyes, Hyrulia tilted her head with a koteri.

"I have never kept one myself, so I do not know the details. However, I have heard that if you have a magic stone, monsters will obey. And that they use special feed."

Upon hearing that, Joker’s eyes glinted menacingly.

"Magic deprivation. Monsters cannot live without magic. They weaken as if starving and eventually die. That is why they cannot defy them. The people who give them the magic from the magic stones, that is."

It was the same as a person dying of thirst in a desert, unable to resist the craving for water. At Joker’s tone, which was filled with undisguised disgust, the Little One also agreed. It was the easiest way to break a living creature’s spirit. But it was not a commendable act.

This world probably has its own logic. But to think there’s a method like that.

It was a practice that had arisen from the land losing its magic. Which means…

"After the next pilgrimage is over, isn’t Castrato going to be destroyed?"

The next pilgrimage would circle the frontier regions.

If it succeeded, magic would be revived throughout the entire inland. In other words, the monsters of Castrato would no longer need to obey humans to receive magic. She didn’t know how they were being treated, but if the monsters were content to live in a way that made them despise humans.

There was no doubt they would attack humans after the magic was restored.

This has brought about a strange side effect. Well, I suppose I should at least give them a warning. In any case, it’s their fault.

For the Little One, the Lords were the standard for monsters. She was surrounded by the intelligent monster Lords and felt an affection for them as if they were family. Frankly, she didn’t care what happened to Castrato. Still, she thought she should at least give them a warning, and later, the Little One would consult Romel about it.

It is a side note that Romel gave a very nice smile at that consultation.

The white twins, given to her as her own, joined the Little One’s squad, each with three small spiders on their backs. Another increase in strength for the one-man army. An incredible amount of firepower. What’s more, these spiders could pull the carriage on their own, suru suru. The spider moved forward without a sound, its legs moving washi washi. It was a bit of a horror scene.

No, it was apparently full-on horror.

It was also a charming mishap that the passing carriages and people fell into a state of pandemonium and were almost subjugated by adventurers led by the knight order.

Watching the knights turn back with sullen faces, the Little One muttered to herself.

"Is this my fault-nyo? It’s not, right?"

The Little One unconsciously sucked her thumb.

This was a habit she had when she was troubled, and it had not gone away since her memories had awakened.

"Hiro, your finger."

"Ah."

Pointed out by Chihaya, the Little One stuck out her tongue with a teheh and quickly hid her finger. The finger she was unconsciously sucking was the golden one. Amused by the gesture, Dorfen picked her up, and the Little One and her group got into the carriage.

The carriage, once again on the move, was pulled by a large spider. On the roof of the pulled carriage were large frogs. Honeybees flew around them, and bringing up the rear, guarding it, was another white spider.

A scene that would send chills down one’s spine at a glance. It would be some time before people grew accustomed to the abnormal situation of monsters running wild.

"You know. I can only think you were truly born under such a star."

Having returned, the Little One took Hyrulia and eagerly sought an audience with Romel. He responded immediately, and in the usual office she was shown to, Romel greeted them with a full-blown dark smile.

Why?

As the puzzled Little One tilted her head, Romel stood up, supporting himself on the desk, and took Hyrulia’s hand with a graceful gesture.

"I am Romel von Liglett, fourth son of the former king of Frontier. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Using his handsome features without reservation, Romel smiled at Hyrulia with a fragrant smile. Affected by his fierce charm, Hyrulia also lifted the hem of her dress and curtsied.

"So you are His Highness the Prince Regent. I am Hyrulia. For certain reasons, I have lost my family name. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Hyrulia-sama… I perceive you to be the daughter of the Grand Duke of Castrato. For what reason are you here?"

It was likely a rhetorical question. It seemed Romel had a directory of nobles from many countries registered in his head. In other words, her identity was known. That must have been the reason for the dark smile. Come to think of it, he had made a similar face when Sakura was involved.

Hou hou, the Little One nodded and sucked her finger.

Catching sight of the unconscious gesture, Romel’s brow furrowed menacingly. Noticing his gaze, the little girl hid her finger with a pyah. From the expressions of the others besides Chihiro, Romel judged that they had brought her along without knowing anything. It was typical of the Little One, but Romel wished she would learn that it always led to a huge commotion.

Letting out an involuntary deep sigh, he listened to the Little One’s story.

After hearing the full explanation, Romel looked at Hyrulia.

"So, you want to make her your lady-in-waiting?"

"Yes. I don’t have a female attendant right now, you see? So I was wondering what you thought."

It wasn’t a bad idea. If only she weren’t a noble of Castrato.

Romel looked at Hyrulia and the Little One with a complicated expression.

No matter that she had been exiled, the fact that she was of legitimate Castrato royal blood remained unchanged, and if something were to happen in that precarious country, there was a high possibility she would be sought after to be used. Being in a neighboring country just a stone’s throw away like Frontier, she would be found immediately.

Hyrulia had only told the Little One that she had been exiled and had collapsed, but the shining orbs behind her had explained the detailed circumstances to the Little One as well. It was a topic that was difficult to discuss here. So, Chihiro put a certain meaning into her gaze and stared fixedly at Romel. He must have understood. Romel decided to welcome her as a guest of the count’s household for the time being and to discuss what to do next later, thus concluding the meeting.

Watching them leave one by one, Romel picked up the Little One and sat down on the sofa.

"So?"

Seating the little girl on his lap, Romel took down her hood and slowly combed through her soft hair. His fingers, stroking her head, were ticklish. Held in Romel’s arms, Chihiro told him Hyrulia’s backstory.

Romel was speechless at the sheer brutality of it.

There were probably countless such stories in the uncivilized Arcadia, but he couldn’t help but feel dizzy at the Little One’s ability to pick up the victims of such incidents so precisely.

"That’s why I want to make Hyrulia my lady-in-waiting. In a pinch, my family can protect her, right?"

That was certainly true. The Little One’s squad was already famous in the Frontier royal capital. It would be harder to find an opponent who could win against the monster army, secretly known as a one-man army.

Once again, the Little One sucked her thumb, chuchu. The first time her memories awakened, she had done the same, sucking her finger while looking at her brother who was frightened of Pochiko-san. This was proof that the Little One was relaxed. Not on guard. No hidden meanings. Completely at ease, she was in a state of asking for something. Romel would admonish her when others were around, but he allowed it when they were alone. A cute child looking up at him while sucking her finger. A devilishly cunning innocence. Romel didn't know a single person who could win against it.

"Understood. I will handle it somehow."

His brow furrowed, and while letting out a grand sigh, Romel let out a melting smile.

"Thank you, Romel!"

Beaming at that, the little girl wrapped her arms around his neck. Romel hugged her back and patted her back pon pon.

The civil servants who had been watching over the two of them let out a soft sigh of relief. They knew that Romel always unconsciously looked up at the skylight. A gaze that would suddenly lift at the slightest thing. Romel’s subordinates were well aware of what he was waiting for.

Riding the waves of a turbulent life, the Little One always blazed a trail far beyond expectations.

Surrounded by extremely indulgent people, led by Romel. The Little One is doing well today too.



		
			Chapter 33

			The Duchess and the Little One, Part Two

			"Find her! I don’t care if it’s a body, you must find her!"

The audience chamber of the Castrato royal castle. The man sitting on the throne squared his shoulders and yelled at the knights before him.

"There is no point in yelling. You were the one who exiled Hyrulia, Father."

"Silence! You couldn’t even manage your own brother and let him run off, you useless good-for-nothing!"

The Crown Prince, standing beside the throne, shut his mouth just as he was told. He knew well that saying anything to his father in this state was pointless. The king was hot-headed, short-tempered, and had nothing but an inflated sense of pride. He would never admit to his own failures. In a way, it was a proper and correct sense of elitism. He was flustered that a piece he had discarded, thinking it was trash, had turned out to be an unexpectedly important one, and he probably couldn't accept the fact that a stone he had tossed aside on the roadside was actually a cornerstone that could sway the nation.

The matter of Hyrulia was supposed to have been settled with her exile. However, a new fact had come to light. The culprits were not Hyrulia, but her adoptive parents. And it was a malicious crime committed using a tamed monster. Although they were legally parent and child, the adoption had been dissolved by the adoptive parents before Hyrulia was punished. What's more, it was a false accusation. Now that this had been brought to light, her status could not be revoked. The true culprits, her adoptive parents, had already been beheaded. Their children were also in prison. The blame does not extend to Hyrulia, whose adoption was dissolved. In other words, right now, Hyrulia is properly the Grand Duchess. As long as she is not secured, a proxy can be appointed, but her territory and title cannot be taken away. Since her innocence had been proven, not even the king could question a crime that did not exist. The king had wanted to make Hyrulia an accomplice or equally guilty, but it was not so simple. The fact that he had exiled her without a trial had backfired. The only evidence was that her adoption had been dissolved by her adoptive parents before her punishment, and this, ironically, strengthened the credibility of her false accusation. The picture of her being framed and used as a disposable pawn by her adoptive parents had been perfectly formed.

To argue against this, solid evidence was necessary.

And as long as Hyrulia’s life or death was not confirmed, the laws of Castrato did not allow for the revocation of a title. Castrato placed great importance on bloodlines, and women and children also had inheritance rights. And if, by some chance, Hyrulia were to die, then according to that law, the title would be passed on to a close relative. A criminal's title could be revoked, but an innocent person's was a different matter. Through the proper procedures, the title would slide to another relative. Currently, the most likely candidate was Hyrulia’s uncle, who was in his early forties. He was a staunch progressive and on bad terms with the king. If he became one of Castrato’s wings, he would undoubtedly become a thorn in the king’s side.

To avoid this, the King of Castrato was searching for Hyrulia with all his might. It would be a godsend if she were found alive. At worst, a corpse would do. He would freeze the body, make a false report that she had been found, then hide her existence under the pretext of her being bedridden, and marry her off to someone on paper. Then, after a suitable amount of time, he would announce her death and have the title slide to that person.

The most suitable person for this was the younger prince.

He was scolding him for the disappearance of the younger prince, whom he usually paid no mind, because that plan had gone awry.

Serves you right.

Feeling a sense of satisfaction at the king’s cornered state, the Crown Prince raised the corners of his mouth slightly.

But then, an unexpected stray shot came his way.

"Once Hyrulia is found, whether she is alive or dead, you will take her as your official consort! Do you understand!"

"Huh?"

Staring at the Crown Prince, who was wide-eyed with surprise, the King of Castrato spat out that it was a royal decree.

"She was originally a candidate to be your consort. There should be no problem. It would be good if she were alive, but if she is dead, we will secretly have a child made before holding the funeral. I will also prepare a woman who can secretly produce a child. One with silver hair and purple eyes." Declaring this as if it were a matter of course, the king waved his hand at the Crown Prince to dismiss him. Bowing respectfully, the Crown Prince withdrew, at a loss for words at the sheer shock.

This has become a huge mess.

While maintaining a composed expression, the Crown Prince’s mind was racing, a cold sweat breaking out in his head.

It would be fortunate if she were alive, but if she were dead, it would be the worst. He would have to fake her death by freezing her corpse and mate with another woman. A life as a stud horse.

No, no, no, no!

The Crown Prince hurriedly took up a brush, penned a letter, and entrusted it to a reliable subordinate.

"I think he is probably looking for Hyrulia in Frontier. Make sure you deliver this to my brother."

And so began the battle for Hyrulia between the King of Castrato, the younger prince, and the Little One.

Incidentally, the person in question was at the Jourdain County estate, surrounded by many monsters, frolicking like a child.

"This is amazing, so many monsters! And they’re all so cute!"

Ahh. Normal monsters are apparently all mixed, chimera-like things.

The Lords' kin, who have the proper forms of living creatures, are the irregulars.

Watching the frolicking girl, the Little One had tea at a table in the garden. Zakk, who had come over with a sullen face, holding a plate of sweets, received a slight, wry smile as she took the plate from him. Tilting his head of smooth black hair, Zakk peered into the Little One’s face and muttered in a low voice.

"Take me with you next time. It’s a promise."

He must have felt left out, not being taken on this expedition. Since it was a test run, there hadn't been much preparation, and their impromptu departure in whatever they were wearing had backfired.

"But you have work at the castle, don’t you, Zakk?"

"I can just call my apprentice for that. I told you I would never leave your side again."

He plopped down heavily in the chair next to her and glared at the Little One with a face like he had bitten into a bitter bug. But swaying in the depths of his narrowed eyes was a faint anxiety. Seeing that fragile light, the Little One scratched her head poripori.

"Well then, I’ll try talking to Romel-nyo. But I wonder if there’s a place for sweets on the pilgrimage."

"I just don’t want to be away from you. The sweets are a bonus. Whatever happens, I’m going with you!"

He slammed his hand on the table, then lifted the Little One and set her on his lap. Then, his lips trembled with a pained expression.

"If I were as I am now back then… I might have been of use to you. I might have been able to hold you like this and protect you from everything. I…!"

The remnants of regret, still deeply rooted.

The Little One patted Zakk’s head pon pon as his shoulders trembled. Smooth, black hair. Obsidian eyes that stood out against his dark skin. He had grown larger in appearance, but inside, he was still frozen in that time. The deep sorrow that had been carved into him could not be easily wiped away. Now that he had the Little One again, Zakk was afraid of losing her once more. Sensing the conflict in his heart, Chihiro felt both embarrassed and worried.

"It’s okay, I’m here."

"You said the same thing before and then you disappeared!!"

Zakk’s cry was like a wail.

The Little One recoiled with a pyah, her eyes wide. Seeing this, Zakk looked down with an "ah."

There’s nothing to do but wait until he accepts it himself.

No matter how many words she used, his heartfelt outpouring would not cease. Even if he talked it all out, new anxieties would likely assail him. This was something no one else could understand. He had to accept it and overcome it himself. Patting the chest of the downcast Zakk teshi teshi, the Little One opened her mouth wide.

"Snack time~♪"

Zakk’s eyes moved slightly, and with a bit of a fluster, he scooped up the sweets he had prepared with a spoon and brought them to the Little One’s mouth. With an anxious expression still on his face, he moved the spoon back and forth several times, peering at Chihiro’s face as if to gauge her reaction.

"Mmm~, delicious~♪ Zakk’s sweets are the best, after all!"

It was ice cream made from a recipe Chihiro had taught him. A new creation with crushed cookies mixed in and a raspberry sauce drizzled over it. With a faint smile, Zakk diligently brought the spoon to her mouth.

"Right? All the sweets I make are for you, milady. I live for you. …So don’t leave me behind. Okay?"

She couldn’t look away from his pleading gaze.

He’s so intense… too intense, Zakk.

As the handsome man looked at her with his brows furrowed, looking as if he might cry at any moment, Chihiro sighed inwardly. A grown man pretending to spoil a little girl, but actually seeking comfort with all his might. What on earth was she to do? The Little One’s eyes drifted slightly into the distance.

Is there a doctor for matters of the heart anywhere out there!

It was a cry from the soul.

With the Little One on his lap, Zakk diligently fed her. Hyrulia smiled a full, soft smile at the heartwarming sight.

She is so loved, Hiro-sama.

Hyrulia did not know the inner thoughts of the Little One, who was drowning in affection of a different vector and desperately dog-paddling.

It was a charming side story that later, when Chihaya told them about it, the men, fired up with a competitive spirit, all began to feed Chihiro.

Though their individual affections grow heavier by the day, the Little One is still doing well♪



		
			Chapter 34

			The Little One and Those Around Her

			"That is why I believe it would be best for me to become your foster parent."

Before the Little One, already surrounded by complicated people, was a new complicated person.

When she answered the king’s summons, he once again said he wanted to become Chihiro’s foster parent. A foster parent was one who declared guardianship over the child, promising support no different from a real child. A person could have any number of them, and receiving guardianship from many foster parents was a great source of strength.

However, the parties in question were the king and queen.

If this were to be misinterpreted and draw attention, it was certain to make it difficult for her to move around. As the Little One was perplexed, support fire came from an unexpected direction.

"I don’t think it’s a bad idea, you know."

It was Romel, who had been summoned along with his parents.

He looked at the Little One with a rare, serious gaze.

"You will be traveling the world from now on, won’t you? There may be unexpected predicaments waiting for you. In such times, if you have the backing of the royal family, you can handle most things."

The Little One felt a hah of realization at Romel’s explanation. It was true that if she pushed forward with brute force with the monsters, a strain would eventually occur. As a card to avoid making waves, borrowing the authority of His Majesty the King was a valid option.

The little girl, correctly guessing Romel’s intentions, thought deeply.

Rumors of the Little One’s return were sweeping through the castle town, and it was no longer something that could be hidden. Just by looking at her, it was clear she was no ordinary little girl. No fool would judge her by looks alone, and if by some chance someone did, it would be nothing but misfortune for them. If they knew the meaning of reincarnation, which was spreading from Kilfan, everyone would look at her with wide eyes.

Because a hint of that had already been delivered to the royal palace.

‘I wish to inquire about the Countess Jourdain.’

A formal letter from the neighboring country of Flowers.

It was a near-secret letter addressed not to the king, but to Romel, from His Highness Crown Prince Marcello.

The content was a question of whether it was true that the rumored little girl was close to monsters and possessed all attributes. And also about her being called the Little One.

In Frontier, the little girl formerly known as the Little One had grown up and become Princess Fatima. But her memories were lost, and Fatima lived in the royal palace as just another princess. That was why the members of the royal palace had accepted the Countess Jourdain as a new Little One, not the former one. But her eccentric actions and words, down to the atmosphere she exuded and her way of speaking, were so similar to the past Little One that not a few people were suspicious. Furthermore, the people of the castle town, who knew the Little One well, recognized her as the Little One.

Not the former, not a new, but the one and only Little One.

That had spread, giving rise to many rumors, which had apparently reached as far as Flowers. It was a country with diplomatic relations, where merchants and adventurers came and went. You can’t stop people from talking. It was famous that Prince Marcello, who had heartfelt gratitude and respect for the Little One, had proposed to Fatima and become her fiancé to act as her support after she lost her memories. The young ninth princess. And her grandfather had become a traitor and disappeared. The youngest princess, having lost her grandfather who was her support, and her own memories, Prince Marcello had worked himself to the bone to become Fatima’s support, worried about her future, where she could be looked down upon as someone connected to a criminal.

Prince Marcello felt an extraordinary debt of gratitude to the little girl who had saved the border forest.

But with the information about the Little One that had appeared this time, he feared that it might have been a misunderstanding. In the letter, Prince Marcello was in agony. The Little One he knew was undoubtedly Princess Fatima. However, he couldn’t understand the talk or the logic that the person inside might be different. What was the truth behind the rumor that the Little One had returned? Everyone connected the stories of the Countess Jourdain to the Little One of ten years ago. Was it true that Her Highness Princess Fatima was the then Baroness Jourdain? Who was the Countess Jourdain? What was the relationship between Her Highness Princess Fatima, who was once the Golden King, and the rumored little girl?

And so on.

Without knowing the principles of reincarnation or the person herself, it would be impossible to answer these questions.

This has become a hassle. The other party is royalty. To counter them, I need authority equivalent to royalty.

To protect Chihiro, who was scheduled to go to the Flowers frontier, from those in power, Romel welcomed the king and queen becoming her foster parents.

With Romel’s backing, the Little One once again applied to be the king and queen’s foster child. With quasi-royal authority, she could also use the knight order, and she had a free pass everywhere in the royal palace except for the personal palaces. A new room was prepared for the Little One, and the Little One gave a wry smile at the fact that the room the chamberlain said was "cramped" was larger than the drawing room of the count’s house.

"I’ll prepare your personal belongings as well, just in case, but is it alright if it’s the same style as before?"

Nodding at Romel, who was looking around the room with a ledger in hand, the Little One lightly gathered strength in her legs and jumped pon onto his back. Then she peeked at the ledger over his shoulder and checked off the unnecessary items.

"Minimum jewelry. Two dresses for each season. Don’t underestimate a toddler’s growth spurt. She’ll outgrow them in one season."

It was likely pure goodwill, but the ledger had three times what the Little One specified, and her small hand scribbled washi washi rejections. When the Little One said she wanted them to be made larger if possible, so they could be adjusted with shoulder and waist tucks, Romel was the one to reject it.

"That would ruin the silhouette. It would look like the clothes are wearing you. It would cast doubt on Frontier’s national strength, so please don’t."

To a discerning eye, it would be obvious at a glance whether the fit was perfect or not. It could easily lead to unnecessary misunderstandings, like the clothes being makeshift or borrowed from someone else. It was certain to lead to gossip about the king not being able to provide satisfactory attire for his child. The Little One’s mouth formed a muun pucker, but Romel would not yield on this point.

As a compromise, they settled on two dresses and half the jewelry specified in the ledger. Unlike dresses, jewelry was easy to remodel. Even if she had a lot, two pieces could be combined to create a new piece of jewelry. This way, she could continue to use them even as she grew. Occasionally adding a little would be enough. Unlike the previous Little One, she had time in this life. Though busy, life was far more relaxed than in her previous life.

There were so many problems and successive commotions that I didn't even have time to rest in my previous life.

Just being able to talk at length like this, with her on his back, was deeply moving. There were many problems and commotions now, too, but compared to her previous life, both their urgency and number were small. It was safe to say it was less than half of before. Compared to ten years ago, when difficult problems had rained down like an avalanche without any room for discussion, the days were passing with unimaginable calm.

"I’d like to have tea again. With everyone."

"Here? No way, everyone has too much time on their hands. They just show up wara wara, you know. If we’re having tea, let’s do it at home."

Wara wara, she says. They were royalty and your family, though. And they weren't free, they came for tea and then screamed at the backlog of work later. Well, whatever.

It was the fault of those who abandoned their duties to have tea with the Little One.

With the incredibly annoyed-looking little girl on his back, Romel walked her to the kitchen, as she said she wanted to eat the staff meal. Then, he had the same meal served to him and enjoyed a moment of peace. The staff meal was a simple one, with multiple dishes served on a single plate.

Stewed rabbit meat was served with grilled vegetables, with two slices of bread on the side. In the upper right was a dessert pie, and it looked quite delicious. As the surrounding servants, who were also eating the staff meal, looked on with strange eyes, he elegantly brought the dessert pie from the edge of the plate to the Little One’s mouth.

"Is it good?"

"Yup!"

Today’s pie was apple. The Little One’s favorite. As the bite-sized piece of pie was brought to her mouth, she ate it moh moh, and the Little One also offered a piece of her cut pie to Romel.

"Here!"

"…"

"Romel? Aahn."

"…"

Staring at the piece offered to him with a "here, here," Romel tentatively opened his mouth. A pie was tossed posu inside. An involuntary smile broke out on his face, and he savored this happiness.

"…It’s delicious."

"Right? Our chefs are the best, aren’t they?"

Romel’s blissful smile was one of deep emotion.

The Little One returned it with a bright, pakiii smile and started eating moh moh again. She didn’t notice the clear disappointment on the faces of those around her.

No, that’s not it.

It was a moment when the feelings of the servants, including the head chef, who were watching from the side, were united.

But well, as long as the two of them are happy, anything goes. Oblivious to the people watching over them with lukewarm smiles, the two in question continued their meal happily.

The Little One and Romel smiled at each other with smiles of different vectors. It was a scene filled with overflowing happiness, like a single captured painting. If it weren’t for the two pairs of eyes glaring from the shadows of the kitchen.

"Head Chef! Adonis! How childish!"

The Little One didn’t notice the two pairs of eyes shining brightly in the back of the kitchen. Romel did notice, and as if enjoying it, he fed the Little One. As the three different intentions crossed, the vice head chef who was chiding the two in the kitchen was the biggest victim.

And a short while later, Chihiro departed for the Flowers frontier. Welcoming the knight order forced upon them by the king and queen, and Zakk, who stood silently like a Nio statue, as new members, the Little One’s squad, leading monsters, raced across the land with a silent shaka shaka.

The people of Frontier, accustomed to the little girl soaring through the sky, quickly got used to the carriage as well and waved them off. It was surprising that there were people in the castle town this early in the morning. Everyone was a hard worker.

This feels kind of nostalgic.

Remembering being seen off like this ten years ago, the Little One felt a little embarrassed.

However, the Little One had no idea that Crown Prince Marcello was waiting ahead, determined to ascertain the truth for himself.

Spring is dawn. In the early spring, which had just become warm, the Little One gazed at the still-pale sky before the sun had fully risen, her heart dancing with the thrill of a new adventure.



		
			Chapter 35

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part One

			"Banri!"

"Well now, it has been a while."

The moment she arrived at the temporary residence in Yamen, the Little One dashed off toward Pandæmonium, with a flustered Chihaya and Dorfen in tow. Zack tried to bolt after them too, but Adonis, who was in charge of unloading their luggage, caught him. Reluctantly, very reluctantly, he turned back toward the carriage.

Reunited with Banri, the Little One gave her legs a soft hug and looked up with an innocent face.

"...You've heard, haven't you?"

"Of course I have. Welcome back, little miss."

With a mischievous lift to the corner of her mouth, Banri’s eyes crinkled into a soft smile. She had received word of the Little One’s return from Sakura. As a former citizen of Kilfan, Banri understood reincarnation and, while surprised, accepted that such things could happen. Two souls in one body. They had separated, and a new Little One was born. It was as simple as that. If she had inherited the memories, there was no problem. They would simply continue their relationship as before.

Banri and the other people from Kilfan possessed a way of thinking that was frighteningly similar to that of the Japanese.

As the Little One clung to her affectionately, Chihaya, who had followed from behind, stared at his sister with wide eyes. Chihiro was friendly, but she was also highly cautious. Chihaya had been surprised many times by her cunning, how she would carefully observe people from behind a smile.

"That one’s no good. I’ll let Romel know."

Her words were as sharp as if she were spitting them out.

Days later, when word got around that Prince Romel had uncovered corruption in several departments based on that information, Chihaya shot a look at his sister. It was clear his placid-faced sister was involved, but he had no idea how it had all happened. Even though he had been in the same place.

I need to study more...

Suppressing a surge of anxiety, Chihaya, taking Chihiro as his model, was often seen frantically burying his nose in books. But that is another story.

This was the woman his ever-cautious sister was clinging to without a shred of wariness.

Noticing Chihaya’s wide eyes, the woman offered a gentle smile.

"You must be her brother. It’s a pleasure. My name is Banri, and I’m in charge of Akitsu Farm. It is good to meet you."

"Akitsu Farm?"

It was the Little One who reacted to the greeting meant for Chihaya.

"The new Kilfan has been established, you see. I took the name of the capital in its honor. Pandæmonium is no more. Now, it is a farm focused on agriculture and animal husbandry."

Banri’s lips curved into an arc.

Come to think of it, she wasn't wearing the red lipstick she used to. Her kimono was also a casual style with a half-width obi and pongee silk. Realizing this, the Little One’s face lit up with a brilliant smile.

"Wow... Hasn’t it gotten way bigger than before?"

Chihiro remembered that while it had been fields as far as the eye could see before, the horizon of the wilderness was visible in the far distance. But the land now spread before her eyes was so vast she couldn’t even see the horizon. It was an expanse of overflowing green and immense fields. Even the area around the horizon was covered in green.

"Ten years is a long time, little miss. After that, we closed the pleasure quarter and expanded the restaurant and farm, and it all went swimmingly."

She explained that during Frontier’s period of transition, when the country could no longer manage its food exports, their farm had become invaluable. The neighboring country of Flowers, in particular, suffered from chronic food shortages due to its geography. To make up for that deficit, they had rapidly expanded the farm. As a result, they had gained enormous profits and support, transforming the farm into what it was today. It was a charming little quirk that, despite being in Frontier, it was known as the breadbasket of Flowers.

"I see... I see!"

The Little One ran off toward a grove of cherry trees, their blossoms only about twenty percent open. Although the early spring mornings and evenings were still chilly, Frontier was a warm country. The cherry blossoms bloomed a bit early here. Pandæmonium had been freed from its cursed yoke. Overjoyed by this from the bottom of her heart, the Little One outran Dorfen and the others chasing her and zipped all around the farm.

Only the monsters could keep up with the Little One when she was running at full tilt.

Soon, the sun set, and twilight enveloped the area. The Little One finally returned to the temporary residence.

"Tonight we’re eating at Akitsu Farm, nyo. I’m so excited!"

Zack glanced at the Little One, who was hopping up and down, and his face showed open disappointment. Adonis clapped him on the shoulder and furrowed his brows in a consoling manner.

"I told you, didn’t I? The princess was definitely going to eat out."

Zack glared resentfully at Adonis’s sympathetic face and turned his eyes away with a huff.

"It’s fine... With a little processing, it can be eaten tomorrow."

Staring at the dessert ingredients he had prepared, Zack let out a small, secret sigh.

"Yeehaw!"

The Frontier party appeared in their casual clothes.

Seeing them, Banri’s eyes narrowed with nostalgia. Ah, that’s right. They came just like this ten years ago, too. I was so surprised back then.

Banri straightened her collar and smiled brightly at the Little One and her group.

"Welcome. We have everything prepared. Please, come inside."

Guided by Banri, who was dressed beautifully, unlike during the day, the Frontier party entered the same large hall as before. An appetizer was already on the low table. The knights Romel had carefully selected were the members of the former Little One squad. With practiced ease, they each took their seats. The few newcomers in their midst awkwardly took their seats as well, following the lead of their seniors. Then, they timidly poked at the appetizer that had been served, murmuring nostalgic lines like, "A tree root?" or "Slime?" that made one want to burst out laughing. Someone actually did burst out laughing, filling the room with a cheerful mood.

They watched with concern as the Little One munched on her sashimi, held their breath at the beautiful women who appeared, and let out sighs of admiration at the final dish of ochazuke. They perfectly traced the actions of the knights who had experienced Japanese food for the first time before.

Their bellies were full, and just as sleepiness began to creep over the Little One, a new dish was placed silently before her. Uni? The Little One, who had been rubbing her drowsy eyes, was instantly wide awake, her gaze fixed on the plate in front of her. There before her was a magnificent dessert. On a pure white square plate sat matcha warabi mochi, a sesame ball filled with red bean paste and cut in half, and a red and white nerikiri confection woven into a rope.

"Whoaaaaa!"

The Little One involuntarily held up the plate and let out a strange cry.

"Huh? You didn’t have this before, did you? Whoaaaaa, for real?"

"We only served food to accompany sake before. There was no need for sweets like this."

At Banri’s explanation, the others around them also stared at the plate.

"Is this a sweet? This?"

The Little One nodded with all her might at the bewildered knights.

"It’s my favorite kind of sweet. I’m so happy!"

Overcome with emotion, the Little One shed a few tears. Watching her from the corner of their eyes, Zack and Adonis met each other’s gaze. Then, as if by mutual agreement, they nodded, stood up as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and headed for the kitchen.

We have red beans, and we can make red bean paste, but we can’t match this level of craftsmanship. I love simple sweets like zenzai and ohagi, but this is irresistible too!

While the Little One was drowning in bliss, she was unaware that in the kitchen, a pastry chef was teary-eyed as Zack and the others, who had stormed in, prostrated themselves and begged him to teach them the recipe.

However, neither did the pastry chef in question know of the future that awaited him, where the two, realizing that authentic Japanese sweets could not be made overnight, would show up on his doorstep to become his apprentices.

A moment of silence for the poor artisans of Akitsu Farm♪



		
			Chapter 36

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Two

			"..........."

"..........."

Two plus one stared at each other in silence.

On one side were two tiny children. They wore matching ponchos of different colors and looked up at their counterpart. On the other side was a well-built man. He was dressed in formal attire of black with silver accents and a cape on one shoulder. It was clearly the outfit of someone of high rank. Behind him stood a contingent of knights, a hundred strong at least. They stared, speechless, at a carriage being pulled by a pure white spider monster. They also glanced at the bees flying around the area, breaking out in a cold sweat.

The Frontier party tilted their heads at such a grand reception. But the Little One recognized the man.

What is the Crown Prince doing here?

This was the border of Flowers, a nostalgic place she had visited ten years ago.

As the two groups stared at each other in silence, a knight from the other side cleared his throat lightly and spoke respectfully.

"Before you stands the crown prince of our nation, His Highness Prince Marcello de Flowers."

Indeed. The reason the two groups had been silent was because of the aristocratic custom that one must not speak unless addressed by a person of higher rank. A mere count’s family could not casually address the royalty of a neighboring country. Even knowing who he was, they had no choice but to wait for him to speak first.

"Welcome after your long journey."

It was a polite but insolent dismissal, uttered without a hint of a smile.

Prince Marcello’s cold response showed not a trace of welcome. That was fine. The twins, with perfect unspoken understanding, gave a noncommittal reply.

"I am Chihaya, the heir of Count Jorge of Frontier. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Likewise, I am Chihiro. A pleasure."

Their salutation and bow were flawless. It was a demeanor unbecoming of children who had likely just received their baptism. The knights of Flowers exchanged looks of astonishment. However, those who had experienced this in the past narrowed their eyes with complicated feelings.

"Chihaya? And Chihiro?"

Prince Marcello tilted his head, looking puzzled. They were used to their names being drawn out like that. Outside of their family, the twins were rarely called by their proper names, and they both gave a wry smile.

"They are words from Kilfan, so they may be difficult to pronounce. Please feel free to call us Haya or Hiro, whichever is easier."

As the two stepped back, Dorfen moved forward to take their place. His eyes, though not haughty, held a firm, unyielding light as he addressed the crown prince.

"May I have permission to speak?"

"You may."

"Thank you, Your Highness. If I may ask, why are you here? If it does not concern us, we would like to proceed with our journey promptly."

At Dorfen’s words, Prince Marcello and his knights were slightly flustered. For the crown prince himself to come out and greet them was an extraordinary event. Yet the other party was completely unimpressed and intended to simply pass by. In fact, he felt they weren’t even trying to hide their insolence in wanting to leave quickly. The prince felt a faint flicker of irritation in his mind. The Flowers knights standing behind him must have felt the same way, for their irritation slipped from their lips.

"How insolent... To think the Crown Prince himself has come."

The Frontier party members who caught the whisper looked at each other in confusion.

"That is why I am asking. I presumed you had some business with us. If not, we must depart in haste."

Dorfen’s words held a hint of exasperation.

"In haste? Why is that?"

It was a back and forth that seemed to probe the other’s intentions. Just as the Little One was about to open her mouth to answer Prince Marcello, who was evasively dodging the question, something jumped down from the top of the carriage. All eyes immediately focused on it. They were staring at a single frog. It looked up with a bothered expression, as if it were sizing up Prince Marcello. But then the prince realized its gaze was directed further behind him and he spun around with a gasp.

Sometime, somehow, a large feudal lord frog had appeared there. The Flowers knights gasped at the sight of the nearly four-meter-tall frog and unconsciously formed a protective circle around the crown prince. But it was the crown prince himself who objected.

"Fools, lower your weapons! That is a Lord of the Forest."

At those words, Chihiro’s face lit up.

The Lord of the border forest, known as King. The crown prince knew of him.

Behind King was a large fissure. The kin who ruled the earth could travel through underground water veins to hide or move to distant locations. He had previously hidden deep beneath the forest to conceal himself from adventurers who were running rampant over the monsters.

Before the frog in question, the Flowers knights and the crown prince bowed their heads respectfully. King offered a faint smile in return and then bowed his head to the Little One.

《It has been too long. Have you been well, my king?》

A golden light shone in his left eye.

At the sight of a familiar face, the Little One couldn’t help but smile. Mugi-ta, who had jumped down, was also hopping about happily.

"You look well, Moruto."

《Thanks to you. The forest has thinned, but the people are working hard. I am grateful.》

Apparently, the people of that farming village came to plant trees with all their might.

"Cherish the forest."

With this as their motto, they had maintained a good relationship with the Lords.

Some things never change.

The Little One’s eyes widened when she heard that they had faithfully followed her words, at times even standing up to soldiers from the royal capital. To protect the forest. To protect their farmlands. They had driven away adventurers who came to hunt monsters for materials, which led to a standoff with soldiers who arrived after receiving complaints from said adventurers.

"Hunting for monster materials is supposed to be done in the frontier! This may be the frontier, but it is a border granary under our management. We will not permit such lawlessness!"

The farmland had finally been revived and was gradually expanding. The farmers, who were keenly aware of the connection between the land and its Lord, pointed to the reservoirs the Lord’s kin had made and the sky that brought just the right amount of moisture, shouting loudly.

"It is because the Lord is here that we can farm this land. We will never forgive you for desecrating the forest of our great benefactor! If you insist, no more harvests will reach the royal capital!"

The soldiers and adventurers, at a loss against the unyielding farmers, appealed to the royal court. Prince Marcello, who was not unacquainted with the Lord of the Forest, heard the circumstances and offered to mediate. After listening to both sides, he acknowledged that the farmers’ explanation was correct, declared the vast, ownerless wilderness around the border to be state land, and forbade adventurers from entering.

There were monsters in the Flowers frontier. It took seven days by carriage or five days by horse, but the requests could still be fulfilled. The Lord’s forest, a three-day carriage ride or a one-day horse ride from the capital, had been a prime hunting ground, but now the adventurers who had been banned were on the verge of tears.

Since then, this border region had been placed under the crown prince’s management, and King reported that they had been living peacefully.

"Huh."

So he was the one.

The crown prince remained motionless, his head still bowed to King.

As the Little One watched him with curiosity, Prince Marcello was thinking about the little girl to whom King was bowing. There was only one person who fit that description.

Even with her black hair and green eyes, she was the Golden King. The Golden King who was called the Little One.

He had come to the border to verify the rumors about the count’s daughter. Was she an imposter or a fake? Knowing the Golden King from ten years ago, Prince Marcello’s heart was in turmoil. The many rumors that disparaged her. It was true that Princess Fatima’s memory had been lost, and her golden eyes had vanished. She was no longer the Golden King. However, that did not change the fact that she had saved the border forest. He had to repay that kindness. That’s what he had thought.

But now, the story was changing.

At first, he had watched with suspicion, but seeing her in person, no one could deny it.

This little girl was the Golden King.

There was no one else who could converse with a Lord without writing. Nor anyone a Lord would personally come to greet.

Ah, so the rumors were true.

Sighing inwardly, Prince Marcello pictured his princess in his mind. Her gentle, innocent smile, her modest and fresh demeanor. Since their engagement during her studies abroad, they had met several times a year, written letters every week, and slowly nurtured their love for one another.

That, too, was the truth.

The Princess Fatima he knew was neither the Golden King nor the Little One. But she was the woman he had cherished and loved over the long ten years.

Faced with reality, Prince Marcello felt an overwhelming urge to see Fatima.

What was she doing now? He would go see her when spring was in full bloom.

Once the mystery was solved, it was nothing. Just the fact that his benefactor and his beloved were two different people.

The crown prince, having come to a conclusion through his own soul searching, decided to follow the Frontier party to the farming village. The Little One squad, also known as a one-man army. He couldn’t just leave them be, so he announced that he would accompany them part of the way on their journey to the frontier.

Wait, are we dangerous people?

It seems the person in question was the only one unaware.

Flowers, being well-acquainted with Frontier, did not feel a great sense of crisis. But the distant countries that only knew of rumors would not be so calm, the crown prince thought, as he gazed at the little girl with an exasperated look.

Hey, I don’t know anything about that. What should I do?

"Well, you’ll manage somehow, won’t you? Just as you once flatly refused my invitation."

The crown prince, riding alongside the carriage, grinned at the Little One, who was poking her head out the window.

Was that about the inn? How nostalgic.

No matter where she was, the Little One was the Little One.

Prince Marcello knew this well. He would never forget the shock of seeing her create a forest right before his eyes.

"Hey. I made a forest in the capital after that. I learned from the farming village at the border. It was a struggle, but I think I managed to create a forest of a decent size... Is it possible for a Lord to move?"

The Little One’s eyes widened at the prince’s halting words. He remembered their conversation back then. And he had acted on it. An indescribable feeling of bashfulness spread through the Little One’s chest.

I suppose I have to tell him. We’re in this together now, yep♪

Prince Marcello rode his horse with a sullen face. Little did he dream that he was about to be dragged into a world-shaking commotion.

The Little One's sly grin was pure mischief.

It's a charming little quirk that the unknowing crown prince would later return to the capital, clutching his head in his hands.

Reuniting with familiar faces brought a wicked smile to her face, and the Little One is full of energy today♪



		
			Chapter 37

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Three

			"This is quite..."

Invited into the carriage, Prince Marcello’s eyes widened at the spacious interior. It featured simple furnishings and a table set for sitting directly on the floor. He heard it was a magic tool that expanded the space, and though he was curious about how it worked, there were more important things to discuss.

Accepting the invitation, the crown prince sat down with a cushion at his back and listened to the Little One’s detailed explanation. She omitted the parts about the gods, but explained that her soul had been lodging in Fatima’s body. For certain reasons, Fatima had been in a state of sleep, so she had been acting as a substitute. When Fatima awoke, she had taken her leave of that body. Since she had been the Golden King, Fatima had lost her power after she left. The Little One skillfully crafted a narrative around the inconsistencies, breaking it down into an easy-to-understand explanation for him.

Sipping the tea Hyrulia served, Prince Marcello let out a deep sigh.

"So you obtained a new body and are now working as the Golden King again. A new pilgrimage. I’m surprised that you have memories of your past life, and that this past life is a person I know. But that is the domain of the gods, so there is no point in dwelling on it."

As expected of the man who became crown prince over his elder brother. He was a man of extremely flexible thinking and broad-mindedness. He handled even this outlandish story properly and showed understanding. Still, he accepted it a little too readily. The Little One stared intently at Prince Marcello and voiced the question that had occurred to her. In response, he explained with a look of utter disgust, as if he had bitten into a bitter bug.

"It’s your fault."

"Excuse me?"

My fault? Wait a minute, I don’t remember doing anything.

"I will not forget how you thoroughly bested me that day. I was still a child back then, but you defeated me with knowledge and eloquence that surpassed my own at the time. I used that as a springboard to become who I am today... I am a little grateful."

From the prince's opening remark that had made his knights explode, to his knowledge of Flowers' unfamiliar history. The child who knew all this and smiled gracefully in admonishment. A little girl, barely three years old, had completely defeated the prince. He had been dumbfounded at the time, but as days passed, a fierce sense of shame and regret assaulted him.

What had I done? I angered the knights with my discourteous attitude, tried to push things forward for my own convenience, and when I learned it was impossible, I forced my disappointment onto a little girl.

The prince would never forget the pity-filled eyes of the Frontier knights and the Little One as they saw off the Flowers knights and himself. And then he realized. Only the little girl’s gaze held no pity, but a sharp glint as the corners of her mouth lifted. He could never forget that challengingly sparkling gaze, and it continued to trouble him.

A few days into his worries, he visited a lake near the royal castle and, while gazing at the forest there, had a realization. At that time, he had wanted to obtain the Lord’s forest so badly that he could see nothing else. He had despaired when he heard it was impossible. But hadn’t she said something else?

He couldn't see the forest for the trees. That was the prince back then.

The prince, who had casually cleared his mind while looking at the lake near the royal castle, recalled the words the little girl had spoken.

‘Is there a forest in the royal capital?’

There was one, yes. A forest about the size of a small village’s. Or was it a grove?

The Lord’s forest at the border was larger than the castle town. This one was less than a tenth of that size. Compared to that, what the castle folk called a forest was surely a grove.

‘The larger a Lord’s forest is, the wider its effective range. A small forest is meaningless.’

Then what if he expanded this grove? Perhaps he could plant trees, increase its size, and expand it little by little.

Thinking that far, the prince hung his head limply and shook it.

A Lord’s forest was said to bring blessings to an area the same size as the forest itself. At the size of this grove, it could only cover the royal castle grounds. In that case, it was more beneficial for Flowers to have the blessings bestowed upon the entire border region. For a country chronically suffering from food shortages, the influence of a Lord’s forest that supported agriculture was immense. It was a treasure that could not be replaced by anything.

It was more prudent to have the Lord stay there than to move them here.

With this conviction, Prince Marcello decided to cherish the border forest. It was then that he heard of the friction between Frontier and Castrato. Reports from his spies informed him that war with that country was imminent, and the prince used his authority as crown prince to mobilize the army. Even without magic, they had technology. They had developed many weapons in secret, from cannons and grenades that used gunpowder, to crossbows improved from bows. Leading soldiers armed with these, the prince headed for the border wilderness. He set up camp in a farming village near the Lord’s forest to grasp the situation, and it was there that he received a message from the village.

The Lord was calling.

Prince Marcello rushed over in a panic, and what he saw were many bees and frogs. He knew they were intelligent monsters connected to the Lord, but the Lord here was supposed to be a large frog.

Then what about those bees?

What about that bee, so much larger and more beautiful than the child-sized bees flying around?

Prince Marcello knew of that monster from his studies, but this was the first time he had seen one.

"A Queen?"

The Lord of the Forest that had long protected Frontier.

He found her honestly beautiful. Her glossy carapace, her smooth fur. Above all, the Lords possessed an intellectual atmosphere. A calm, warm, and unique presence. Compared to them, he felt that we humans were the more barbaric and foolish creatures. In reality, that was probably true.

But why was a Queen here?

With a vague question in mind, the prince heard the story from Moruto and promised to send reinforcements. He decided it would be faster to have the monsters accompany them and cut through the wilderness rather than going through Frontier.

《We are not familiar with the land. We ask that you lead the way.》

Staring at the Queen-like bee writing on the ground with its claw, Prince Marcello swallowed hard and took a chance to ask.

"Why are you, the Queen, going?"

Moruto wouldn't leave the forest. So why?

The giant bee, who had looked momentarily vacant at the prince’s serious expression, then slowly smiled and ran its claw across the ground.

《I am not the Queen. I am her daughter, who is scheduled to succeed her.》

The prince could not believe the words he saw.

"The Queen’s... daughter?"

The giant bee nodded with a smile. It should have had an expressionless, iron mask of a face, yet for some reason, he could tell it was smiling. The next Queen. That meant the Lords could multiply. He didn’t understand the logic, but it was certain that there were two giant bees who were Lords.

This is... what a stroke of luck. Could I somehow invite one to the forest in the royal capital?

The prince felt he heard the trumpets of angels at this sudden good fortune, but the next moment, he collapsed to the ground, his face pale.

He couldn’t possibly invite a Lord to that paltry forest.

He glanced sideways at the border forest and narrowed his eyes at its magnificent nature. What a splendid forest it was. Rich with water, the deep new green bubbled and billowed in the wind. Green as far as the eye could see. This was a forest worthy of a Lord.

The small grove left in the corner of the royal castle was not even worth mentioning.

Prince Marcello clenched his fist with determination.

I will turn that grove into a forest. Fortunately, there is a rich lake fed by a spring. I will use that as a water source, create tributaries, and create a forest through afforestation.

And when a lush forest is complete... will a Lord accept my invitation?

The prince entertained a grand dream in his heart, but that dream would be cruelly shattered later.

He learned that a Lord moving meant the death of a forest, and the only condition under which they could move was if the Golden Ring was complete. Moruto, who explained this, felt a pang of sympathy at the prince's crestfallen figure. The area of the Golden Ring extended from the border forest to the entirety of Frontier. The capital of Flowers was not included within it. Furthermore, he received a report of the Little One’s reversion to infancy, and at the fact that the Golden King herself was lost, the prince’s dream was shattered into a million pieces and blown away by the merciless winds of time.

Remembering the events of ten years ago, a faint pang of pain crossed Prince Marcello’s face. Days of wandering, not knowing what to do. Still unable to give up, he continued planting trees, relying on the knowledge the Little One was said to have left behind. Ten years of silently expanding the forest. As a result, a forest that rivaled the one at the border now spread behind the Flowers royal castle. If only he could invite a Lord here... He would smile a self-deprecating smile every day at the vast forest that filled his vision when he opened a window.

But then, a glimmer of hope.

The Golden King had returned.

It was worth it to have created the forest without giving up.

According to her, she planned to create a ring even larger than before, one that would encompass the entire inland region. If his forest was within that ring, it should be possible for a Lord to move.

The Little One felt an indescribable chill run down her spine at the sight of Prince Marcello’s eyes, which glittered with longing.

And then, in the same farming village as before, the little girl squealed with delight at the same carbonara she had eaten before. This time, it came with black pepper from the start.

"Carbonara! It’s so delicious, isn’t it?"

"Ah, you were the one who gave it that name. It’s a famous dish in my country now. It’s a delicious pasta, isn’t it?"

The villagers listened intently to the snippets of their casual conversation.

Carbonara.

At the word, pronounced with a different intonation from their own, the people’s eyes softened. The adults who remembered that time, and the children who did not, all understood that this group was the real Little One squad.

Her appearance may have changed, but her essence remained the same. Moreover, being close to Yamen, this village naturally received an influx of Kilfan culture, and many rumors along with it.

Knowing that it was all true, the faces of the people couldn’t help but relax into smiles.

Welcome back, Little One.

No one said it until the party from Frontier and Flowers had departed, but the villagers who had watched them until they were out of sight erupted into a frenzy of joy once they were gone.

"It’s really the Little One! The rumors were true!"

"Thank goodness... This is a blessing."

"The land will be healthy again. Not that we don’t have a good harvest now."

"But will she be okay? Going all the way to the frontier as a child."

"The knights are with her. She’ll be fine. Let’s pray for her safety."

Saying so, the villagers knelt on the ground and prayed fervently to the heavens. The sun, as if receiving their prayers and understanding, shone brightly, unnoticed by them.

God is watching everything.

The Little One, beloved by the gods. With the prayers of many people added to her, her journey was smooth sailing.

Bursting with nostalgia, the Little One is full of energy today♪



		
			Chapter 38

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Four

			"Still, I’d heard about it, but this place is really something."

The Little One and her party had passed through the wilderness on the Flowers border and were now in a mountainous region. The towering mountains were almost devoid of vegetation, and rocky peaks and canyons reminiscent of the Grand Canyon on Earth narrowed the expanse of the sky. This landscape had continued for about two days. It was a desolate scene familiar in Arcadia. Even in Arcadia, where half the continent was desert or wilderness, such magnificent mountains were a rare sight.

"If we go a little further, we’ll reach a town called Bastok. It’s my country’s prized mining town. In fact, these mountains are filled with ore everywhere, not just underground. There are scoundrels hoping to strike it rich, so be careful."

At Prince Marcello’s words, the Little One’s eyes widened. This vast mountain range, stretching as far as the eye could see, was all a mine?

Currently, the carriage was descending a mountain it had just climbed. Even looking out the window from there, rocky mountains of all sizes continued in every direction, all the way to the horizon. Well, this is spectacular in a different way from Frontier.

Frontier was farmland as far as the eye could see. She fondly remembered how her eyes had sparkled ten years ago at the sight of fields that continued unbroken even after a full day’s carriage ride.

"A mine, huh. This might be my first time seeing one."

Unable to hide her excitement, her mouth curved into a grin and her large eyes sparkled. Prince Marcello couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight of the little girl shaking her head from side to side like a roly-poly toy.

"You haven’t changed a bit."

The Little One didn’t have any memory of spending enough time with him for him to say such a thing. She looked back curiously and tilted her head. Ah, yes. She hasn’t changed.

Just a brief scolding and a few days of marching together.

It was only that, yet how vividly he remembered it. The little girl racing on the back of a monster. The little girl loudly complaining about the food situation during camp. The little girl standing tall before them as they looked on in admiration at the meal prepared with the help of Frontier’s cooks, her eyes curving in satisfaction. And the little girl who affectionately clung to the Lord of the border forest, climbed onto its head, and laughed.

He had been truly shocked at the time.

Just when he thought it couldn't be, other monsters joyfully jumped on the Lord, climbed up, and began to frolic and dance with the Little One. While giving a high five with a "whey," she headed towards a large spring and placed both hands on the ground.

In that moment, several bolts of lightning shot through the area, and in the next instant, after we were blinded, the little girl’s figure had vanished.

It all happened in the blink of an eye.

Prince Marcello’s heart clenched, as if caught in an invisible net with no escape. Even now, he had not forgotten that feeling. A critical alarm bell rung by his instincts. Ten years had passed since then. This feeling had saved him many times. The little girl snatched away right before his eyes. According to King, it was a summons from the gods. If that was the case, there was nothing a human could do.

The Frontier knights, perhaps accustomed to such abnormal situations, proceeded in an orderly fashion despite their confusion. The Little One squad simply gave a light farewell to the bewildered members from Flowers and began their return journey. At that time, Prince Marcello felt a wave of nausea at his younger self, who could do nothing but stare after them in a daze.

I am different from who I was back then. Now, I can surely be of help to her.

The painful memory from ten years ago had neither faded nor healed, and it would occasionally torment him.

The deeply embedded wedge of regret. This memory had flashed through the prince’s mind many times when he faced similar crises, and it had saved him from his predicaments. He would not make the same mistake twice. The stubbornness peculiar to youth. The memories of that time became fuel for Prince Marcello’s rigid self-discipline, shaping him into the man he was today.

This time for sure.

Dorfen and the others, sensing something similar to themselves in the crown prince’s earnest gaze upon the Little One, shrugged their shoulders.

Another case of trauma lying around. The Little One’s disappearance seemed to have spread its roots deeper and wider than they had thought.

The carriage, filled with three different kinds of sentiment, sped silently toward the town lights that had finally come into view. The carriage was equipped with makeshift tires, an invention of the Little One’s, made by stuffing long, thin leather bags with air and covering them with multiple layers of netting. It was much quieter than a regular carriage and made no noise. Prince Marcello would look upon it with astonishment, but that is a story for a little later.

"Whoaaaaa."

The tall rocky mountains on either side served as a natural defensive wall, and a sturdy checkpoint stood before the town called Bastok. At the checkpoint, with its large open gate, stood burly, grim-faced soldiers, their sharp gazes fixed on the line of people waiting for inspection. The white spider queued up in that line, politely waiting its turn. The sun had already set, and the Little One’s group was probably the last in line. There were separate gates for carriages and pedestrians. Seeing this, the spider got in the line for carriages. A man who appeared to be a guard for the carriage that was formerly last in line noticed something behind him and unconsciously turned around. He froze at the sight of a spider as tall as himself. And in the next instant, he screamed in a voice that could tear silk.

"A m-monster!"

The ear-splitting cry, frozen with terror, spread instantly, and the area around the Bastok gate plunged into a crucible of chaos. A tide of people pulled back with a cry, and through the gap they created, soldiers clad in armor came running. Upon confirming the spider, they raised their weapons without a word. However, their weapons never reached the spider. A barrier surrounding it repelled the men’s resentful blows. Some had their weapons knocked away. Some were sent flying along with their own bodies, and they looked up at the pure white spider before them, not understanding what had happened.

Then, a carefree voice drifted over.

"Hey, hey, isn’t this a bit sudden? What did my children do? They’re just pulling a carriage."

"A carriage?"

At those words, the soldiers also realized. The pure white spider, illuminated in the twilight, was so distinct that they hadn’t been able to see what was behind it. The dark brown carriage connected to it. The veil of night acted as camouflage, and the vivid whiteness of the spider stood out so much that neither the soldiers nor the people around them had noticed the carriage behind it.

"Oh, honestly. You poor thing. There, there, it’s okay, Canon."

The little girl nimbly hopped over the spider’s legs and back and patted the pure white spider on its head. The eight eyes of the spider, which had been glaring at the soldiers, softened into a drowsy look. Despite being an inorganic insect face, it was a mystery how one could tell it had softened. The atmosphere the spider exuded was completely different from before. Another similar spider emerged from behind the first one, which was purring and nuzzling up to her like an affectionate pet. The soldiers let out short screams at the two identical spiders.

"Don’t worry, Fugue. It’s okay."

The little girl jumped down from the spider with a light thud, took something from a knight beside her, and spread it out before the soldiers with a snap. It was a single sheet of parchment. A travel permit written under the joint names of the King of Frontier and His Majesty the King of Flowers. The text indicated not only a free pass between the two countries, but also permission to travel anywhere in Flowers. In other words, this little girl was a guest of His Majesty the King, who had been granted authority by the King of Flowers.

Blood drained from the soldiers' faces as they timidly looked up. The Little One gave them a faint smile and a slight lift of her lips.

"So that’s how it is. Well, it was probably confusing, so I’ll let it slide this time... But there won’t be a next time, you hear? If you point your weapons at my cute monsters, I’ll make you regret it so much you won’t even be able to cry."

Watching the back of the little girl as she drove her point home, Prince Marcello, who had been about to step out of the carriage, narrowed his eyes. No, you’re not acting very noble either. Why are you lining up with commoners? You should have sent a messenger ahead and gotten priority entry. If you had, the soldiers who received the notice would have come on a fast horse to confirm. Please, I beg you, realize that you’re the one making things worse.

The knights who should have prompted her to do so said nothing about the little girl’s actions. In fact, like the Little One, they were looking on resentfully at the current situation.

This isn’t Frontier, you know. How much free rein do the people of Frontier usually give her?

The temperature difference between those who knew the Little One well and those who didn’t. Prince Marcello’s head began to ache at the Frontier party, who seemed to have no understanding of this at all.

But this was just the beginning. The crown prince of today did not yet know of the great commotion that would occur during their two-day stay in the town of Bastok. Prince Marcello, dreaming of moving a Lord. The day his ambition would be fulfilled was still far away.



		
			Chapter 39

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Five

			"And that is the situation. Do you understand?"

"Yes..."

This was the town of Bastok.

Afterwards, the Little One’s party had entered the town and been taken to a villa used by the royal family, where Prince Marcello was now giving a lecture to everyone, including the entire knight contingent. The Little One was sitting formally on the sofa, small and dejected, her head hung low.

"This is not an incognito visit. If you are to wield authority, you must also fulfill the responsibilities that come with it."

His words hit home.

The Little One curled up even smaller.

That monsters are not commonplace and inspire fear and caution in others. Furthermore, Bastok, being near the border forest, was often attacked by monsters and its people were on edge.

"The soldiers’ response was entirely appropriate. You merely picked a fight. By silencing them with the authority of the kings, what kind of impression do you think you gave them?"

His lecture was perfectly reasonable.

Chihiro curled up even smaller.

Unable to watch any longer, Dorfen couldn’t help but step in to help her.

"May I be permitted to speak?"

"You may."

The crown prince gave a magnanimous nod to Dorfen, who had raised his hand slightly.

"Certainly, Lady Chihiro’s response was not commendable. However, she is still a child of seven. I believe she is too young to possess such sensibilities."

With a slightly dramatic gesture, Dorfen furrowed his brow and spun his words. But Prince Marcello fixed him with a sharp gaze and let out an exaggerated sigh.

"Are you being serious?"

"Pardon?"

"I am asking if you are seriously suggesting that this is a seven-year-old child, acting her age."

Dorfen was at a loss for words as the crown prince gestured to the Little One with his chin. The knights lined up behind the Little One also unconsciously averted their eyes. Their gazes darted about like minnows making ripples on the water’s surface. The crown prince gave them a lukewarm smile and sighed inwardly. They know, don’t they.

Sensing an awkward undertone in the knights’ attitudes, Prince Marcello knelt before the Little One.

"You have power. If you are to flaunt it, then act accordingly. If you dislike that, then be discreet in your actions. Do you understand?"

The Little One gave a small nod to Prince Marcello, who met her gaze with a serious expression.

I messed up. I thoughtlessly used whatever I could without thinking. This isn’t Frontier. They have no tolerance for monsters, and it’s an authoritarian country where the elite are absolute. If the top says it’s white, then it’s white even if it’s black. In a place like that, if you brandish the highest authority, of course everyone will be intimidated and subservient. The Frontier royal family, which approves of rebuttals from the lower classes, is the strange one. It’s strange, but to the Little One, who knew that was how things should be, it didn’t seem odd. That’s why these cracks appear.

Prince Marcello averted his gaze from the dejected and silent Little One and began to lecture the knights instead.

"And you are all to blame as well. It is a retainer’s duty to skillfully admonish and guide their master."

The Frontier knights were also at a loss for words at his nagging lecture. Dorfen personally had tried to get the Little One to behave in a manner befitting her station, but he couldn’t stop her from completely dropping the act in front of those without rank, even though she was perfectly sociable in front of those with rank. For royalty, she acted like royalty. For nobility, like nobility. For commoners, like commoners. The Little One’s atmosphere changed completely to match each group. Dorfen was impressed that she could switch between personas so well, but he had still made an effort to get her to maintain a noble demeanor in her actions and dress at all times. However, all his efforts ended in vain.

Because all of them were the Little One.

She wasn’t switching or acting. All of it was a natural change. She transformed to match her company, and all of it was the Little One. Basically a commoner. Sometimes a noble. Rarely, quasi-royalty.

Her attitude and way of speaking changed so naturally. Dorfen didn’t understand it, but seeing how she treated those she trusted as a commoner regardless of their station, he was sure that her base was that of a commoner.

But that ambiguity was what caused this kind of friction.

Dorfen couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t prevent it. At this rate, he was a failure as an attendant. He had to do something.

With a pained expression, he felt terribly sorry for the Little One, who was slumped over dejectedly.

Pochiko-san and the others gently snuggled up to the Little One as if to comfort her. They rubbed their cheeks against her shoulder and wrapped themselves around her hand, licking her fingers. Chihiro gave a wry smile at the kindness of the small creatures.

"Thank you."

Saying so, the Little One took out honey cubes from her bag and gave one to each of them. Besides magic, monsters also eat regular food. Magic is like a luxury item for them. Monsters are particularly fond of sweets, so the Little One would occasionally give them sweets as a snack, separate from their meals. The snacks she carried around for easy access were various cookies and honey cubes. Honey cubes came in fruit and grain varieties and were a convenient item that was also useful when you were a little hungry or tired. She unwrapped the apple-flavored cubes and handed them out one by one. Pochiko-san and Mi-chan ate them happily. Mugi-ta was also overjoyed. As she handed them out to the other monsters that crowded around her, the Little One’s hand suddenly stopped.

She had handed out the cube without thinking, but what was that unfamiliar hand just now?

Two hands like maple leaves were held out, and the Little One instinctively placed a cube on them. The little girl cautiously looked to her side and saw something unfamiliar. It had shaggy hair and a beard, a leather hat like a Borsalino on its head, and its bangs came down to just above its button nose, obscuring its face.

"Who are you!"

At the Little One’s involuntary cry, everyone’s gaze gathered. And like the Little One, they were speechless at the sight of the unfamiliar creature. Sitting next to her and eating a cube was a human smaller than Chihiro. Not a child, but a human. An adult. An adult smaller than the Little One.

"Hmm?" the creature seemed to say as it tilted its head.

It held out its small hands again, and the Little One was dumbfounded. Dorfen immediately scooped her up.

"What is this? Is it one of yours, from Flowers?"

The Frontier knights recoiled at the sight of the roughly thirty-centimeter-tall human. Prince Marcello shook his head vigorously in response, his face pale.

"I don’t know! What is this thing?"

The commotion of the people slowly backing away drew the attention of the villa staff, who came rushing into the reception room.

"Is something the matter?"

"This! What is this?!"

The villa staff’s eyes widened at the thing being pointed at.

"Isn’t that a gnome? How rare."

"A gnome...? You mean, the legendary one?"

As if realizing it upon hearing the word, Prince Marcello looked at the small human with an expression of astonishment.

"A spirit?"

Dorfen, seeming to understand as well, stared at the small creature munching on the cube. The marquis’s family, with their Golden King fetish, knew of the spirits that the king had commanded. There was a passage about gnomes in their texts.

According to the stories, gnomes had appeared in Flowers since ancient times. Back when the land was full of magic, they were not uncommon, and humans and gnomes lived together in harmony. They mined ore and tilled fields. Flowers had benefited from the gnomes’ help in many areas.

However, as magic disappeared from the land, gnomes were seen less and less, and now they were only recorded in legends.

"I only know of them from fairy tales. Well, I am surprised."

‘Hoh hoh.’

The gnome, having received a new apple cube, unwrapped it with delight. Around it sat the people, looking at each other in confusion, unable to comprehend what had happened. Amidst them, only the Little One’s eyes sparkled as she stared at the gnome.

So this is a gnome. It’s like a doll.

Apparently, the gnome had taken a liking to the honey cubes and was munching away happily. It then looked up at the Little One and held out a tiny index finger from its small hand. The Little One, sensing she should, also held out her index finger. The moment their fingers touched, something slithered out of the Little One’s body.

"Ah…"

The moment the others reacted to the Little One’s small voice, a small lizard appeared between the gnome and the little girl.

‘Kyau!’

‘Hoh hoh?’

It was a salamander that had manifested. It wagged its gunmetal-colored tail back and forth and happily played with the gnome. At first glance, it was a heartwarming scene, but a tremendous chill emanated from behind the Little One.

Oh no. I don’t want to turn around.

The source of the chill was, of course, Prince Marcello. He narrowed his sharp eyes and kept the little girl fixed in his sight without moving a muscle.

"Explain. What is that lizard?"

How should I explain this?

This was the first time Colon had appeared without being summoned. What on earth had happened?

"Um... A salamander?"

At the little girl’s words, Prince Marcello’s mouth twisted into an uneven smirk. By the time the Little One realized the danger, it was too late. A roar echoed through the reception room.

"Explain yourself!"

The Little One, huddled together with Colon, the gnome, and the other monsters, broke out in a cold sweat as she looked up at the crown prince. As the surrounding knights looked up at the heavens, the Little One haltingly explained the events that had taken place at the Frontier Royal Palace. Prince Marcello’s interrogation did not end even as the night wore on, and it was around the time the sky began to lighten that the two, with exhausted faces, faced each other and sighed.

"So, in other words. You have become the master of this gnome. ...But why you, when you are in the land of Flowers?"

"I don’t know! It was just next to me when I noticed! It’s not my fault!"

True enough.

The Little One thrashed about, half in tears.

The gnome was happily conversing with Colon, Jirō, and the other salamanders.

‘Kyau, kyuu.’

‘Hoh hoh, hoh hoh.’

‘Kyafu.’

Listening to the incomprehensible conversation, the people still found themselves soothed by the happy trio. Only Chihaya, sitting on the sofa, looked at the gnome with a complicated expression.

Unaware of his serious expression, the Little One, who had been sitting, suddenly fell backward.

"Lady Chihiro?"

Dorfen rushed to catch her and found her fast asleep, still with a tear-streaked face, breathing softly. With an exasperated smile, Dorfen lifted the little girl into his arms.

"Let us conclude for the night. I will take her to bed."

"Ah, my apologies. Is it morning already?"

The whitening sky outside the window hurt his eyes.

And so, without really understanding how, the Little One obtained a gnome.

A laughing gnome and a dancing salamander.

Prince Marcello secretly biting his lip in frustration.

Later, the persistent Prince Marcello, after a great commotion, managed to get a gnome for himself. It is a side story that he beamed like a child and doted on the gnome.

The Little One is still unaware of the commotion to come.

Sucking her thumb, the little girl sleeps with a troubled expression. Her future is fraught with difficulty.



		
			Chapter 40

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Six

			"...Nn?"

Legend and reality had intertwined, and as the adults scrambled around asking, "What happened? What caused this?" the Little One, who had been sleeping soundly, felt a strange sense of breathlessness and fluttered her eyes open. There before her was the gnome in question. It was sitting formally on the Little One’s chest, its eyes, hidden by its bangs, staring intently at her.

No, more importantly, get off. I can’t breathe.

Still half-asleep from the surreal sight, the Little One reached out a hand toward the gnome. The gnome then placed something in her hand. Something with a hard texture. "Honi?" Blinking her eyes, the Little One brought it up to her face. In her hand was a dark purplish stone. The stone, with a color that slightly unsettled her nerves, felt strangely heavy and stuck to Chihiro’s palm.

"What is this?"

As consciousness slowly returned, the Little One ignored the gnome, sat up, and groggily took in her surroundings.

Is this a guest room? I must have fallen asleep.

The heavy furnishings were out of place in a mining town. The bed even had a canopy, and Chihiro remembered that this was a villa for the royal family.

"That gnome. It’s crying."

"Gyah?!"

Thinking she was alone, Chihiro jumped and spun around at the sudden voice, only to see her familiar brother. He was sitting on a chair by the bed, hugging his knees, his black eyes holding a complicated color. Puzzled by Chihaya’s unusual atmosphere, Chihiro tilted her head.

"Last night. The gnome said something. That this place is sad."

Pardon?

That makes no sense.

"This place. It’s sleeping. Lots of lives. But everyone is trying to dig them up, so it’s sad."

"Sleeping? Who?"

Having said that much, the Little One realized. It was the same on Earth, wasn’t it? The word used metaphorically for things that are enshrined or buried. And if the expression "life" was attached, it meant the dead.

As if confirming the Little One’s suspicion, Chihaya furrowed his brow and muttered.

"The people who had this place stolen from them are angry. That’s why this place is attacked. They’re saying, ‘Give it back.’"

"Big brother, how do you know all that?"

"I’m telling you. Look."

Chihaya pointed to the gnome in question.

It was trying to convey something with gestures. But Chihiro couldn’t understand.

"Could it be, big brother, that you can understand the gnome’s words?"

"Can’t you hear it, Hiro? It’s been saying ‘Help me’ this whole time."

Oh no... The overpowered item strikes again!

Apparently, Chihaya’s ear cuff could also pick up the words of non-human beings.

The Little One held her head in her hands for a moment, then decided to ask for the details.

According to him, the town of Bastok had expanded considerably recently. It used to be located further south, and the town was just a mining site for collecting and sending ore. However, in recent years, with technological advancements, the town had grown, and what was once the size of a small village had expanded to a scale comparable to the royal capital. A place that had been swallowed up by the rapidly developing town. That was this place, where many beings slept.

This was a graveyard for magical beasts. A place where the strong, sensing their death, had come to rest for generations. By dying just beyond the reach of the frontier’s magic, the magical beasts intended to diffuse the magic dwelling within their bodies. It was a law of nature to expand the forest even a little. However, humans had built a town there. To reclaim it, the magical beasts had been attacking Bastok.

The stone the gnome had given her was what remained of those magical beasts. A crystal of their magic, accumulated deep within the earth over long years. If this were to be unearthed, the efforts of the magical beasts would be in vain. Furthermore, there was another problem that threatened this.

"There’s a dungeon under here. It’s been intentionally sealed off, and the magical beasts inside are rampaging."

"Does that mean…"

As Chihiro involuntarily scowled, Chihaya nodded with a sharp gaze unbefitting his age.

"It happened in the Queen’s forest before, right? I think it’s the same thing."

That codex incident.

The knights who investigated the scene informed her that some kind of barrier had been erected, trapping the magical beasts, and the Little One had immediately destroyed the magic. When she explained that there was a curse that created ferocious creatures in this way, the knights and their personal magicians turned pale. They investigated the interior and were desperately trying to identify the culprit from the magical traces and the spell formula.

There was a high possibility that the same thing was happening here.

I need to talk to the crown prince about this.

It was a dubious story, but fortunately, Prince Marcello had a certain degree of trust in the Little One. If she told him, he wouldn’t just dismiss it.

As the Little One was thinking about this, her eyes fell on the gnome. He was sitting there quietly, listening intently to their conversation.

"By the way, I wonder why the gnome appeared."

Chihiro poked its cute button nose and tilted her head, and Chihaya answered.

"It says it was able to materialize because Hiro’s magic is golden."

Ah.

So that’s it. The Little One showed her gums in a smile. The golden magic that creates the world. That unconventional magic activated magical creatures.

But Chihiro felt a small snag in that explanation.

"If it materialized, does that mean its main body is somewhere?"

At Chihiro’s words, Chihaya and the gnome nodded at each other.

"It says the main body is underground. Hmm? A very deep place? It seems there’s something that gives birth to spirits?"

At Chihaya’s explanation, the Little One’s heart pounded loudly. If that statement was taken literally, it meant that there was something similar to Frontier’s Tower of David underground here as well. And the magical beasts that came to die so far from the frontier. Just as something was about to take shape in the Little One’s mind, there was a knock on the door, and the something she was about to grasp dissipated.

"Chihiro? Are you awake?"

It was Prince Marcello who opened the door gently. Behind him was Dorfen, with a worried look on his face.

"I heard voices. Did you sleep well?"

At his words, the Little One looked at the clock. It was already past noon. Smiling at this, Prince Marcello looked at the gnome in question. He stared at the gnome with a restless demeanor, a light akin to longing in his eyes. The gnome, perhaps feeling uncomfortable under the intense gaze, ducked under the Little One’s arm. Seeing this, Prince Marcello openly displayed his displeasure.

"The gnome is said to be the guardian of my country… Why is it with you?"

Even if you ask me why.

Golden magic is the magic that creates and governs the world. It is an irresistibly charming existence for magical creatures. It also grants the power that comes with it, which is why the gnome was able to materialize. It was the same at the Tower of David. Even though Chihiro had only channeled a little magic, a salamander had manifested. Romel and Chihaya had apparently needed a considerable amount of magic to make one manifest.

So what does that mean? Does it mean that if I go to a place with something like the Tower of David, I can obtain a spirit? While the crown prince wore a pained expression, the Little One sank into a sea of thought.

And then she had a flash of inspiration.

"The prince might be able to get a gnome too, nyo."

"What did you say?"

At the little girl’s brightened face, Prince Marcello’s eyes widened. The hope and joy that coexisted in his gaze were the same color as the expectation he had shown for the Lord’s forest ten years ago.

Something that seemed to have changed but hadn’t was also here.

The Little One couldn’t help but smile with nostalgia.

It was a charming little quirk that some let out small groans at the cuteness of the giggling little girl.

The Little One moved the discussion to the reception room and, through Chihaya, told the crown prince and the others what she had heard. She also suggested the high probability that something was happening underground in Bastok.

"If it’s the same as in Frontier, we can expect the intervention of someone with ill intentions. And as long as this place is occupied, the magical beast attacks will not end."

The Flowers contingent was dumbfounded by the unexpected story.

"If that is true, it is a serious matter. Bastok is a land situated between the border forest and the frontier forest, and its magic has recovered remarkably. In the last ten years, it has become a very important town. If something happens to Bastok, the foundation of Flowers could be shaken."

The possibility of a stampede caused by a codex, or a ferocious monster that might be born from a sudden mutation. Even apart from that, there was the current situation of frequent magical beast attacks, and if they didn’t investigate the cause and take action, they could glimpse a situation that would be irreversible. The Little One glanced at the stirred-up people and recalled the words Chihaya had spun.

Crying.

The magical beasts. The gnome. The land.

They were lamenting that this place had been taken from them.

What should she do? It was presumptuous to meddle in another country’s affairs, but if she overlooked it, she could only imagine a tragic future. Things would probably work out somehow, but it was certain to be in a way that deviated from the Little One’s ideals.

The Little One was selfish.

She was selfish to the core. So selfish it was like rebar.

Therefore, she would proceed as she pleased.

"Hey, Prince. Could you sell me a corner of Bastok?"

If you don’t, you’ll regret it.

A sinister shadow fell over the little girl’s bright smile, and her sharp gaze made those around her tremble.

If I talk to her, she’ll understand. She’ll understand. Yes. She can be ferocious at times, but she doesn’t do things without reason. She shouldn’t, right?

As if to bolster himself, Prince Marcello roused his spirits and heard the details from the Little One.

And then he screamed.

"You should have said something like that sooner!"

Learning the reason why Bastok was being attacked by magical beasts, the crown prince hastily gathered his subordinates. No one had realized that a magical beast magnet existed in a corner of the town they had unwittingly expanded. Oh my. He’s quite understanding. But I’m buying it. I’m not giving it to you.

The gnome looked up at the Little One, who was puffing out her chest, with a look of admiration. Noticing its happy expression, the Little One patted the gnome on the head.

"Come to think of it, I haven’t given you a name yet. Gnome, huh. Hmm, Koropokkuru? We already have a Colon, so let’s go with Pockle."

The small hand patting it was imbued with magic. As it was being patted, the gnome nodded happily. Unconcerned with such a peaceful scene, Bastok and the crown prince were in an uproar. For now, they would summon soldiers from nearby to strengthen security, and it seemed they would lead a contingent of knights from the royal capital to investigate and subjugate the dungeon.

"At times like this, I am truly grateful to have a trustworthy country next door."

The sense of security that they wouldn’t be attacked even if they thinned their border guards to gather soldiers. It was something irreplaceable, and Prince Marcello was truly grateful for it.

"If things go well, you can expect the gnome’s help, nyo. Good luck, Prince♪"

"I don’t know if my magic will be enough, but I’ll give it a try. Thank you. You be careful too."

The parties, which had originally planned to part ways in Bastok, each proceeded as scheduled.

The Frontier contingent headed for the frontier, and the Flowers contingent returned to the royal capital. Due to the unexpected situation, the crown prince and his men set off on fast horses, aiming for the capital at top speed. It was a headache and a half, but he was grateful that the cause was already known and a course of action had been decided.

As they watched the departing Frontier party, Prince Marcello and the Flowers knights bowed their heads deeply.

And so, the Little One obtained a gnome by chance and was quite pleased.

It was a charming little quirk that Chihaya pouted his lips in envy.

No matter where she goes, the Little One gets caught up in trouble, but she’s full of energy today♪



		
			Chapter 41

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One, Part Seven

			"How much longer until we get there?"

"According to the map, about two more days. It’s the closest border forest, after all."

Watching the landscape of occasional deserts amidst the wilderness, Chihiro rested her chin on the windowsill. In Arcadia, the contrast between lands was stark. There were lands that were barren, dry, and withered, and lands that held water and were lush with green. The wilderness was truly a land of death, where not even the familiar cacti of Earth’s world grew. Just looking at it was depressing. How long had this desolate land, without a single crack, been deprived of the blessing of water?

The ground is rock hard, too. I want to use my golden magic.

Chihaya, Dorfen, and the others glanced worriedly at the sister who could do nothing but sigh.

In fact, the Little One had a plan. It was also to carry out that plan that she was heading for the border forest. Of course, her primary objective was the covenant. But after the incident in Bastok, the plan she had brought with her had taken on greater importance. I wonder if it will work. I hope it works.

As the Little One let out a long sigh, Hyrulia spoke to her.

"So many sighs. Come, let me make some tea."

Chihiro nodded at her words and sat down at the table. But she was absentminded even with the tea that was served. Unconcerned with the worried looks of those around her, the Little One’s sighs did not cease until they reached the border forest.

And so, they finally arrived at the border forest.

The Frontier party was speechless at the sight that spread before them.

In terms of size alone, it was probably larger than Frontier’s forests. But the trees were thin and sparse, with less than half their leaves, and the bare wilderness and desert were patchy. There were some areas of deep green, but they were by no means numerous. This was little more than a savanna with a bit of fluff. It was not a land that could be called a forest at all.

How could this be.

Dorfen grabbed the hand of the Little One, whose face had frozen. Chihaya was equally stunned, but Adonis placed his hands on his small shoulders.

"Reality is often like this. Come, let us find the Lord."

"Right. Life is made of irony and setbacks. Let’s go!"

With a grin, Dorfen and Adonis lifted the twins into their arms. They stepped into the vast wasteland that could hardly be called a forest, and the Frontier knights lined up on either side of Dorfen and Adonis, who were leading the way. Leaving Canon and Fugue to guard the carriage, the other monsters surrounded the knights. Chihiro’s eyes flashed with a light as thin as a needle as she glared at the forest that was being transformed into a savanna by human hands.

This too is survival of the fittest, a law of nature. But.

A cold flame flickered in the little girl’s eyes, and a faint laugh escaped from her lips, which were twisted into a gruesome smile. Puzzled by the small, leaked laugh, Dorfen glanced at the Little One, and his eyes widened in shock. There stood a little girl with a smile he had never seen before. Her eyes were pained, yet her face was a tearful smile, as if she was enjoying herself immensely.

"Lady… Chihiro?"

Dorfen’s words did not reach her as he trembled and fought back a chill. Chihiro, her eyes still holding a dark light, spun words as sharp as a razor.

"I’m selfish, nyo…"

The knights were speechless at the Little One’s sudden transformation. It was precisely because they knew of lush, green forests like the Queen’s that the sight before them seemed so tragic. They had been surprised by the thinness of the forest at the Flowers border, but this was on a completely different level. There were beasts in the sparse, open forest. Monsters too. But perhaps they were intimidated by the monster troop led by Pochiko-san, for they only loitered at a distance and did not approach.

After a while, they came to a grassland that spread out before them. It had a different, independent atmosphere. Soft grass grew up to their calves, and colorful flowers bloomed with a wild beauty.

"This is it."

Staring at the endless grassland, the Little One got down from Dorfen’s arms. Instantly, the grassland billowed in the wind. A high-pitched sound echoed, and something appeared before them.

《Are you the king?》

"Probably."

Whether she was a king or an O-saki was no longer clear. Still, she understood what she had to do, what she could do, and what she wanted to do.

A sly smile on her face, a small whirlwind of wind swirled before the Little One. It then burst like a bubble, and a single person appeared. A man with brown skin. He had long, messy hair with several strands of what looked like braided reeds wrapped around it. He was naked except for a single piece of cloth wrapped around his waist. In Earth terms, he looked like a native from a bygone era.

The Frontier knights stood there, dumbfounded.

"A human? The Lord here is a human?"

Dorfen muttered, holding his breath.

《No, I am not.》

Once again, a clear, high-pitched sound echoed, and the wind raced across the entire grassland, swirling into a vortex. The knights involuntarily flinched at the sudden gust of wind, and Dorfen hugged the Little One protectively. When the wind had blown through and a booming sound was heard, countless people and a small hill had appeared. They were people with a similar appearance to the first human. People of all ages, from children to adults. And the small hill looked down at the Little One.

《Allow me to reintroduce myself. I offer my thanks, O Golden King.》

A thought descended from above.

The hill she looked up at in amazement was not a hill. It was a giant human. It was probably twenty meters tall. It had a form that Chihiro knew well.

"An oni…?"

The giant human, who was smiling faintly, had small horns on either side of its forehead. Because of its short, crew-cut-like hairstyle, its unusual features were clearly visible. The other people were probably oni as well. But their hair was so long it covered their eyes, and their horns, which were not very large, were hidden.

《My name is Legion. And you are?》

"I’m Chihiro!"

The oni before the loudly answering little girl placed both fists on the ground and bowed its head deeply.

《Truly… I am grateful. Your power was a great help.》

He must be talking about the magic stones she had sent before. Even with those, this was the result? Chihiro looked around and shivered.

"Let’s make a covenant! Now!"

The Little One ran over and nimbly climbed Legion’s body. She then jumped onto his shoulder, scrambled up to his ear, and patted his cheek. The small creature was ticklish. Legion gently reached out and placed Chihiro on his finger.

《By all means.》

Closing his large eyes with a warm gaze, he offered his head to the Little One. Placing both hands on his eyelids, the little girl poured all her magic into him. In that instant, a golden band stretched out. It wrapped around Legion, raced across the grassland multiple times, and enveloped the entire forest area before emitting a bright light with a loud sound. The golden band burst with a pop, and sparkling light rained down on the land.

From there, many new lives sprouted.

In the blink of an eye, the forest was revived, and deep, dense, lush trees covered the land.

The excitement that never faded, no matter how many times he saw it.

Dorfen and Adonis narrowed their eyes at the nostalgic sight of the Little One. It was a scene they had witnessed many times in the past. The golden magic that revived even the land of death. The many forests that would not be lost as long as there was a covenant.

Dorfen and Adonis exchanged glances and smiled at the rookie knights who were too surprised to speak.

"It has begun. A new legend."

"Yes. No one knows the old legend. From here on out is the true legend of the Little One."

The salvation of the world that took place ten years ago was an achievement known to only a very few. It far surpassed the achievements of the first Golden King who founded Frontier, yet there was no one to record it. There was no way to prove the fact. The achievement, known only to the gods, was rewarded with a new reincarnation. So Dorfen and the others had no complaints, but they were frustrated that she could not receive praise from the people. Adonis was a commoner. That frustration was less for him, but for Dorfen, it was so infuriating that his heart bled. Many among the royalty and nobility looked down on the Count Jorge family. A cook who rose from commoner status. A barbarian who obtained the rank of count just by picking up a stray child. An outsider who seduced Her Highness the Princess through a stroke of luck. Many malicious rumors, embellished with not just back and tail fins but also belly and pectoral fins, circulated in high society. For Dorfen, who was with that family and knew all the circumstances, to have baseless rumors spoken of as if they were fact was a humiliation that made him want to scream.

Who do you think you have to thank for being alive and chirping? Are not those who enjoy rights based solely on their lineage without doing anything the true outsiders? What do you know of Lady Chihiro? What do you say, without knowing of Lord Drago’s anguish and conflict!

Dorfen, trembling all over as he suppressed a scream, saw his small master.

This is where it begins, Lady Chihiro. Finally, the world will be made aware of your preciousness.

Dorfen, looking up at the sky that had already turned crimson, smiled with deep emotion at Chihiro, who was playing with Legion. The cute little girl hopping and jumping around. The large oni bowing its head and weeping. At the fairy-tale-like scene, Dorfen’s vision blurred. With their own thoughts in their hearts, the Little One took a step forward on her pilgrimage. It was a small step, but it was a sure step towards an era-making new stage.

The Little One squad, who had been watching the dreamlike scene with longing, would be speechless again the next day when they witnessed the Little One’s true nature, but they did not yet know of that future.

"I’m selfish!"

The little girl of tomorrow, her cheeks puffed out like a squirrel’s. The Little One, who will stand tall in the future, is full of energy every day♪



		
			Chapter 42

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One

			"That’s why. I think it’s worth a try."

The next day, with the knights and the others watching over her, the Little One placed her hands on the desolate earth. Instantly, both her hands began to shine as if stars were falling, and golden bands raced across the land in every direction. Summoned by this, the breath of life erupted, and Chihaya and the Frontier knights froze, witnessing the plants sprout and grow before their very eyes.

"It’s a magnificent sight," said Dorfen and Adonis, smiling with narrowed eyes.

"But wait, doesn’t this all wither if there’s no Lord to form a pact with?"

"No... Even if there is a Lord, shouldn’t a forest made of golden magic wither away? That’s why the Queen’s forest grew so thin, isn’t it?" Adonis and Dorfen murmured.

The Little One answered their questions.

"That’s right. Because golden magic is what creates something from nothing."

Golden magic was the magic of the world's creation. It was a power that showed its true worth when a star met its end and a new one was born. It gathered what was present and added what was lacking to create a world. In other words, it created something from nothing.

That was the power of the gods.

However, the gods were originally supposed to repeat this process many times before receiving their names, creating a better world through trial and error. But Arcadia, which should have been their first creation, survived by a fluke. As a result, it became a world lacking in all sorts of things. It lacked greenery. It lacked water. It had only the bare minimum for living creatures to survive. Naturally, people moved to obtain what was missing. Lumber, ore, food, and so on. But because this world had been filled with golden magic, people never knew the hardship of obtaining these things, and humanity grew in a distorted way.

"So, it needs to be improved from the ground up, nyo."

When the little girl lifted her hands from the ground, the plants that had grown so thick rustled with a kasakasa sound and quietly withered away. They vanished from the earth, not leaving behind a single fallen leaf.

"What is born from nothing leaves nothing behind."

The plants were gone, clean and clear. All that remained was the bare, uneven ground, pocked by the paths their roots had carved.

As the others watched, breaking out in a cold sweat, the Little One gave some instructions to Pochiko-san and Mugi-ta. She then ran to the carriage and returned carrying something large. It was something in a burlap sack. Pochiko-san took the heavy object from the Little One and soared high into the sky.

"Ready?"

The honeybees scattered out, with Pochiko-san at their center. Below them, Mugi-ta and the other frogs, along with Mi-chan and the other sea snakes, spread out on the ground.

"Begin!"

At the Little One’s call, Pochiko-san used her stinger to tear open the sack she was holding. Instantly, something fine spilled out. The surrounding honeybees used wind magic to spread it far and wide. Then the frogs and snakes on the ground unleashed water magic toward the sky. It was swept up by the bees' wind magic, scattered about, and pattered down to soak into the earth. The Little One gave a small nod to the familiars continuing to disperse the water, then placed both her hands on the ground again and sent her golden magic flowing through it. Not in a single burst like before, but a moderate amount, spread thin and wide. She let it flow slowly, taking her time. Then, from the moistened earth, countless tiny sprouts poked their heads out, and the green spread in the blink of an eye. Compared to before, the trees grew their branches and leaves as if in slow motion. The undergrowth of grass and flowers also bloomed, and before the astonished, open-mouthed crowd, a dense forest once again took shape. Looking up at it, the Little One carefully lifted her hands from the ground.

As the knights watched, swallowing hard with a gokuri, the forest in question continued to sway quietly in the wind even after the Little One’s fingertips had left the soil.

"I... did it."

With a vacant light in her eyes, the Little One swayed and tilted over. Dorfen rushed to catch her, staring at the forest with an expression of disbelief.

"What does this mean? Why...?"

His lips trembled with amazement. The voice he managed to produce was quivering slightly. The Little One grinned and explained.

"I used the golden forest to break up the earth, then sowed seeds and water there to grow it, nyo."

When Dorfen and Adonis, who didn't understand, asked for details, she explained that the golden forest was a forest of the gods. It sprouted in defiance of the laws of nature. However, since it was something created from nothing, it would vanish if it lost its golden magic. But the tracks left deep in the earth by the trees' roots would remain. By sowing seeds and giving them water there, an environment where plants could grow was created.

"After that, it was golden magic’s turn. I carefully and slowly promoted their growth."

She had taken the utmost care not to strain the plants, raising them at the fastest possible rate.

"It’s not something created from nothing. It’s a proper forest, nurtured by seeds, water, and light. I thought this method might just work and let it remain."

The little girl smiled, her face full of satisfaction.

The earth, tilled deep underground by the golden forest, easily accepted the roots of the new trees. It was a wilderness that would have required tremendous effort and time to cultivate normally. The Little One was deeply grateful to the golden forest for solving that problem in one fell swoop. A forest that merely used golden magic as fertilizer would surely grow without issue. Legion, with whom a pact had been made, was nearby. As long as the Little One was alive, there should be no shortage of fertilizer. From then on, the natural process of decay would enrich the earth. The Little One dreamed of a future where beasts and monsters would migrate here and make it their new home.

If you don’t have it, you just have to grow it and increase it.

The breath of the great forest would become water vapor, calling the clouds and bringing rain. Surely, in the not-so-distant future, the wilderness would be greatly reduced.

I’ll plant those seeds. Just like the old man in the picture book I read as a child. With a soft smile, the Little One let go of her consciousness.

"Chihiro-sama?!"

Utterly exhausted, the Little One surrendered herself to a pleasant drowsiness and dreamed of an old man planting tree nuts.

The unfortunate reality was that the story the Little One believed to be true was, in fact, fiction. But it was also a fact that such dreams have led to the realization of many ideals.

And so, with a new ambition in her heart, the Little One, having overused her magic, was embraced by slumber and fell asleep.

*Sanari, sanari.*

A forest stretched as far as the eye could see.

Legion looked down on it gleefully, while the little oni danced about.

The members of the Frontier party, excluding Dorfen and Adonis, simply stood there, speechless.

What in the world just happened?

For the first time, Chihaya seriously doubted his sister. This was not something a human could do. Who in the world is Hiiro?

He had wondered this several times before, but even so, Chihaya had always managed to keep up with his sister, even if he was a step behind. Studies, magic, martial arts. In all of them, though he couldn't match his sister, he had managed to do well enough not to be overshadowed. But this was different. This was not something that could be done by human hands.

Chihaya timidly looked at Chihiro and felt a sense of relief at her content sleeping face. Ah, it’s Hiiro. My cute little sister.

While stroking his chest in relief, his young brows furrowed in spite of himself. Noticing Chihaya’s complicated expression, Dorfen and Adonis gave a wry smile. Chihaya could probably understand an adult conversation now. Those around the Little One had an unspoken agreement not to tell Chihaya the details of her past life and circumstances. They thought he wouldn't be able to comprehend it, and if he carelessly spoke of it outside, there was no telling whose ears it might reach. Furthermore, the twins' sphere of activity was the royal palace. It was a den of demons teeming with all sorts of people, from royalty and nobility to spies from other countries. A careless slip could lead to an irreversible situation.

That was why they hadn't told Chihaya anything.

But if he was going to accompany the Little One like this, they should probably tell him. There were likely many things about her that even Adonis and her parents didn't know. So, they wanted to share at least the parts they did know. Dorfen glanced behind him. There were knights with the same expression as Chihaya. Several of them had accompanied the pilgrimage ten years ago. They had likely guessed the general situation the moment they heard they were heading to the Lord's forest. They must have also heard the rumors of the Little One’s return that had spread through the castle town. This event had surely turned that into a conviction.

"An emergency meeting, I suppose," said Adonis.

"Indeed. Let’s issue a gag order just for this group," Dorfen replied.

With serious eyes, Dorfen and Adonis nodded to each other and carried the Little One to the carriage.

That night, leaving the sleeping Little One in the care of her familiars, the humans gathered in a tent to hear the whole story.

That the Countess Jourje’s daughter was Fatima from ten years ago. That she saved Fatima’s soul when she was on the verge of death due to the gods’ circumstances, saved Frontier, and saved the world. That as a reward, she was reborn as Drago’s daughter, a true child to them, while retaining the memories of her past life. And that now, at the gods' request, she must undertake a pilgrimage to create the Golden Ring.

When they had heard everything, the people were in an uproar.

"So you mean, the countess’s daughter is the Golden King?!"

"After seeing that, it’s plain as day. Who else could perform such a divine feat?"

"Ah, to witness a legend with my own eyes... What an honor!"

"To think she really was the Little One. No wonder my heart was filled with such nostalgia."

While each person voiced their thoughts, Chihaya remained silent. No, his mind was spinning at full speed, thinking about various things, but his thoughts wouldn't come together. There was too much information.

Hiiro is the Golden King I learned about in history? And she possessed Fatima-sama and influenced politics... Can a child do that? Huh? She surrounded Frontier with a Golden Ring and defeated a bad god with the other gods? And as a reward, she was born to Dad again? Whaaat? Wait a minute!

As Chihaya’s head spun gwang gwang, Adonis and Dorfen led him from the tent to the carriage. After asking Zack and Hyrulia, who had followed them, to leave them for a moment, the two men sat Chihaya down on a soft cushion.

"What we are about to say must not be leaked outside."

Dorfen stared at him with a sincere gaze. Adonis, who was always cheerful and smiling gently, had unusually cold eyes. It was a sharp atmosphere the two of them didn't normally show. Chihaya shivered from the chill that crept up his spine like so many frost columns.

"Your sister is not a human of Arcadia."

It was a sudden coming out.

Looking at Chihaya’s wide-open eyes, Dorfen chose his words carefully, breaking them down so they would be easy to understand.

That the Little One was originally a young woman living in another world. That she was caught up in the gods’ scheme without knowing anything and came to Arcadia. That she used her knowledge from that other world to save many things, surpassed even the gods’ imagination, and saved Arcadia for the better.

"The rest connects to the story I explained to the others."

Dorfen, with a solemn face, managed a faint smile and waited for Chihaya’s words.

"Hiiro is... from another world?"

"That is correct. Only her soul, but she also possesses memories from that world."

"From another world..."

Sensing what that small murmur implied, Adonis knelt beside Chihaya.

"That’s not it, you know? Even if her soul is from another world, Chii-Hiiro is your sister. You’re siblings who have been together since you were born, the head chef’s daughter, you get it? Don’t get it wrong."

Adonis’s words made Dorfen start as well.

"She’s from another world, but she’s my sister?"

"Of course she is. Have you forgotten? You two have played and learned and run wild together all this time, haven’t you? That’s all that matters."

Adonis grinned broadly. Having been with them since they could remember, he was like an older brother to the twins. He had taught them many things, both good and bad, and they had often been scolded together. And he was the one saying it. Chihiro was his sister.

"Yeah. She was always there. And she always will be."

"That’s right. Always. We have to protect her so we never lose her again."

Those words made Chihaya start as well.

That's right. If the explanation just now was true, then Dad and the others had lost Hiiro once. She was taken away by the gods. Chihaya’s heart grew heavy with a zukun. I have to protect her. No matter how smart Hiiro is or how much magic she has, she was easily taken and lost.

I’m her big brother.

"I’ll protect her. I’ll absolutely protect Hiiro."

"Yeah, let’s do our best."

As Chihaya snorted with a mun, Dorfen’s face showed open relief.

"My apologies. My words were insufficient."

Adonis narrowed his eyes playfully at the soft murmur.

"Can’t be helped. You place Chii-Hiiro too high up. But as her guard knight, that’s not wrong. She is a noble lady, after all. You wouldn’t understand a commoner’s perspective, would you?"

Commoners, who live closely together, have strong family affection. The Jourje family has a strong tendency toward that. That's why Adonis visits them casually and interacts with them easily. However, nobles, who value their house, have weaker family bonds. When weighed against the house, they will even cast aside their own child. For Dorfen, for whom that was normal, he was devoted to the Little One as the Golden King, and he couldn’t fathom the feelings of Adonis or Chihaya, who would kick aside such titles and move forward. Such differences in values arise from time to time, but there was no doubt that Dorfen also cared for the Little One herself. Even if the Little One were to lose her golden magic, his loyalty would not change. It was merely the catalyst. Adonis clapped the slightly dejected-looking Dorfen on the shoulder.

"Don’t worry, it’s just for now. I can see it already, you’ll be more overprotective than any of us, Dorfen."

That’s right. The little girl would grow up from now on.

Dorfen, who would always be by the side of the Little One, who was predicted to grow up to be beautiful, would surely be more on edge than anyone. Adonis could clearly picture him growling and raging like a guard dog.

And so, sharing their secrets, the Little One’s unit solidified their resolve. To share their fate to the ends of the earth.

Only the Little One didn’t know the reason why her brother, who had kept a certain distance until now, became so clingy, why Dorfen’s lectures increased, and why the knights’ tension became strangely high.

Even if she looked up at Adonis, who was playing the part of a mere bystander, he would only smile for some reason.

The Little One tilted her head, all alone in her confusion.

Nevertheless, she would press onward.

The Little One’s squad, once called a one-man army, now accompanied by the reassuring knights. They will charge full speed ahead today and tomorrow.♪



		
			Chapter 43

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One

			"Well then, I’m leaving the rest to you, nyo."

Chihiro created two more similar artificial forests on the outskirts of the borderlands, in the direction of the sea. After a long journey that took ten days one way and a three-day stay in the borderlands, she finally began her return trip.

*"Then, take these sons of mine."*

At Legion’s beckoning, two adult-sized oni and three child-sized oni appeared. They all had reddish-brown hair, their faces obscured by their bangs. However, just one of them had bright red hair.

*"The one with red hair is my successor. If you grant him a forest somewhere, he will become one half of a pair."*

One half. That meant there was another one. *Homi*, the Little One nodded. She entrusted the adult-sized oni to the spiders and had the child-sized oni get into the carriage. Then she instructed her guard knights to head for Bastok.

"We’re going to fly, so it’s up to you knights to show your true worth, nyo. Get to Bastok as fast as you can."

As she waved hirahira, the Little One’s carriage was lifted by the honeybees. Before the astonished eyes of the knights, the carriage made a wide turn and flew off into the sky, heading towards Bastok. Seeing it off in a daze, the knights snapped back to their senses and hurriedly chased after the carriage soaring through the sky. The honeybee flight was far faster than running on the ground. The knights, riding individually, were much faster than if they were escorting the carriage. Even faster than the knights were Canon and Fugue. And faster still were the oni, sitting cross-legged on the two spiders.

They were a truly bizarre party.

Since Dorfen was riding in the carriage, the vice-captain, Kazelias La Nelson, who had temporarily assumed command, couldn’t suppress the smile that rose to his lips, even as he gave a wry grin.

How delightful. It had been ten years since he had felt his heart dance like this.

He had also accompanied the pilgrimage ten years ago. He was a man who had witnessed the Little One’s various antics firsthand. He had been flabbergasted back then, but this time was even more absurd. His dark gray hair streaming in the wind, Kazelias chuckled softly, looking thoroughly amused. When surprise goes too far, all you can do is laugh. It seemed the other knights felt the same, as they were all laughing with their eyes sparkling like children.

I was born in an interesting time, he thought, unknowingly offering his thanks to the gods. They spurred their horses on, chasing after the Honeybee Carriage that was gradually growing distant.

"My Lady~~~"

Landing at the east gate of Bastok, the honeybees began to pull the carriage as if nothing had happened. The gatekeeper, mistaking the approaching flying object from the sky for a monster, had lost his nerve and instinctively sounded the alarm bell. The people of Bastok, who had gathered upon hearing the alarm, were dumbfounded when they realized the flying object was a carriage.

"Nyu? I’m home?"

This is no time for ‘I’m home’!

The soldiers wanted to shout at the little girl who poked her head out of the carriage and waved hirahira.

"You had us worried! Please arrive normally!"

"But this is normal for us..."

The calculated innocence of the little girl tilting her head.

Her innocent eyes disarmed them, and the soldiers felt a sense of deflation with a pushuu.

Ah, so this is what the Crown Prince was talking about.

‘That one knows no common sense. In her pursuit of efficiency, she will do the most outlandish things without a second thought. Just let it go.’

She knows no common sense... isn't there a limit to that?! Just having monsters as her servants is already outside the norm, but having them pull a carriage, and then flying through the sky on top of that, is just too outlandish!

A man who appeared to be a captain stared at the Little One with a stern face. Swallowing the words they wanted to say, the vexed-looking soldiers spotted a cloud of dust on the wilderness horizon. The gradually clarifying shadows were the Frontier knights. They, who had apparently been chasing the carriage, arrived at the east gate of Bastok with broad smiles on their faces.

"A journey that would take two days by carriage can be done in less than one. This is excellent."

Kazelias smiled, showing no signs of fatigue.

"Nyo. From now on, let’s check the roads and land on the way there by ground, and come back all at once on the return trip."

The little girl laughed, nishishi.

However, at that moment, Adonis, with faltering steps, muttered weakly.

"No, the spinning part... ugh."

Staggering out of the carriage, he was supported by Hyrulia’s back before finally kneeling beside the carriage. The honeybees made wide turns during takeoff and landing to gauge their direction or kill their momentum, but it seemed he couldn’t withstand it. The furniture inside the carriage was fixed in place, but the humans were not. Although the force was offset by the barrier created by Mugi-ta and the other frogs, it couldn’t mitigate the sense of floating that came with the loss of equilibrium during the turns. The twins and the familiars had enjoyed it, but it seemed to have been a bit tough for the older members like Dorfen and Adonis. Dorfen was maintaining his composure, but he couldn’t hide the beads of sweat on his temples.

Homi. Room for improvement, kanyo.

The Little One pondered while sucking her thumb, chuchu. Zack picked up the little girl.

"Are you alright? You must be tired. Let’s rest at the inn."

Zack pulled down the Little One’s hood, smoothed her bangs, and smiled sweetly.

"Is Zack okay?"

"Hm? With what?"

Zack tilted his head nonchalantly.

Is it his youth? Hyrulia seems fine too.

Hyrulia was rubbing Adonis’s back, tending to him. Neither of them seemed to be affected. Even on Earth’s roller coasters, some people are fine with speed but can’t handle spinning. For now, let’s rest slowly.

Held in Zack’s arms, the Little One’s party spent the night in the town of Bastok.

And then, the next day.

"Next is Yaman. Let’s go all at once!"

The carriage, knights, and familiars all set off at once. As he watched the Frontier party become a tiny shadow in the distance, a soldier from Bastok muttered.

"They’re really enjoying life, aren’t they."

After a moment’s pause, the Bastok soldiers all burst out laughing.

"Indeed. They are certainly living life to the fullest."

"If you could do whatever you wanted like that, it must be a lot of fun."

Laughing heartily with a getageta, the soldiers felt a strange sense of exhilaration. When something is this over-the-top, all you can do is laugh. Laughing is important. It blows away most worries and doubts. At first, they were indignant at how bizarre it all was, feeling something close to anger, but once they were gone, they were a pleasant group of people. The refreshing feeling of moving forward as one pleased, unbound by constraints. At a glance, there was no sense of status, and the knights and attendants were bantering while being led around by the young lady. After a good, long laugh, the soldiers found that the resentment in their hearts had completely melted away.

The captain of the Bastok soldiers looked up at the sky with deep emotion and unconsciously saluted the Frontier party, which had already become a small, distant shadow.

The little girl who had swept through like a gust of wind.

If only Flowers had such a person...

After thinking that far, the captain hurriedly shook his head. What in the world am I thinking?

An unconscious thought he himself did not understand.

With a look of wistful longing in their eyes, the Bastok soldiers returned to the city.

"Is there no music or dancing?"

Having arrived in Yaman, the Frontier party was, as a matter of course, having dinner at Akitsu Farm. Adonis and Zack were in the kitchen to learn about various aspects of Washoku. Since the two who were always attached to the Little One were absent, Chihiro was relaxing on Banri’s lap.

"Music and dancing, you ask? We have them, but you’ll need some ‘flowers’."

The ‘flowers’ referred to payment. It seemed that Kilfan’s former licensed quarter, different from the common brothels of the world, had preserved its time-honored customs.

"You have maiko and geigi-san?"

"Ah. Separate from the courtesans, we have a geisha house that specializes in entertainment."

He explained that there were children who learned the arts to add a touch of elegance to banquets and such. Children who literally danced. Maiko-san. In modern Japan, laws no longer permit those under fifteen to work. Furthermore, because the geisha house is a special type of workplace, maiko can no longer work until they are eighteen. However, until that law was made, children called kamuro, who were not yet of age, worked as apprentice maiko. The reason maiko still wear kimonos with tucked shoulders and waists even in their everyday wear is a remnant of that time. It signifies that they are still children. Maiko, who are apprentice geigi, learn the arts and etiquette under their older sisters and are introduced as their younger sisters. That culture had been passed down in Kilfan.

Incidentally, the maiko is a unique culture of Kyoto. In Kyoto, one can become a maiko from the age of fifteen, but this is not permitted in other prefectures. The ozashiki is a place where sake is served. In other words, it is the nightlife business. Kyoto, which has long protected this culture, is protected by special ordinances. Therefore, outside of Kyoto, one can only work from the age of eighteen, and since they can hardly be called children at that age, they are called hangyoku instead of maiko.

It goes without saying that the Little One, whose eyes sparkled after hearing the story from Banri, charged off to the geisha house.

That night, Akitsu Farm was very lively, with the sounds of shamisen and flute echoing all around. The elegant shadows of Japanese hairstyles were cast on the paper screens. Among the dancing geigi and maiko, the shadow of a child doing the Bon Odori was also a charming sight.

Full of joy and fun, the Little One is full of energy today too.♪



		
			Chapter 44

			A New Pilgrimage and the Little One

			"Wahah, you were quick!"

The journey there took a little over ten days, but the return trip took only three. The power of honeybee flight was formidable.

Leading the knights who were galloping behind her, the Little One descended from the sky into the royal palace. In the castle town, people were dumbfounded by the flying carriage. The royal palace was in a state of utter chaos. The royal palace knights, who had hurriedly armed themselves and rushed out, let out sighs of relief with a collective, "Ah," upon seeing that the object was a carriage and, moreover, that it was being controlled by honeybees. A man with bright red hair pushed his way through the knights who had visibly relaxed.

"My Lady!"

In a rather stern tone, Harold stood before the Little One like a guardian king. Her large green eyes blinked in a kyon of surprise.

"What is the meaning of entering the royal palace without going through the gatekeeper! If you were alone, you would have His Majesty the King’s permission, but to cross the castle walls without authorization in a vehicle is absolutely outrageous. You would have no grounds for complaint even if you were shot at with arrows or magic!"

At Harold’s piercing reprimand, the Little One recoiled with a pyatto, and for once, wore a solemn expression, her eyebrows drooping.

"I’m sorry."

The little girl hung her head dejectedly.

Chihiro, who had been scolded a lot recently, was quick to feel down about her own shortcomings. Zack picked up the Little One and glared at Harold with a sharp, challenging gaze.

"The lady is tired. I’ll leave the rest of the lecture to this guy."

With that, Zack pushed Dorfen forward.

"Eh? Huh?"

Dorfen, still slightly intoxicated from the lingering effects of flight sickness, was met with Harold’s cold stare, who gritted his back teeth.

"You too! Why didn’t you stop her?!"

Unaware that he had even entered the royal palace from the sky, Dorfen simply shrugged his shoulders at the roaring thunder.

Leaving the two of them and the onlookers behind, Zack carried the Little One and headed for the count’s residence. From the distant count’s house, two familiar figures were running towards them. They must have seen the Little One’s carriage from afar as well.

"Chihiro-sama, what shall we do with these children?"

Hyrulia, who had been following behind Zack, pointed to the oni. The oni had also been silently following the Little One, who was being held by Zack.

"For now, let’s get them changed at home. In these clothes, they’re likely to be met with suspicion for a different reason."

Naked save for a loincloth. On Earth, this would be a matter for the police.

"My Lady!"

Sasha, who had rushed over, hugged Chihiro, Zack and all. Naya also took Chihiro’s hand with a beaming smile.

"We offer our heartfelt thanks to the gods for your safe return."

"Are you alright? You haven’t been injured, have you? Did you eat properly?"

At Sasha’s question, her crimson eyes welling with tears, the Little One felt a sting in the back of her own eyes.

"I messed up a lot. I realized I’m still just a kid, nyo."

"My, of course you are! My Lady, even including your past, it’s only been about ten years since you were born here, you know? You’re a child who doesn’t know her right from her left!"

At Sasha’s words, the eyes of the people around them widened in realization. Dorfen, who had just received a scolding from Harold, had also rushed over and his ears caught Sasha’s words.

"No matter how clever My Lady may be, there is no way you can do things you do not know or have not been taught. You simply need to grow up slowly from now on, you see?"

Sasha cupped the Little One’s face in both hands and, while wincing with a pained expression, managed a smile.

That's right, the little girl is a child.

Everyone around them realized this for the first time, feeling as if a rock had been dropped on their heads. She knows everything. She can do anything. In fact, she often acts in ways that defy our expectations. That had become the default, creating an illusion for those around her. Hearing that she was a young woman on Earth had only further fueled that illusion.

They had forgotten that the little girl here was exactly the age she appeared to be. Just as her knowledge from that world was unknown here, there were surely many things about this world that the little girl did not know. They had heard that the other world was a peaceful place with no monsters or magic. That there were no social classes, and she was an ordinary commoner. Looking at the Little One, it was hard to think of her as a commoner, and they had forgotten, but the very definition of common sense must be different between that world and this one. To blame her for her shortcomings was, implicitly, like blaming themselves for their own. After all, they had not provided her with the necessary knowledge. This expedition, with Prince Marcello accompanying them, became a journey that clearly highlighted those ambiguous areas.

A massive boomerang struck each of their hearts.

The Little One’s lips were turned down in a pout, her large eyes wavering.

"My Lady, you are fine just as you are. You just need to grow up slowly. Now, let’s wash away the dirt and fatigue from your journey."

Taking Chihiro from Zack, Sasha gently patted the small back.

"You must be tired."

"Yeah."

Watching the little girl cling to Sasha, the surroundings were filled with an indescribable awkwardness.

They had been relying too much on the Little One. Although she was a child greedy for knowledge and praised by a host of teachers, she was still a ten-year-old child inside. No matter how much academic ability or knowledge she had, she was far too lacking in experience. In this world, Chihiro was a child, just as she appeared. She would grow by making mistakes. Just as everyone here had. But they had only condemned those mistakes, what had they themselves done?

They had just watched the dejected little girl’s back.

The only one who took action was Zack. He shielded the Little One from Harold’s scolding and pushed forward Dorfen, who was the one who should have been scolded.

That's right. I was the one who should have been scolded for the incident in Bastok too.

Dorfen gritted his back teeth with regret.

The Little One acts as she pleases. As someone who knows that well, what am I doing if I don't stand at the forefront? Instead of just blindly affirming my master, if I feel something is wrong, I must speak up. If I scrutinize even the smallest details, I might find discrepancies that are not apparent at first glance.

It had happened before.

Dorfen pictured the little girl from ten years ago in his mind.

She had displayed manners and conduct that would put an adult to shame, but at a banquet in the royal palace, she had responded to someone of low status. A lower-ranking noble, not yet knowing she was a princess, had spoken to the Little One who was with Dorfen. In that case, the correct response was to ignore them. However, the little girl, not knowing this, had smiled brightly and given her name. Dorfen, who knew her to be friendly and unpretentious, had not reprimanded her and was later given a very unpleasant look by Prince Romel who came to pick her up.

Thinking back on it now, that too was my failure.

As Dorfen gnashed his teeth with self-reproach, the Little One appeared in his mind again.

‘Regret is pointless, nyo. There’s no such thing as an irreversible mistake. If you have time for that, get to work!’

The Little One who had shouted even at the gods like that.

A chuckle escaped Dorfen’s lips. He glanced at the others who were staring at him suspiciously, then lifted his head with a refreshed expression.

"If we know our shortcomings, we have only to strive to improve. We must compensate for what Chihiro-sama lacks."

His eyes were bright and cheerful, a complete change from just a moment ago.

At this, a challenging smile appeared on Zack's and Adonis’s faces as well.

"She’s not one to be easily handled, after all."

"Doesn’t matter. You guys just need to be the breakwater. Don't cause the lady any trouble."

Zack's sharp retort. It was the truth.

A gust of wind swept past the wryly smiling Adonis and Dorfen.

"Chii-Hiirooo!!"

Drago, who had apparently received the news, ran at full speed, still in his chef’s coat. The Bear in the Kitchen charged forward, dodododotto. Watching his back, Adonis lightly scratched his head.

"Chii-Hiiro will be fine if we leave her to the head chef."

Looking on fondly at the count's residence, the three of them laughed, their shoulders shaking silently.

And so a new pilgrimage began, and Chihiro would come to attend the academy. The Little One, currently wilted and dejected, would surely recover soon. There was no way a girl who was a bundle of curiosity would stay down for long.

The spring is beautiful. Sometimes she gets down, but today, the Little One is full of energy.♪



		
			Chapter 45

			The Nobles' Academy and the Little One

			"A dorm?"

As she put on the nobles' academy uniform, the Little One tilted her head at Naya’s explanation.

"That is correct. It is about a two-hour journey one way from the royal capital to the nobles' academy. It is a bit difficult to commute every day, so most of the students use the dormitories. What will you and your brother do, My Lady?"

The nobles’ academy was located in the southwest of Frontier.

It had taken the form of a city, and many people lived in the town surrounding the academy. It was said that since children of high status gathered there, they spent quite a bit of money. Many shops and merchants, seeing a business opportunity, came and went, and where people gathered, vitality naturally arose, and before long, a town called the academy city was formed. The academy, where students from seven to fifteen years old gathered to learn, also housed the headquarters of various guilds for those who sought to master their research, making it, in a sense, a city more developed than the royal capital. One might say it also had the aspect of a scholarly hub. A place where knowledge was accumulated. That was the nobles’ academy. For that reason, many scholars and researchers besides the students stayed there, renting rooms or lodging, and to save the students the time of commuting back and forth, the academy was equipped with dormitories.

Listening to Naya’s explanation, the Little One pondered.

An academy city, huh. Hmm, a four-hour round trip is indeed a waste of time. What should I do?

After changing into her uniform and tying the red ribbon, the Little One looked at herself in the mirror. Reflected in the smooth mirror surface was her jet-black hair. Her hair, which had never been cut since she was born, reached down to her waist and shone with the gloss of a bird’s feather. She had slender eyebrows and large, slightly upturned eyes. When she was young, they were a deep green, but as she grew, their color lightened, and now they were the color of fresh spring leaves. Her generally delicate features also gave a soft and gentle impression, accentuating her smooth, fine-textured, ivory skin. In Frontier, where deep-featured Caucasians were the majority, her appearance was somewhat unusual and conspicuous, but her lovely and modest air, like a single flower standing quietly, drew people’s eyes. Chihiro, who resembled her radiantly beautiful mother, already had the appearance worthy of being called a beautiful young girl. The uniform, black with red accents, suited her well.

"You look lovely. I am glad it fits you perfectly."

It was a one-piece dress with fine pleats extending from the chest, paired with a bolero jacket. The uniform, designed to suit any body type, was very easy to move in and was a perfect match for Chihiro’s taste.

"Ah, you’re cute. It looks great on you, Hiiro."

Chihaya, who had arrived with a smile, was also wearing his uniform. A white shirt with black pants. He also wore a black bolero-style jacket, and his tie and accents were red.

"You look very handsome as well, dear brother. It suits you very much."

Chihiro gently pinched the hem of her skirt and smiled sweetly. Instantly, a blush spread across Chihaya’s face.

"Hey, that’s cheating! Ah, no, let’s just be normal at home. It feels really weird."

"Ehh? Didn’t we decide to be careful all the time so we don’t slip up outside?"

That was right. The academy they were about to attend was a gathering place for nobles. There was no telling where or what might lead to a mistake. So, the twins had decided to be mindful of speaking and acting in a manner befitting their station, even in their daily lives.

"I know, but... still, something about you saying that while dressed like that makes you seem like a stranger."

"I’ll be dressed like this more often from now on, nyo. Get used to it, nii-ni."

Being called "nii-ni" made Chihaya’s expression visibly soften.

"Hiiro is better when she’s not all dressed up. It’s like you’re a different person, it makes me restless."

"How rude. I’m a girl too, so I want to look cute!"

"Hiiro, you are cute. You’re incredibly cute without doing anything, so you don’t need to do anything."

His eyes softening, Chihaya placed a kiss on Chihiro’s hair. He used to be about the same height as her, but now Chihaya was half a head taller. Chihiro glared at Chihaya, who was patting her head and calling her cute, and pouted.

"Does that mean it’s useless no matter what I do, so I shouldn’t bother?"

"Eh? That’s not what I meant... I just don’t want you to. Is that not allowed?"

At her brother’s upward glance, the Little One was at a loss for words and turned away.

"It’s not that it’s not allowed. I’m more comfortable in casual clothes anyway. If nii-ni says so, I guess it can’t be helped."

"Good. Let’s play in the Queen’s Forest again. I was feeling lonely, like Hiiro was suddenly becoming an adult."

At her brother’s helpless murmur, Chihiro’s face broke into a soft smile. Chihaya, who resembled Drago, was the Little One’s weak point. He had dark brown, rather firm hair, and obsidian-like eyes inherited from Sakura. His features were also much more delicate and refined than Drago’s, so at a glance, it wasn’t obvious, but when he stood next to his father, Chihaya looked very much like Drago. The Little One, who was weak to Drago, was consequently weak to Chihaya as well. Chihaya, who had always watched Drago shower his family with a rain of kisses, had no qualms about showering his family with kisses either. In fact, he unleashed a storm of physical affection as if it were second nature.

I think this is more of a problem than me dressing up, though.

Chihiro found it unbearable that he would do this in public. At their current age, it could still be seen as endearing, but as long as Drago didn’t change his ways, she could clearly see a future where Chihaya wouldn’t change either.

While his sister sighed and fell into thought, Chihaya was thinking of other things.

Hiiro is too unaware. She’s cute enough as it is, but what would happen if she dressed up? On top of that, she has the grand title of Golden King and is a quasi-royal with the King and Queen as her guardians, yet she has no sense of danger. Since then, Chihaya had visited Romel, had many of his questions answered, and came to realize just how precarious his sister’s position was. That few knew of his sister’s past life, but many had a vague suspicion. That accordingly, the royal palace and the knights were ensuring her safety, but there was no telling what might happen. That if she continued her pilgrimage, her value and existence would inevitably be made known, and there was a high risk of her being targeted by foreign countries. And that even aside from that, attractive noble daughters were always targeted as political pawns.

Hearing all the things he had never known before, Chihaya’s face turned pale.

"So, you see? We have to protect her. Chii-Hiiro may seem like an all-powerful person who can do anything, but in reality, she is constantly walking a very dangerous tightrope."

Chihaya nodded repeatedly at Romel’s words.

Just hearing about it was terrifying. Chihiro’s surroundings were a minefield of dangers. If she were to take even one misstep, she would plummet straight to the bottom of the abyss. The fact that nothing had happened so far was merely good fortune. It was the result of the efforts of those around her, led by Romel. If the Frontier royal family had become her enemy, the Drago family would have chosen a life of wandering. If the Flowers royal family had become her enemy, his sister might now be leading monsters and playing a part in a war. Such tightrope walking would continue from now on. And what’s more, she would have to face countries that were not as friendly as Flowers.

Chihaya felt a chill run down his spine.

Seeing Chihaya’s apparent understanding of his words, Romel’s eyes widened slightly.

He had thought it would be enough if he understood half of it, but this was...

It is well said that upbringing is more important than birth.

Chihaya, who was always with the Little One, had apparently grown into an extraordinary child. Come to think of it, he had heard there was an invitation from the knight order. Often overshadowed by the Little One’s superhuman talents, a rare talent existed here as well.

Romel’s lips twisted into a wicked smile as he looked at the promising young child.

"If you’re so inclined, I will lend you my strength. Would you like to learn how to protect Chii-Hiiro from malicious people?"

Chihaya’s head snapped up, and he looked at Romel with pleading eyes. Seeing the earnest light in those eyes, Romel’s smile deepened, and he nodded magnanimously, taking both of Chihaya’s hands.

"From now on, come with Chii-Hiiro on the weekends. I will teach you various things separately from Chii-Hiiro."

"Th-thank you very much, I’ll do my best!"

And so, ensnared by Romel’s ulterior motives, Chihaya also began his weekend service at the royal palace.

All sorts of things were stirring in places the Little One didn’t know.

Oblivious to such matters, the twins, having changed into their uniforms, walked towards the drawing room where their parents were waiting. The parents, who had been waiting expectantly in the room, were wide-eyed at the sight of their two children’s splendid appearance.

"Oh, you both look wonderful!"

"Really, you’ve both grown so much."

Chihaya stood there shyly, while the Little One spun around cheerfully.

"Now, about that matter we discussed..."

As Naya flipped through something like a ledger and took out a fountain pen, Drago, who had been all smiles, instantly boiled over. He suddenly scowled and spat out.

"No, I won’t allow it."

"Dear..."

Averting his eyes from Sakura’s exasperated face, Drago crossed his arms and shook his head vigorously.

"A four-hour round trip every day would be a burden on the children. To be honest, I am not in favor of it either. However..."

"No! I will never allow Chii-Hiiro to live outside this house!"

Watching Drago stubbornly shake his head, the Little One couldn’t help but chuckle.

"It’s okay, Daddy. I’ll commute from home."

"Chii-Hiirooo."

Sakura cast a cool glance at the Bear in the Kitchen, who was overcome with emotion and teary-eyed, and looked at Chihiro with concern.

"Don’t push yourself. Commuting from the royal capital to the academy by carriage will be tiring, won’t it?"

Sakura, who had heard that all the nobles from the capital commuted to the academy from the dorms, had intended for the twins to do the same. Long-distance travel would be a burden on small children. Smiling at the worried Sakura, the Little One answered innocently.

"We have a flying carriage, don’t we? With that, it’s a thirty-minute trip one way, nyo."

The adults started.

That's right, with that carriage, they would arrive in no time. Since it was made for the pilgrimage, the idea of using it for daily travel hadn't occurred to them. His face brightening, Drago lifted Chihiro into his arms.

"That’s right! I’m glad we had that made! It was worth spending a fortune on!"

Sakura also hugged Chihaya and stroked his head.

"I’m so glad. I was worried. No matter how nice the dorms are, you’re still too young to let go of."

It wasn’t that Sakura had happily agreed. She had simply decided it was for the best, considering the burden on the children.

And so, the matter seemed to have been settled, but it was later thwarted by Romel when he found out.

"Listen here! If you ride that thing around on a daily basis, it will attract unnecessary problems and curiosity, so please stop!"

If they commuted to the nobles’ academy, a scholarly hub, in such a mysterious vehicle, there was no future other than being flooded with complaints from other nobles and inquiries from researchers, Romel declared, and he granted them permission to use the royal family’s exclusive teleportation device.

Apparently, it was something created by disassembling and reconstructing the one from the Tower of David.

"There’s a limited number of devices in the tower, so we can’t make multiple. It connects to the academy city so that the royal family doesn’t have to waste time on commuting, and as an emergency means of travel."

It seemed to consume a great deal of magic, so only those with a certain amount of magic could use it.

I see. As long as children are born, this device will not be a waste, and in the long run, it is a very effective use of it. Moreover, it is natural to prepare a means of escape in case something should happen to the capital.

"If you had something this convenient, you should have told me from the start."

"Could you please consult with me first?! You just got scolded by Harold the other day, didn’t you!"

So I did.

The little girl smiled sheepishly. Out of sight, out of mind, as they say.

"Your sister is this kind of creature. I’m counting on you, Hāya."

"Understood, Your Highness Prince Romel."

Romel chewed on a bitter bug, while Chihaya stood at attention and nodded. The Little One tilted her head in confusion, sensing the unspoken understanding between the two.

A new wind was blowing through the ever-normal royal palace.

Spreading worry to those around her every time, the Little One is full of energy today too.♪



		
			Chapter 46

			The Birth of the Demon King and the Little One

			"Oh, it’s that time of year. Congratulations on your enrollment."

On the way back from being summoned by Romel, Harold saw the twins in their uniforms and his eyes softened with nostalgia. He, too, was a graduate of the nobles’ academy. Harold’s children had already graduated, and his grandchildren were still infants. It had been a while since he had seen this sight. Before his gentle, longing eyes, the Little One spun around once.

"Romel said he wanted to see, so I wore it. Does it look good?"

"Very much so. You’ve both grown so much."

Harold, already showing glimpses of a kindly old man, was lost in emotion, feeling the weight of the passing years. It felt like only yesterday that she had stood before him with her lips set in a pout, demanding to be let into the knight order. She had swung a wooden sword with her short arms and legs, falling and getting back up, and he had been on edge the whole time, but now they were both respectable knight apprentices. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, he whispered softly in the Little One’s ear.

"Has the dagger I gave you before been of any use?"

"Nyu?!"

Understanding his words, the Little One was struck speechless, her eyes wide. The veteran warrior grinned at her.

He knows?

The Little One couldn’t help but bare her gums in a strained, ambiguous smile.

The dagger Harold mentioned was a hand-me-down he had given her during the pilgrimage ten years ago. For him to mention it meant...

"...Keep it secret."

"I understand."

A suspicious, conspiratorial air flowed between the two. The Little One pulled on the skeptical Chihaya and tiptoed away from the spot.

"What is it? Is something wrong, Hiiro?"

Chihaya murmured, looking at Harold who was still seeing them off in the distance.

"Nnya, it’s nothing, nyo."

"It’s not nothing, not with that look on your face."

Chihaya took hold of his sister’s face and looked at her head-on. Indeed, the usual Hiiro was easy to read. When she wasn't conscious of it, she was incapable of subtlety. Especially with those she was close to. Her emotions were written all over her face. Right now, Hiiro’s face was flushed as if she were about to cry, and her lips were pressed together shyly. As if she were holding something back. Her moist eyes were feverish, exuding a dangerous something.

"Well, you see... It’s like I’m happy. Yeah, it’s not good, but my heart is just so full."

She never thought Harold would have realized. Ten years ago, they weren't particularly close, and he had the impression of being Romel's guard, but certainly, he had been fond of her back then, even giving her his old knife. She had thought it was because she was by Romel's side, but the atmosphere now suggested there was more to it, and the back of her eyes grew hot without her realizing it. In this life, he was her martial arts master. They had been together for a long time, and perhaps he had some thoughts on the matter. The Little One's lips unconsciously twitched. At that bashful, happy expression, Chihaya narrowed his eyes.

"Heeh... You can’t tell your big brother either? You want to keep it a secret? Hmph?"

"Eh?"

Her cheeks still held in his hands, the Little One let out a surprised yelp. Her brother before her had a fixed stare, looking intently at Chihiro. A sharp light glinted in his eyes.

Hey, what’s with that look! Dear brother, that’s not a human gaze!

Chihaya’s face was so sharp, and the dim light burning in the depths of his eye sockets made the Little One shiver, so much so that she mentally reverted to her noble lady persona.

"No secrets, Hiiro. You seem to know a lot, but you can be dense. It’s too dangerous to leave you be."

His brother smiled softly, as if to reassure Chihiro, but the coldness in his eyes did not disappear. She had no idea when he had started looking at her like that.

"Nii-ni?"

"Yes?"

"Your eyes are scary."

"Eh?"

Snapping back to his senses, Chihaya hurriedly covered his face with his hands. Then, after letting out a long breath, he returned to his usual friendly smile. Ah, good. It’s the usual nii-ni.

Letting out a sigh of relief, the Little One linked her arm with Chihaya’s.

"It was about the dagger I got from Harold. I just got a little nostalgic."

"A dagger?"

"Ah..."

Oops, that was related to her past life.

As his sister fretted over what to do, Chihaya gave a wry smile and gently pulled the Little One’s head closer.

"It’s like the secret base, right? I know about your past, Hiiro."

Chihaya had heard about his sister’s past from Romel. He had realized then that the secret base story he had heard before was also from her past life. He planted a kiss on each of the stunned Chihiro’s eyes and cradled her head against his chest. Even though she was so small and thin, she had fought against the gods to save the world. Her past life, which had ended in just two years. When he heard the details from Romel, Chihaya felt something smoldering deep in his gut. A eerie sensation, like being licked by something cold. A loathing and hatred for the gods he had never seen. A clear, sharp malice. Irreverent? Insolent? Who cared about such things. Anyone who harmed his family was an enemy. Hiding that sharp something within himself, Chihaya felt an indescribable love for the sister in his arms.

This time, I will never let her be lost.

"Hiiro. You are very precious to me. I want to know everything about you, down to the smallest detail. So, please don’t keep secrets from me. It makes me feel like I’m going crazy. Really..."

In fact, until a moment ago, Chihaya had felt like he was going mad. The moment he sensed there was something he didn’t know, he lost control. There was no telling what small thing could trip them up. Romel had said that a preemptive strike was the key to victory. That it was important to always prepare for the worst and take every possible measure. And what was necessary for that was information. To gather information, calmly analyze the opponent, and read as many moves ahead as possible. It was infuriating, but the ear cuff bestowed by the gods was proving to be of great use for gathering information.

And he had realized it. The royal palace was filled with malice.

This cuff picked up every little word. It was something that made even Romel say he was envious. He keenly felt that he had been a child until now. A young self who could only take words at face value and couldn't sense what lay beneath.

But it would be different from now on.

To protect his sister, he would resist the cruelty of the world with all his might. However, the seemingly all-powerful ear cuff had a strange weakness. It couldn’t pick up the words of the person Chihiro was talking to. Even when he was close enough to barely hear, it couldn’t pick them up. This was the cuff that could pick up the murmur of someone ten meters away, barely visible, if he focused.

Was it the gods’ influence, or was the Little One just that far outside the norm?

That was why it made him even more anxious.

What are you talking about right now? Are you okay?

Precisely because he could hear everything, the inability to hear made him feel indignant, like he was going crazy.

As he gently stroked Chihiro’s head, a sigh escaped Chihaya’s lips.

"Tell me everything, okay? Never hide anything. I don’t want to scare Hiiro. I want to be gentle. I’ll always be gentle, so you be gentle to me too, Hiiro."

Her brother looked at her with an enraptured gaze. However, his pupils were slightly dilated, exuding something inhuman. Cohabiting with a bone-chilling cold was a meltingly warm affection. What a skilled brother he was.

Nii-ni is broken.

With a vague sense of unease in her heart, the Little One nodded repeatedly. Pleased by this, Chihaya hugged Chihiro with a visibly cheerful expression.

"Nii-ni is here, okay? I’ll never leave you, so don’t worry."

Aren’t you a bit too overprotective, nii-ni?

Resignedly, she patted Chihaya’s back, and the two walked home, hand in hand. A knight who happened to see their supposedly heartwarming figures from behind felt an inexplicable murderous intent, but the two of them never heard it.

Today marked the first small step of Chihaya, who would later be rumored to be the second coming of the Demon King.



		
			Chapter 47

			The Little One's New Daily Life

			"So, you two are going by yourselves?"

"Apparently. It seems parents are only allowed to attend on school open days, aside from the graduation ceremony."

"So I’ve heard. In Kilfan, schools were for commoners, and nobles had private tutors, so I never knew."

The Drago family was enjoying a pleasant meal together around the breakfast table. Breakfast was fundamentally Washoku. Since it had always been this way since they were born, not only the Little One but also Chihaya used chopsticks skillfully. Sakura was a natural, of course. And Drago had become quite adept at using chopsticks over the past ten years. Sakura had said that forks and such were fine, but Drago, on the contrary, had been intrigued and decided to take on the challenge of chopsticks.

"No, this is convenient."

He even used cooking chopsticks in the kitchen now. They were much more agile than tongs or spatulas and allowed for delicate work, so they were popular among the chefs as well.

Despite the peaceful atmosphere at the count’s residence, today was the twins’ entrance ceremony. Though they couldn’t attend, their parents were fidgeting nonstop, and Chihiro and Chihaya exchanged wry smiles.

"Do you have everything? If anything happens, come right home, you hear?"

Drago flusteredly hugged the twins’ shoulders and kissed their hair repeatedly. It was his good luck charm, he said.

"We’ll be fine. We’re heading out."

"Be careful."

Waving to the teary-eyed Bear whose eyebrows were drooping, the twins headed to the royal palace with Hyrulia and Dorfen.

The two of them opened the enrollment guide, checked it over and over, and then put it in Hyrulia’s bag. Her bag was an item box, capable of holding about as much as a chest of drawers. This, too, was something that normally only the royal children could use, but it had been specially lent to the Little One, who was Romel’s fiancée and the King and Queen’s ward.

"This is exciting, isn’t it, Hiiro?"

"Yeah. I wonder what it’s like."

They had been able to tour the academy city a while ago, but they couldn’t go inside the academy itself. It was a school where the children of nobility gathered. For security reasons, you could only tour the inside on school open days. Since the Little One had been on her pilgrimage, she had missed the event, which was held only once a month.

"Studying and training can be tough, but it’s the only place where you can interact with a large number of people your own age. There will be many fun things as well. I too made many friends at the nobles’ academy."

Nodding at Dorfen, who spoke nostalgically, the twins’ steps became lighter. Their hearts dancing with excitement, the twins headed for the Tower of David. However, it was guarded by knights, and the atmosphere was somewhat tense.

When I came with Romel before, there were only two guards on patrol. I wonder if something happened.

As the Little One approached timidly, the knights smiled cheerfully.

"Good morning, are you ready?"

The place they were guided to was a small building, and in front of it stood Fatima and Theodore.

"You’re here, Hiiro, over here."

Her face lighting up, Fatima gave a small wave.

"Your Highnesses, good morning."

With Chihiro behind him, Chihaya gave a grand bow. Following his lead, Chihiro also curtsied.

"Oh, come now, Hiiro. You are under the guardianship of my father and mother, aren’t you? That makes you my little sister. Feel free to call me big sister."

Nodding at Fatima, who puffed out her cheeks slightly, Theodore also looked at the twins with a soft smile.

"That’s right. If you are Chii-Hiiro’s brother, then you are my little brother too. May I call you Hāya?"

Chihaya’s eyebrow twitched. However, he skillfully concealed it and offered Theodore a gentle smile that was no less than his own.

"You are too kind. Please call me whatever you wish."

Theodore nodded magnanimously. But Chihaya sensed what his words implied and chewed on a bitter bug in his heart. I’m Hāya and Chihiro is Chii-Hiiro, huh. Just like Prince Romel.

According to what he had heard from others, Romel had called her "Chihiro" in fluent Kilfanese until her memories awakened. Then, the moment she regained her past life’s memories, he began to call her "Chii-Hiiro." To him, Chii-Hiiro was one of a kind. That was how everyone around him perceived it. It was unclear if he himself was aware of it, but the look on Romel’s face when he called her Chii-Hiiro was one of ultimate bliss, and everyone felt as if they were receiving a share of his happiness, so no one made any tactless inquiries.

Chihaya felt a strange sense of unease at Theodore, who called his sister by the same name and in the same manner as the Prince.

But oblivious to Chihaya, Theodore repeatedly glanced at the watch in his hand.

"It’s almost time. This is not good, Miltisia isn’t here."

The time for the transfer gate to open was fixed. If they missed it, they would have to go by individual carriage. The twins had been told this as well. Before the four of them, who were anxiously watching the royal palace, a group came rushing up. A girl with light purple hair and large blue eyes walked briskly, her uniform hem fluttering.

Is that Miltisia? She’s gotten so big...

She repeatedly smoothed down her straight hair and muttered vexedly.

"I overslept. And my hair wouldn’t cooperate..."

"It’s fine, Miltisia. You made it in time. Now, shall we go?"

Looking at Miltisia’s and Fatima’s straight hair, Chihiro unconsciously touched her own. In her past life, it had been the same straight hair, but now the Little One’s hair had a gentle wave to it. It was likely the influence of Drago’s curly hair. Chihaya’s hair color was inherited from Drago, but its texture was straight. Wavy black hair. Though soft and abundant, Chihiro, being originally Japanese, still felt a nostalgic longing for straight hair. As if noticing Chihiro’s unconscious finger movements, the corner of Theodore’s mouth lifted slightly.

"You have beautiful hair, Chii-Hiiro. It’s as if a piece of the starry sky was cut out. It suits you very well."

At Theodore’s words, the other three turned to look.

"It’s true. My hair is so coarse. That’s why it’s so hard to manage."

As Miltisia grumbled, Fatima also sighed.

"Mine too. It’s too silky, so I can only do the same hairstyle. If I try something like a half-up, it becomes a mess in half a day."

A maiden’s worries are endless.

The Little One, who had fallen into the grass-is-greener phenomenon, her face lit up at the long-awaited girl talk.

"Being too manageable has its own problems. If I’m not careful, it gets tangled up like a bird’s nest."

"Is that so?"

"Aah, I wish we could bring our ladies-in-waiting and maids to the academy!"

"We’ll just have to come up with a hairstyle that doesn’t fall apart and lasts a long time." The worries of girls are the same everywhere. It is well said that where three women gather, there is a noisy chatter.

The girls, at that fun age, gathered together, kyakkyau fufu. The girls and the boys, who had been watching them in a daze, were urged on by the impatient knights and hurriedly entered the transfer gate.

Inside was a box like an elevator. On the back wall, about seven palm-sized needle crystals were embedded in a row. As the knights bowed and said, "Have a safe trip," the door closed, and Theodore placed his hand on one of the crystals. Following his lead, Fatima and Miltisia also placed their hands on the crystals.

"You flow your magic into here. Then the transfer gate will carry the people touching it."

Theodore’s palm glowed faintly, and his figure vanished as if melting into the air. Fatima and Miltisia’s figures also disappeared in the same way, and the remaining twins held their breath and flowed their magic into the needle crystals.

Then, with a faint fon sound of air hitting their eardrums, the two of them were standing in a similar place again.

Huh? Did it fail?

But the royal children were there.

With everyone gathered, Theodore pulled the cord of a bell installed next to the door. With a clear sound, the box’s door opened, and before the twins’ eyes were a bustling crowd of people walking by. Everyone was wearing the same uniform and laughing cheerfully. The sound of the bell seemed to have caught their attention, as a number of them were staring at the transfer gate.

"Welcome to the nobles’ academy. Blessings upon the new beloved children of Frontier."

Led by Fatima and Theodore, the twins set foot in the nobles’ academy. The buildings were so tall they had to look up, and the light-filled gardens were vast. It was hard to believe this was a school. Fatima and the others looked on with fond smiles at the surprised expressions of the small children, who only came up to their waists. After the honeybee incident, Fatima had tried to get in touch with Chihiro somehow, but by the time she noticed, the two were no longer in the royal palace. She had been disappointed to hear they were scheduled for a long-term stay at their relatives’ house in Kilfan, but when she learned from her brother Theodore that the twins would be using the transfer gate, she had been eagerly awaiting their meeting. Theodore, too, had felt an atmosphere similar to the pilgrimage ten years ago from the way everyone around him would let their eyes wander towards the monsters, even while saying they were on a long-term stay in Kilfan, and he had harbored a faint, vague certainty.

And then, there was that magic carriage commotion.

It would be unreasonable to expect him not to notice.

Chii-Hiiro.

Theodore also had knowledge of the adjacent Kilfan. And, like the other people, he arrived at the same answer.

Welcome back, Chii-Hiiro.

Remembering the small hand he had been holding just a moment ago, Theodore felt a tightness in his chest. He didn't understand back then, but now he could. You were going through a very difficult time, weren't you? A small child was fighting against monsters and humans. So, this time, I will protect you. Absolutely.

Even without knowing the details, Theodore, who had watched the commotion in the royal palace and the large-scale land reforms associated with it, had a general idea. Above all, there were the many adults who constantly expressed their gratitude to Fatima. That gratitude had been directed not at Fatima, but at the Little One.

His sister had taken all the credit for the Little One’s achievements.

If Chihiro had heard, she would have said that wasn't true. However, that thought did not occur to Theodore, who was absorbed in his own thoughts.

In return for saving my sister, I will be her strength. With all my might.

He was unaware that Chihaya was watching the silently vowing Theodore with a gloomy gaze.



		
			Chapter 48

			The Little One's New Daily Life, Part Two

			"Amazing..."

"It’s so big, and the buildings are so tall."

After exiting the transfer gate, the two were guided by Fatima and the others to the main hall. There, they received badges with fresh flowers attached and pinned them to their chests. The gold, six-pointed star badge was proof of their affiliation with the nobles’ academy and was apparently a magic tool.

"You’ll use this for shopping in the academy and the surrounding city, so don’t lose it. We’ll register your magic to it later. That way, only you can use it, so you can rest easy."

It's like a guild card, I guess.

That, too, registered the magic contained in one's blood, so no one but the owner could use it. Nodding at Fatima’s explanation, the twins entered the main hall. The inside was spacious, with a stage at the far front. In front of it were six round tables. Long tables were arranged around the round ones, where the upperclassmen were seated by grade.

"The new students are at the round tables. There are cards with your names on them. Please sit there."

With that, the three royals went up onto the stage. It seemed that they, as royalty, had special seats. Seeing them off, the twins searched for their names among the empty seats.

"Here we are."

Gold letters on folded red paper. The twins each took the seat with their name on it.

After a while, His Majesty the King and His Highness the Crown Prince ascended the stage and celebrated the enrollment of the newly baptized children.

"I expect you to learn much, train hard, and grow as nobles who will support Frontier."

Glancing over the new students with the eyes of a kindly old man, the King’s gaze happened to meet Chihiro’s. His smile deepened, and he quietly made his way to his prepared seat. For a moment, the curious gazes of the students focused on the Little One, and Chihiro was inwardly drenched in a cold sweat. What is he doing! I was already the center of attention because I came with Fatima and the others!

While maintaining a graceful smile, the Little One unconsciously clenched her fists in her lap. The ceremony proceeded, oblivious to her agitation, and moved from the formal proceedings to a social gathering for recreation. It was a tea party to get to know each other and learn names and faces.

Ah, so very noble. How elegant.

Sweets and light meals were set out. Tea and various fruit juices. A situation that would be unthinkable in a Japanese school. As everyone stood up, drawn by the delicious smells, the royals on the stage called the twins to their table. Being summoned to the royal table, the Little One and her brother exchanged weary glances.

"This already, on the first day, kanyo."

"What a pain."

But they could neither ignore nor refuse. The two steeled themselves and went up onto the stage. Feeling the murmuring buzz of the surrounding students at their backs, they gave a wry smile at the barrage of openly piercing glares.

So young.

At the mix of jealousy and envy, the Little One, who should have been the youngest in the room, held a perspective that belied her appearance. It seemed that being newly reincarnated had endowed her with an even stronger old lady disposition. Arriving on stage, the two gracefully greeted the royal family members lined up at the table.

"Welcome. Come, have a seat."

The Little One felt a surge of murderous intent towards the gleeful King. However, Chihaya, sensing this, stepped forward and responded with an apologetic look on his face.

"Thank you very much. But we must limit our greetings for now. We have not yet even met our classmates."

At Chihaya’s words, which gently refused to join them, Wilfe’s eyebrows shot up, and he snapped at him.

"I was not speaking to you. As long as Chii-Hiiro is here, that is enough."

"Brother!"

Glancing at Theodore, who hurriedly admonished him, Wilfe snorted and turned his face away. Sighing at this, Miltisia glared at the childish Crown Prince with narrowed eyes. Even with a look of exasperation, a cute girl is still cute.

"How exasperating. You truly are hopeless. After being warned so much by our uncle, this is how you behave."

At his own sister’s sharp words, Wilfe’s eyes widened. Next, Fatima also sighed elegantly.

"Brother Wilfe, you do not understand what it means to be a twin. If Brother Theodore were to say the same thing, I would never want to speak to you again, Brother Wilfe."

As his two sisters shook their heads in exasperation, Wilfe looked flustered, as if seeing something unbelievable.

"No, but, this person tried to refuse an invitation from the King, you know?"

"Shall I speak for her then?"

At the familiar, coldly piercing voice, a chill ran down Wilfe’s spine. It was the smooth voice of the person who must not be angered, second only to Romel.

"We came to the academy to learn as nobles. We did not come to curry favor with the royal family."

As she spun her words elegantly, the royal family members’ faces froze at the implied meaning that was grating away at their spirits.

Translation. ‘We’re busy. We don’t have time to deal with you.’

A parting shot delivered with a bright smile. No matter where she was, the Little One was the Little One. Her eyes, which smirked as if to say, ‘Do you understand?’ held no emotion. But Wilfe, who was already used to having his spirit ground down, was persistent.

"A cup of tea should be fine! There are people I want to introduce you to!"

"Introduce?"

As the Little One blinked in surprise, Wilfe shifted his gaze to the left. There was another round table there, separate from the royal family’s seats. Seated there were two male students. They were watching the exchange between the Crown Prince and the Little One with surprised expressions. Glancing at the two of them, who were gaping, His Majesty the King cleared his throat lightly.

"Ah, these two gentlemen are exchange students from Flowers. They will be joining the middle school division this year."

Snapping back to reality at the King’s introduction, the two boys hurriedly stood up.

"I am Ismail. This is my younger brother, Pacesta. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The two, said to be the first prince’s children, were twelve and ten years old. Apparently, they had been waiting for the younger brother to turn ten so they could study abroad together. Since they would overlap with Fatima and the others for a year, they wanted to learn the basics of Frontier in the same class for a year, focusing mainly on acquiring magic.

"Watching my uncle use magic, I have always admired it. My dream has come true."

The two boys smiled, their faces blooming.

He had heard from Romel that Prince Marcello had mastered a range of daily life magic during his time at the academy. He also knew that since the border forest was revived, the return of magic was gradually being confirmed. In the Flowers royal family, starting with the Crown Prince who had studied abroad and mastered magic, it seemed that the royal children and high-ranking nobles had been frequently studying abroad. This year, these two and several other nobles had come to study abroad.

"My, my. Welcome, you have come a long way. I am Chihiro, daughter of Count Jourje. A pleasure to meet you."

"I am her brother, Chihaya. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Seeing the twins give an elegant bow, Ismail and his brother looked back at the King and the others with a look of, "Eh?" ...It’s to be expected. Normally, a middle-ranking noble wouldn’t speak to members of the royal family as equals.

The King and Crown Prince gave a wry smile at the directed gaze.

"Well, there are circumstances. Chii-Hiiro is like a sibling to us. It is as if my little sister is being mischievous."

With a face like he had swallowed a bitter bug, Wilfe sighed.

"Is that so. In that case, please be friendly with us as well, Chihiro-sama."

As expected of royalty, even if small. They didn’t pry unnecessarily and seemed to accept things as they were. He was much more mature than Wilfe was ten years ago.

"Thank you very much. I hope you will get along well with my brother and me for a long time to come."

With that, the Little One smoothly linked her arm through Chihaya’s elbow. The heartwarming smiles of the twins and the special feeling exuded by their modest gesture. I see. The brother and sister are on very good terms. As Ismail nodded with understanding, a sudden blast of cold air erupted from his side.

Eh? Before he could think, a frigid blizzard swirled around the table where the royals were seated. A trio of men with cold, narrowed eyes, and two princesses sipping tea with oblivious faces. Can they not feel this atmosphere?

It seemed that the jealousy peculiar to men was something women could not detect. Glancing at the three men around whom dark clouds were gathering gogogotto, Chihaya looked down, and a victorious look flashed in his eyes as he placed a kiss on the Little One’s hair. Beneath his lowered eyelashes, his jet-black eyes flickered sideways. At that look of superiority, the jealousy of the King and the others transformed from a blizzard into a raging storm with crashing thunder.

At the sight of the four with their dark smiles on full display, the two from Flowers hugged each other, a chill running down their spines.

Is this... a matter to be avoided?

Having just said to be friends, he felt bad, but he would have to keep his interactions with Chihiro-sama to a minimum.

In a conversation that lasted only a few minutes, the two from Flowers became convinced of the existence of a landmine that must not be stepped on.

Thunder, hail, and rain. Oblivious to the background where natural disasters were raging, the Little One stared curiously at the two brothers from Flowers, who were trembling gatagata, having made a firm vow in their hearts.

Only the Little One was in the dark.

And so, the twins’ new daily life began.



		
			Chapter 49

			Little One's New Daily Life, Three

			"Welcome to the Frontier Noble Academy. I am Hubert, and I will be your homeroom teacher for the next three years. Next to me is your assistant homeroom teacher, Jessica-sensei. Let us all do our best to make this a nourishing experience for our lives."

After the welcome reception ended, the new students moved to their classroom and received an explanation of what was to come. The spacious room contained five rows of long desks. The tiered seating was reminiscent of a lecture hall at a university on Earth. The twins sat next to each other in the very last row, and once the teacher confirmed everyone was seated, he stepped onto the dais. Their homeroom teacher, Hubert-sensei, was a man with light green hair and grey eyes. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with the energetic air of a large dog. The assistant teacher, Jessica-sensei, was a gentle, elderly woman with soft brown hair. It seemed the academy had a rule that homeroom teachers must be a male and female pair, likely because there were matters students would find difficult to discuss with someone of the opposite sex.

"For the most part, you will be studying with this group. Your placement will be decided by tomorrow's proficiency exam, after which you will learn in classes appropriate to your respective skill levels."

The students began to murmur restlessly. Well, for seven year olds, this was to be expected.

The teachers watched over the young children with warm gazes.

According to the explanation, while basic homeroom and group activities would be conducted with this class, academic studies and training would be done in groups of students at the same level, regardless of age.

"The academy does not exist to make capable students review what they already know. Those who can should push ever forward. Of course, it is good to look back once in a while. But abilities grow only when you challenge one another. Please give tomorrow's academic and practical exams your all."

How very rational, I thought. It seems Frontier has been blessed with wise rulers for generations.

As the twins nodded in understanding, a female student in front of them raised her hand. When the teacher permitted her to speak, the student stood and swept her extravagant curls over her shoulder.

"I am Aristea La Cartiña. I have a question. Will respect be paid according to our station?"

At her words, a brief stir went through the classroom. Aristea, who had reddish brown hair, sniffed with a smug *fun* and looked around at the others.

"It will not. Are you implicitly suggesting that we should take your status into account and evaluate you more highly than your abilities warrant? If we were to do that, you would have a very difficult time here, you know."

Hubert-sensei grinned and cut her down with a single stroke. Aristea's face, once a mask of astonishment, rapidly turned beet red. Giving her a glance, Hubert-sensei explained in a way that was easy to understand.

"Are you listening? Dividing students based on ability means that if someone who doesn't measure up gets mixed in, they will stand out in a bad way. The things other students can do, that person cannot. As a result, that individual will be demoted to a lower class, ending up as nothing more than a nuisance to their former classmates. Frankly, it would be a public disgrace."

To give a high evaluation to someone who was clearly inferior would cast doubt on the teacher's own qualifications. It would benefit no one.

"So let me make this perfectly clear. There was a time in the past when such injustices were tolerated. We are talking hundreds of years ago. But things are different now. We operate on a system of pure meritocracy, to the point that we even accept scholarship students from among the commoners. Is that understood? Do not bring up such fossilized ideas again."

Hubert-sensei narrowed his eyes sharply, silencing Aristea. Her face still crimson, she looked down and quietly returned to her seat.

"Why do you think we teachers do not use our family names here? Because they are meaningless. In academics, a family name is worth less than a scrap of paper. Does a family name polish what's inside a person? It may provide an environment where one can receive a higher education. However, if the person's own qualities do not measure up, such things are meaningless. In the same environment, what matters is one's own aptitude and effort. That is what an academy is. Do not mistake the meaning of status."

Little One almost let out a whistle and hastily zipped her lips. Not only was the fundamental concept sound, but the education provided to the teaching staff was thorough as well.

Not bad at all.

Twitching her lips, Little One couldn't stop the fluttering in her chest. It seemed her time at the academy was going to be fun. After a few more questions and answers, the students were told they were free to go home or tour the campus. The twins eagerly slipped out of the classroom.

"Nice, nice, this school seems fun, nyo."

"What should we do? We need to match up with the princes' schedules. I think we have about another hour. Shall we look around?"

Just as they were discussing their plans, someone called out to the twins from behind.

"Hey, you're new students, right? My name's Takt. What about you guys?"

A boy with short, slightly unruly dark grey hair and brown eyes flashed them a grin and introduced himself.

"I'm Chihaya. And this is my little sister, Chihiro. It's nice to meet you."

"Chih-haa-ya? Chii-hii-ro?"

The boy pronounced their names slowly and deliberately. The twins shared a wry smile at the familiar reaction.

"It's the Kilfan language. You can call me Haya or Hiro, whichever is easier."

The little girl smiled sweetly, and Takt's face relaxed in relief as he nodded vigorously.

"It's just, everyone here seems so amazing. They're all nobles, right? I was so scared I was out of place. What academy did you two come from? I heard it's rare for students to get recommended to the Noble Academy from the elementary division, so I was relieved to see you guys."

*Ah,* the two of them exchanged a look.

It seemed Takt was mistaken. Traces of a commoner's disposition were seeping through his words.

"Sorry, we're nobles too, technically."

"What? But, your hair is black and dark brown... Ah, ahh! My deepest apologies!"

The higher one's status, the lighter their hair and eye color tended to be. Most commoners had colors close to black. It was no surprise that Takt had made a mistake upon seeing the twins. He recoiled for a moment, making himself small. Seeing this, the twins laughed brightly.

"Don't worry about it. Our dad is a chef at the royal palace. He was originally a commoner, you know. He just earned his title by working his way up with his cooking skills."

"That's right. He's the head chef. His name is Drago. He's a huge guy, like a bear."

"Drago...? You mean Count George? What? Ah, then, does that mean you're Little One?"

Little One was more famous among the common folk than in high society.

"Whoa, no way! When I go home for the holidays, I'm gonna brag to everyone! I'll tell them I'm classmates with Little One!"

Little One tilted her head, puzzled by the meaning behind his words.

"Little One was someone from long ago, right? Why am I Little One?"

That was the nickname she had when she was Fatima. She understood why the older Fatima was no longer called that, but she now realized that the nickname had somehow slid over to her. Chihiro placed a hand on her cheek in a cute gesture.

"Uhm? I don't really know the details either. Soul? Heart? Something like that? I heard what's inside is what's important. And they say the current Little One is Count George's daughter, you know?"

It was a vague explanation, but she understood its meaning. The common people recognized the black-haired Chihiro, not Fatima, as Little One. The twins couldn't help but look at each other.

*'Does this mean my identity has been exposed?'*

*'I don't know, but it feels like they haven't figured out the whole truth yet, maybe?'*

Their eyes said more than words ever could.

Communicating beyond mere eye contact, the two nodded in agreement to consult Romel about this later.

"Well, I don't really get it, but Hiro is just a normal girl... I think."

Why did you correct yourself, Nii-ni?

She gave her quietly faltering brother a lukewarm smile, then wrapped up the conversation with Takt, saying she looked forward to seeing him tomorrow. The two then asked for directions and made their way to the martial arts training grounds. They had heard Theodore would be there. Fatima and Miltisia also had classes only in the morning and had promised to meet at the training grounds later. After passing through several buildings, the two found their eyes widening at the sight of an open area. It was as spacious as the Knight Order's training grounds, marked with blue lines. Many people were diligently training in their respective sections. The academy had nearly three hundred students, including those from abroad. Among them, all but the upperclassmen who chose a specialization were required to learn martial arts as a basic skill. Some of the middle school female students already had arranged marriages, and it seemed those who would marry immediately after graduation were exempt. For the twins, who were training as apprentices with the Knight Order, it was a familiar scene, but the other new students were excited to see a real mock battle for the first time.

"So cool! I'm going to learn the sword!"

"I'm good with a spear. I'd love to have a match."

The children watched intently, their eyes sparkling. As if flustered by their ardent gazes, the upperclassmen's movements became a little sluggish. It was a minor awkwardness, but a man who appeared to be an instructor shouted encouragement.

"They're your future juniors! Don't show them such a pathetic sight that'll disappoint them!"

The man, grinning as if half-joking, slung a large wooden sword over his shoulder and winked at the new students. Perhaps fired up, the upperclassmen's movements became sharper than before. While captivated by the sight, the twins' hands and feet began to itch with anticipation.

*That's not right. That's not how you handle a spear.*

Noticing the twins' unconsciously twitching fingers, the man who had shouted encouragement approached them.

"Are you interested? From the looks of it, you're no amateurs. Want to have a match?"

The twins' faces lit up, and they looked at the man, whose lips were turned up in a grin.

"What's your weapon of choice? I'll be your opponent. Don't hold back!"

""Yes, sir!""

The man's name was Andrius. He was an active knight from a border count's domain. Who could have imagined that he would be brought to his knees by the twins? He would never forget his choice that day. In a good way.

"I give up..."

Andrius raised his hands lightly in surrender. Chihiro's wooden sword was at his neck. Chihaya's wooden spear was at the small of his back. The match had been decided in an instant by the twins' furious, coordinated assault. The small twins' movements were fierce, a flowing and elegant display of martial arts that left Andrius bewildered. He hadn't even had a chance to properly cross swords before his greatsword was parried by Chihaya's spear. Seizing the opening, Chihiro's sword knocked the greatsword from Andrius's hand.

What in the world just happened?

As he surrendered, Andrius swallowed hard, a cold sweat beading on his brow. Their speed was too fast to follow, they deliberately crossed paths to divide his focus, and their thrusts and withdrawals were timed so he could not concentrate on one opponent. What's more, many of their moves were from the Knight Order's forms.

""Thank you very much!""

Standing with their feet slightly apart and hands clasped behind their backs, the twins straightened up with a sharp *zan* and bowed respectfully. The entire sequence of movements was perfectly synchronized. That, too, was a Knight Order custom. It was not something widely known to the public.

"Where did you two learn martial arts?"

He knew without asking, but he couldn't help himself. He had to confirm it. To the sullen Andrius, the two answered without pretense, their smiles carefree.

""From the Royal Knight Order.""

While the onlookers were left speechless, the story of that day swept through Frontier, and it was a charming outcome that a flood of applicants came knocking on the doors of every knightly order.

It is but a side note that a few days later, a letter arrived for the twins from the martial arts class, exempting them from lessons. The contents were more of a plea, begging them not to come lest the other students lose their confidence, which brought wry smiles to the faces of Romel and Harold.

Causing a storm from the very first day, the Little Ones are full of energy today.♪
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			Little One's New Daily Life, Four

			"Uwah..."

"Hmm..."

""""........""""

Test results were laid out before each of the twins.

Looking down at them, Little One bared her teeth in a grimace while Chihaya crossed his arms and tilted his head. Among their guardians, those who had graduated from the Noble Academy wore vacant expressions, not moving a muscle.

As it turned out, both were exempt from martial arts, history, linguistics, arithmetic, and etiquette. Furthermore, they were both placed in the special class for magic and geography. To top it off, they were placed in the advanced class for only the fine arts, an outcome that was extraordinary to the extreme. And for some reason, they were in the intermediate class for socializing.

The basic classes were divided into advanced, intermediate, and basic, with a special class above them all. The advanced level covered what was considered a refined accomplishment. It was the level that royalty and high nobility were expected to master, a required subject for those up to the rank of marquis. The special class was, in a sense, an education in the arts of governance, a level of education required by royalty or high ranking government officials. The majority of students could graduate upon completing the intermediate level.

"Shouldn't they just graduate at this point?"

"No, however, the young lady has some rather concerning areas in her socializing skills. I believe she still has much to learn."

"Ah. That is true. Chihiro-sama is naive about the ways of the world and is still immature as a noble."

Harold and Dorfen earnestly argued against Romel's dismissive suggestion.

*Hey, have you all forgotten that we're seven years old?*

Chewing on a bitter cud, Little One glared at the results table. It wasn't so much that her socializing skills were weak, but that her score had been earned through dancing alone. To be blunt, she had failed nearly all the practical portions. She had thought it would be an extension of etiquette, but discerning the rank of one's conversational partner, or the seasonal greetings that changed depending on their title, were things she knew in theory but found to be entirely different in practice. To smoothly connect words, to praise, to admonish, to inquire. There were no clear boundaries, yet one had to convey their intentions accurately to the other party. It was maddeningly difficult. Furthermore, while Little One's rank was that of a count's daughter, she was under the guardianship of the king and queen, which made her greetings and choice of words a problem as well. The demeanor of a count's daughter and the demeanor of a royal. She had to use them differently depending on finely detailed situations, which gave her a massive headache.

"But still, about half of your classes are waived, so let's just work hard on what you're not good at, Hiro."

Chihaya's smile was a saving grace.

"You're right. I guess I just have to do it."

Weaknesses exist to be overcome. She could run away anytime she wanted, and no one around Little One would be angry if she did.

*I'll give it my all, and if it doesn't work out, I'll just give up.*

By nature, Little One hated to lose.

The people around her watched warmly as the little girl snorted with a determined *funnu*.

"Well, the princes are also in the special class, so you should learn well from them. I'll ask them for you."

Romel gave a faint, resigned smile.

"Let us try to be mindful of our socializing in our daily lives. I may be of the lowest rank in a marquis house, but I believe there is much I can teach you."

Dorfen, too, leaned forward, his eyes sparkling like a fish that had found water. His wonderfully cheerful smile as he declared that every outing would be practice was terrifying. But just then, Sakura, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"Language, is it. Would you two like to try learning classical Kilfan?"

"Classical?"

Looking at the twins, who tilted their heads in unison, Sakura traced an arc with her thinly rouged lips.

"Yes. Knowing the scenery and meaning behind words is the fastest way to learn how to choose and convey them. That's how I was taught, you see. I've let you do things the Frontier way until now, but how about trying to learn the Kilfan way this time?"

The men pondered Sakura's words for a moment.

Her way of speaking was certainly unique. However, her speech had a graceful and fluent cadence that felt perfectly natural even when speaking with the king. It might not be a bad idea. It was a manner of speaking they had been around since birth and were accustomed to hearing. It would likely be easy for the two of them to understand.

"That sounds good. Then let's have you learn language from Sakura at home, and practice it outside with Dorfen's guidance. Socializing is really just a matter of getting used to it, anyway."

With a bright, refreshed expression, Romel patted the twins on the head. The others around them also began to praise the children one after another, commending them for their efforts so far. Her memories had awakened at the age of two, and upon receiving the oracle from the gods, Little One had been running herself ragged. It might have been difficult and frustrating at times if she were alone. However, Little One had her brother by her side to encourage her, and she was surrounded by many people who watched over and helped her.

*Really, I'm so blessed, aren't I?*

It was a moment when Little One's tireless efforts were rewarded, and she broke into a bashful smile.

However, at that very moment, there were others in a different place, plotting something unsavory.

"Why am I in the intermediate class?!"

Aristea could not hide her indignation at the test results she was handed. Nearly every subject was intermediate. As for magic, martial arts, and arithmetic, they were at the basic level. For a daughter of the Duke Cartiña family, it was a passing grade. She just needed to study and aim higher from now on, but her older sister had achieved an advanced rank in nearly everything right after enrolling, and so Aristea could not accept this reality.

"If I lose to my sister... I want to become a consort, too."

Aristea's sister, Miranda, was sixteen. With two older brothers between them, there was a nine-year age gap with Aristea, the youngest daughter. That sister was engaged to the Crown Prince. She had graduated from the Noble Academy last year and was now living in the royal palace, receiving education to become a princess consort. Miranda, who was scheduled to be married in two years, had achieved a special rank in all subjects except martial arts by the time she graduated. Aristea bit her nail with a sharp *giri*, her face contorting in humiliation.

"I don't want to lose... I should have a chance to become Prince Theodore's fiancée too."

Currently, Prince Theodore was thirteen years old. In terms of age, they were not a bad match. In fact, about two years ago, Aristea had been approached as a potential fiancée candidate. There were three young ladies from the high nobility who were of a suitable age for the second prince, including Aristea. Among them, Aristea had been the most likely candidate in terms of status. But at that time, Theodore himself had shown reluctance. He had said he couldn't think about such things yet. That he wanted to decide after seeing what the future held. Due to his status, he could marry a princess from another country, or conversely, he could marry into another country's royal family. He was a valuable asset politically, and Frontier already had a Crown Prince with a set engagement. There was no need to hurry, and so the proposal at that time was rescinded.

The prince who still had no fiancée.

Many nobles' eyes changed color at this prospect. Not just the high nobility, even nobles of the count class had a decent chance if Theodore himself took a liking to them. The Noble Academy was filled to the brim with young ladies hoping for a chance.

*To think I have to stand shoulder to shoulder with the riffraff!*

The person Aristea was most wary of, and most despised, was the daughter of Count George. A daughter whose father was an upstart commoner, with hair as black as lacquer, something unheard of for a noble.

*It's unpleasant enough that such a filthy girl calls herself a noble, but to become close with the princes and even be permitted to use the transfer gate. Isn't there a limit to how audacious one can be?*

Aristea's father had also subtly inquired with His Majesty the King about using the transfer gate, but he was apparently flatly refused, being told that its use was permitted only to the royal family. The daughter of Count George was a quasi-royal, with the king and queen as her foster parents. That was why she was permitted to use the gate. Aristea was furious at this fact, which she had learned for the first time. The upstart commoner was, in terms of status, above Aristea. How could she not be enraged?

The scene from the welcome reception floated into her mind.

The twins, invited to the special seating reserved for royalty as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

*I won't forgive her. I'll make her regret this, just you wait!*

And so, unbeknownst to Little One, the battle for Theodore's hand in marriage had begun, all on its own. There were other young ladies who thought similarly, and conversely, the flames of jealousy from the young ladies vying for Chihaya were also concentrated on Little One. As a nuisance in the path of love.

The current Little One was unaware of the absurd future that awaited her, a future where she would be swamped by all sorts of unreasonable things.
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			Little One's New Daily Life, Five

			"Nyu? What's this?"

Sakura had a personal collection of many books at Pandæmonium. The twins had been planning to choose and read a classic from among the books she had brought with her when she married, but a single sheet of stationery slipped out from one of the volumes. The light green stationery had embossed lines and a dragonfly design, with a few lines of elegant script written in the center.

"'How should I your true love know, From another one?' A walking stick, a cockle hat and staff, and his sandal shoon."

*Eh? Isn't this...*

"The title role, right? Hamlet, was it?"

"Title role?"

"An opera where the protagonist's name is the title. It's a work by a person named Shakespeare, nyo."

*How nostalgic. I was quite fond of opera.*

Little One smiled softly, her eyes narrowing.

It was a verse from the song Ophelia sings in the scene where she descends into madness.

"Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark? That's what she asks."

Behind Little One, who was grinning with a *nishishi*, Sakura's face froze.

"You... how do you know that?"

With a look of astonishment, she gently took the stationery from Little One's hand.

"So you were hiding it here. The rest were all burned."

Her face crumpled. Sakura carefully folded the stationery and tucked it into her robes. Gazing at the twins, who were looking up at her curiously, Sakura stared into the distance for a moment before she began to speak.

"A long, long time ago. There was something called theater in Kilfan."

According to Sakura's halting story, the entertainment known as plays had existed in Kilfan for a long time. However, about two hundred years ago, an emperor declared that even if it was a work of fiction, for a commoner to become royalty or an imperial family member was the height of disrespect. An blasphemy against the celestial beings. He had all the stories and classical books related to it burned to ashes. But kind-hearted people secretly saved many books and hid them deep within the inner palace. When Sakura fled Kilfan, she brought several of them with her.

"My foster brother, you see. He was interested in theater and would read them voraciously. He'd even copy down the lines. This is a remnant of that. Well, Chihiro did say she was from the same hometown, so it's not so strange that she would know this."

Sakura placed a hand over her robes, her expression sad. The twins didn't know what had happened, but something must have.

*Still, book burning...*

Little One's brow furrowed in disgust.

Book burning was one of humanity's worst follies. How many precious intellectual properties and historical legacies have been lost because of it?

*I guess the things humans do don't change much, no matter the world. What a cruel world.*

As Little One sighed, she was struck by a sudden inspiration.

*Couldn't I use this?*

She had never heard of plays or theater in Frontier. Stories and poems were things to be recited, not performed. In a way, a minstrel's one man show might be similar, but Little One, who had grown up in Japan with its deep appreciation for things like *rokyoku* and *shigin*, had also been a grandma's girl and loved old *rakugo* stories.

*I could probably do something like 'Toki Soba' if I adapted it to something from here, and 'Hidari Jingoro' would probably be well-received too. Once people get used to seeing others perform, then a full-fledged play...*

If she did it right, she could probably make a good deal of money.

Seeing his sister's wicked grin and upturned lips, Chihaya exchanged a look with his mother and sighed. At times like these, Chihiro was usually thinking of something outrageous. And she would go through with it.

The long-suffering older brother could already glimpse a future where everyone around them would be thrown into a panic again.

Chihaya's bad feeling was right on the mark. A short while later, a large tent for a playhouse was erected in the castle town. Paid for with Little One's pocket money. A large poster advertising for actors was put up, and involving Katsumi from Kilfan, she began to plot this and that.

"So, first, we lower the barrier to entry."

"Barrier to entry?"

One moment, Pochiko-san had suddenly arrived to deliver a letter, and the next, he found himself summoned to Frontier for this. No one could blame Katsumi for his weary, dead-eyed stare.

"If we just suddenly start doing theater, people won't be able to keep up, right? So, we'll start with things that are easy to get into, like paper stories and puppet shows, as an introduction, nyo."

"It's more exciting with a song, right? Like, GO! West?" To Little One's suggestion, Katsumi shot back, "You're just ripping it off!" but most plays were rip-offs of classic or fictional stories. Little One declared this with her chest puffed out, leaving Katsumi speechless. Arcadia had plenty of its own unique stories, and the rip-offs were just a starting point. Eventually, the stories of Arcadia, by the people of Arcadia, would become the mainstay of their theater.

Katsumi and Little One argued back and forth. The people around them couldn't understand half of the words the two were using.

Chihaya couldn't get a word in edgewise and openly chewed on a bitter cud. Someone gently patted his shoulder, *pon pon*. It was Romel, standing there with an enlightened smile, silently shaking his head.

"Once Chihiro gets like this, there's no stopping her. It's still better than the time with the honey or the border forest, I suppose."

Even so, Chihaya couldn't accept it.

Katsumi seemed to be so much closer to Chihiro than he was, despite him being the one who was always by her side and supposedly understood everything about her. He had been very fond of him since he was little, but this was a separate matter. In Chihaya's glaring view, the two were arguing boisterously.

"I'm telling you! I remember all of Princess Pri-Pri, so...!"

"I told you to get away from the rip-offs! We can just take excerpts from the stories here, can't we? General Luci flying off into space, the people of Arcadia won't have a clue what that's about! It's a parade of unfamiliar words like machines and sci-fi!"

"But I like that one!"

"So that's what it comes down to!"

As the two of them bickered, Dorfen and Drago looked on with pity at the tired faces of Chihaya and Romel. For the two who were directly involved, all one could say was, "You have our sympathies."

After a great deal of discussion, they decided to start with paper stories. As a compromise, the stories would be taken from Earth's fairy tales.

"For... for now, let's go with Cinderella and the Beanstalk."

"Okay, next is to decide on the size of the pictures and start drawing."

Breathing heavily, they decided on the shape and size of the carts, and that the familiar honeybees would pull them. Most of the details were settled. Once things were decided, Little One worked fast.

Paper stories were something of a revival even in Kilfan. The regulations on them were more lenient than on plays, and they had only completely died out about fifty years ago, so some materials related to them still remained. Many of the artisans were of an age to remember paper stories. Kilfan was abuzz with the revival of paper stories and puppet shows, which could be called the legacy of their predecessors. Many artisans offered their cooperation, and in no time at all, about ten carts with stages for paper stories were built. The sight was nostalgic. Even for Little One, who was not from that generation, it somehow evoked a sense of nostalgia. The stages were larger than usual, with double doors that could be opened and closed, sure to stir the excited feelings of curious children.

"I can't wait.♪"

What began with a socializing class led to Little One Brand paper stories and puppet shows. A little while later, centered around the people who had gathered with an interest in the profession of acting, they would spread far and wide throughout Frontier.

And so, while developing new forms of entertainment, Little One's academy life began.

No matter what she does, she never just falls down. Little One is full of energy today.♪
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			"I'm telling you, why are you in the special class? It's impossible, isn't it?"

Little One was being accosted by the ever energetic Aristea. About a week had passed since then. After a campus tour and some trial lessons, their real classes had started today, but...

For some reason, Little One found herself being confronted by Aristea every single day.

The day after the class placement exam, the twins emerged from the transfer gate to find Aristea standing there, legs apart, like a defiant statue. After giving the princes a smiling greeting, Aristea stood before the twins, or more accurately, before Chihiro, and began to rail at her with a haughty air.

"So you really are using the transfer gate. How utterly shameless. Just because the king, queen, and the princes are kind, I think it's wrong of you to take advantage of it, don't you?"

Oh my, what a splendidly sound argument.

Staring at the lovely girl sniffing with a smug *fun*, the twins exchanged a look.

*How was that? I said it well, didn't I? I practiced a lot, after all.*

The twins' whispers reached the triumphant Aristea's ears.

"Maybe so. This is special treatment, after all. I'm sure some people find it unpleasant to see."

"It's still better for you, Hiro. You have Their Majesties as your guardians. I'm just a complete freeloader."

Seeing the twins nodding in discussion, Fatima and the others' eyes widened in alarm, and they rushed over to Little One's side.

"What are you saying, Hiro! You are my little sister! Hold your head high!"

"That's right, Chihiro. If you say something like that, Father and Brother will be heartbroken, you know."

Fatima, who absolutely, positively did not want to be separated from Little One because of the honeybees, was one thing. But even without that, Fatima was deeply devoted to the twins, who did not look at her with prejudice. For the three youngest royal children, having a younger brother and sister, even if they were adopted, was something they welcomed with open arms.

*Ahhh, so this is how cute a little sister or brother can be!*

Having only ever been doted on, the three were now on the doting side, so it couldn't be helped. While desperately trying to persuade the twins, Miltisia shot a sharp glare at Aristea.

"You! I don't know who you are, but what nonsense are you spouting at a member of the royal family?"

"I... I was just saying what's natural..."

*Why am I being scolded?*

Aristea's back trembled before the princess, who made no effort to hide her anger. She looked up at Theodore, as if seeking help. Aristea had yet to be baptized and had never been to the royal palace, but she knew Theodore's face from portraits. He had a reputation for being a gentle and calm prince. He would surely understand. So Aristea thought, but the moment she looked up at Theodore, she was lost for words, her throat frozen.

Standing there, he was looking down at Aristea with an expression of disgust, as if he were looking at filth.

"I thought there was no need to state it publicly, but it seems there are fools in Frontier who cannot understand unless it is spelled out for them."

Theodore's eyes curved into a thin arc, a faint smile on his lips. His eyes were not smiling at all. A shiver ran down Aristea's skin, making her want to flee. Theodore crouched down in front of her, deliberately meeting her gaze, and murmured in a low voice. A cold, sharp thorn, like a threat, was embedded in his monotonous tone.

"Chihiro is our sister. She is a member of the royal family, recognized by the king and queen. No matter what you say, you cannot infringe upon the rights Chihiro possesses. Understood? Do you understand?"

On the verge of nodding from the sheer force of his presence, Aristea recalled the words of her parents and those around her and mustered some truly, truly unnecessary courage.

"But isn't Count George a commoner? Then this girl must be a commoner too, right?"

That's right. Her father and brothers had said it too. That he was an insolent upstart. That he was shameless for enjoying a status he should have relinquished himself.

The words Aristea spoke to protect a meaningless pride perfectly shattered the thin ice. There was a sound like a crack, and even the onlookers shivered at the palpable chill in the air.

"I see. So that's what you think. ...May I have your name?"

Face to face with the second prince of her dreams, Aristea was a little carried away and energetically introduced herself.

"I am Aristea La Cartiña! It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance!"

"Duke Cartiña, is it. I'll remember that. By the way, who was it that called Count George an insolent person?"

"Uhm? My father, and... others often say it as well."

The surrounding students who heard those words began to stir. A crowd had formed around Little One and the others before they knew it, as students gathered to see what the commotion was about.

"I see. So those around the duke as well. Thank you. That was very informative."

Theodore's eyes narrowed into slits. His handsome features only served to amplify the fury in his sharp, hazel eyes, which scattered a killing intent as sharp and cold as absolute zero.

*What have you done, daughter of Duke Cartiña!!*

Their jaws dropped, the surrounding students were speechless. That young lady had just publicly declared that the house of Duke Cartiña, and the other nobles they associated with, looked down on Count George and called him a commoner.

Only she herself was unaware of the gravity of the situation.

The surrounding students hastily ran off to contact their respective families. They, too, had their own thoughts about the George family. But they had enough discretion not to show it. Yet this incident had created a situation where they could be caught in the crossfire.

*We have to let them know quickly, so we can distance ourselves from the Cartiña family!*

Oblivious to the panicked students, Aristea stared at the Theodore she had dreamed of, her mind a field of flowers.

*Even his eyelashes are blonde and lovely. Blonde is a noble color, after all. He is just as wonderful as the Crown Prince.*

The barrier of a girl in love was strong, completely blocking out the surrounding noise and immersing her in a blissful reverie.

And that evening, after being thoroughly scolded by her father through an emergency magic communication device, Aristea charged at Little One the next day.

"This is your fault!"

The curly-haired little girl's face was bright red, her eyes welling with tears.

From here began Aristea's shadowing of the pitiful Little One.

"It's your fault I got scolded by my father!"

"Is that so. I'm sorry to hear that."

"I want to be Prince Theodore's fiancée! You're in my way!"

"Oh my, it's all right. I am his sister, after all."

"...Is that so? Perhaps. You are his sister, after all."

"That's right. Marrying your sister, that's impossible, isn't it?"

"Then will you support me?"

"Of course. Though I don't think I can do much."

"Then I shall allow you to be my friend. You should feel honored."

"Friendship isn't something you become, it's something you are, you know? I'll be praying you can become one."

"...I don't understand. What do you mean?"

"You'll understand eventually. Let me know when you do, okay?"

Aristea tilted her head at the words of Count George's daughter, which were like a riddle. It bothered her to no end, and what's more, Little One's grades and class were higher than hers, which was infuriating and made her feel left behind. And so, every day, she snapped at Little One.

"Hmph! I won't lose either!"

Chihaya stared at the tantrum-throwing Aristea with dry eyes. The way she jumped up and down with her feet together was just like a small child. It was unseemly.

Glancing at Aristea with contempt, Chihaya whispered to Chihiro.

"She's full of energy every day, isn't she. ...Should I shut her up?"

A chill ran down Little One's spine at her brother's ominously suggestive words.

*Hasn't Nii-ni been a little bloodthirsty lately, nyo?*

Flashing a grin at Chihaya, who didn't bother to hide his mysterious grumpiness, Little One beckoned him closer with her finger and whispered a secret into his ear. The breath on his ear was ticklish.

"It's okay. Isn't a cute girl's tantrum a reward? She's just jealous, nyo. She wants to be Theodore's bride."

"The prince's?"

For a moment, Chihaya's eyes widened, then a wicked grin spread across his face. A scheming expression that looked just like Little One's.

"I hope she does her best. The prince will need a fiancée soon enough, after all."

Little One watched her suddenly cheerful brother with a puzzled expression as she headed to her magic class.

It is a charming side note that a few days later, upon learning of Chihaya's scheme, Little One would let out an exasperated, wry smile.

With the cute and boisterous Aristea now in the mix, Little One's days were fun, albeit tinged with a sense of foreboding.
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			Little One's New Daily Life, Seven

			"Magic is logic. Based on theory, correctly combined and interwoven, it is even possible to activate compound magic. To learn this foundation, we will be moving to a different location from here."

His plump potbelly jiggling, the magic teacher, Yofas-sensei, led the students out of the building.

Normally, classes were held in the specialized wing, but for the special class only, they were conducted in a facility dedicated to it. A facility specializing in magic. That meant the Tower of David.

Since the students in the special magic class naturally possessed high levels of magical power, they were also able to use the transfer gate. As a special exception, only this class's lessons were held at the Tower of David, with permission from the royal palace.

Upon arriving at the place where experts in the field gathered, the newly added students let out sighs of admiration.

"So this is the Tower of David... Ah, I am so grateful to be a student at the Noble Academy."

The senior students placed their hands over their chests, their gazes fixed on the tower with fervent longing. Including the princes, there were seven students in the special magic class. They lined up in front of the Tower of David with their supervising teacher.

"This is the pinnacle of magic. There are confidential matters here as well. Everyone, please be sure not to forget this."

The plump, portly old man looked at the students with eyes as gentle as if he were looking at his grandchildren. He had pure white hair and a long, magnificent beard. He looked just like the headmaster of a certain magic school from a movie, and Little One was struck by an unbearable urge to place a pointed hat on his pure white head.

*He really looks like a wizard, this old man. Though he's a little too fat.*

Yofas-sensei, standing with the students, was a veteran with seventy years of teaching experience.

After waiting in front of the tower for a few minutes, the doors opened from the inside, and the mages of the tower appeared. Their eyes wide at the sight of the opened double doors, Little One and Chihaya glanced at the magic gate next to them.

*Aren't we going in that way?*

Little One and the others always entered through that gate, the one that dissolved when they poured magic into it. Noticing the twins at the back of the line glancing at the gate as they proceeded inside, Yofas-sensei placed a finger to his lips and narrowed his eyes playfully.

*Ah, I see. This is also a confidential matter.*

The twins gave a slight nod and passed through the doors with the other students. Inside, a great deal of equipment was lined up, and that familiar magic circuit was operating with a crackling *pishipashi* sound. The students seeing the magic circuit for the first time were speechless.

"This is a circuit that allows us to test the direction and combination of magic. And it holds a certain secret."

As the explaining mage made a twirling gesture with his finger, a bright red, palm-sized lizard materialized on it. The students' eyes widened with a *wa*.

"This is a Salamander. For a mage, it can become a rather useful partner. It is possible for only those who pour their full magical power into this circuit and overcome the trial to obtain a spirit."

The students stared, their eyes shining, at the Salamander entwined around the mage's outstretched hand. Startled by the focused barrage of gazes, the Salamander looked uncomfortable and let out a small puff of flame from its mouth.

"Fire!"

"That's right. The Salamander is a fire spirit. It will not manifest without an affinity for fire. Now, now, there's no harm in trying. Would you all like to give it a go?"

Crowding around the smiling mage, five students rushed to the magic circuit. Forgetting all about their lesson, they poured their magic into the circuit. Watching them with lukewarm gazes, the twins looked up at Yofas-sensei. The teacher smiled with a knowing look.

"You know, don't you, sensei?"

At Chihiro's words, Yofas-sensei narrowed his eyes, his bushy beard trembling slightly.

"His Highness the Prince Regent is a former student of mine. He asked me to take good care of you two."

*Romel's master?!*

The two of them unconsciously straightened their backs. Yofas-sensei's shoulders shook with amusement.

"No need to be so stiff. I've heard you are promising candidates for becoming excellent mages. Please learn as you see fit."

As Yofas-sensei laughed merrily with a *foffoffo*, several students poured all their magic into the circuit, but none of them could manifest a Salamander. Theodore also tried, but his strength gave out and he collapsed. Some were even on the verge of losing consciousness. They had run out of magic.

"It's either a simple lack of magical power, or they don't have an affinity for flame. A pity."

"It is a good test for them to learn what it's like to use their magic to its limit. It is important to understand the upper limit of one's own magical power."

The students looked on with frustration as the adults chatted idly. Then, Fatima suddenly turned to look at the twins.

"Aren't you two going to try?"

Reacting to Fatima's genuinely curious question, the other students also turned to look at Little One and the others.

"Ah... well, isn't it still too soon for us?"

"Yes, I believe it would be presumptuous of us."

The mages who heard this were shaking their shoulders with laughter, but the twins pretended not to notice. It was best not to make unnecessary waves. As if to say they wanted to avoid trouble at all costs, the George family children smoothly deflected the question. From a short distance away, someone was observing them.

Their eyes were murky and sludgy, as stagnant as a dead person's, and their lips were slightly parted, as if they were about to drool. If anyone had seen him at that moment, they would surely have screamed. He was that inhumanly grotesque. A man stood alone, casting a gloomy shadow, and disappeared before the twins could notice.

"Nyu?"

"What's wrong, Hiro?"

The strange gaze that had been fixed on her just a moment ago. It was elusive and dissipated before she could confirm it.

"No, it just felt like someone was watching me."

"Who?"

At Little One's words, Chihaya's eyes took on a ferocious glint. A sharp gaze reminiscent of a bird of prey.

*Watching Hiro? When? Who? I didn't notice at all??*

Chihaya searched for the person who had been watching his sister without him noticing. He sharpened his senses, cranked the precision of his gifted cuff to the max, and scanned for the person in question. A high-pitched, suppressed laugh reached his still unskillfully manipulated cuff. His eyes flew open, and Chihaya looked up at the ceiling where the voice had come from.

From there, he heard a disturbing whisper.

*'Soon... I will revive. The sacrifice is the Golden King...'*

It was scratchy in places and he couldn't hear it all perfectly, but the words he could make out were extremely unsettling.

*The Golden King, isn't that Hiro? A sacrifice?*

There was no mistaking the malice in that whisper. A red haze filled Chihaya's vision.

*Don't mess with me!*

The person must have moved using a transfer device. The floor above was the mages' private quarters. There was an enemy in this Tower of David who sought to harm Chihiro. Spurred by his rage, a tremendous amount of magical power swirled around Chihaya. Sensing it, Little One clapped her hands together right in front of his face.

His pitch-black eyes stared blankly.

"What's wrong, Nii-ni? You're making a scary face."

"Huh? ...Ah, sorry."

Snapping back to his senses, Chihaya still couldn't take his eyes off the ceiling.

*I have to tell Dad... no, Prince Romel.*

Gripping his back teeth with a sharp *giri*, Chihaya left the Tower of David.

Suspicious of Chihaya's sudden change, Little One was too busy with other things to remember the incident this time.

In line with the pilgrimage, the lid of the abyss had opened.

The trap laid to ensnare the twins was set in motion. The curtain had now risen on a gruesome future of bloodshed.



		
			Chapter 54

			Little One's New Daily Life, Eight

			"I see."

After hearing the whole story from Chihaya, Romel put a finger to his lips.

This was the royal office. While Little One was preoccupied with matters concerning the paper stories, Chihaya had dropped in on Romel through the skylight. Above his head was Tarō-kun the honeybee. The George twins had recently graduated from their ponchos and had taken to wearing the private attire of proper nobles. However, their clothes were made of a special fiber, a brainchild of Little One. Woven from the strong thread spun by Joker's children, they were masterpieces with blade and bullet resistance comparable to plate armor. Furthermore, they were exceptionally resistant to all magic except for flame. Because the silk was plied with spider thread, Chihaya's clothes had a strong luster different from ordinary silk and had garnered intense envy from the nobles at the royal palace.

As a result, a flood of inquiries had poured in to Romel, who was close with the George family, and the twins had stopped entering the royal palace through the main gate. Now, the skylight was their entrance. Given the circumstances, Romel couldn't complain and reluctantly swallowed his objections.

The clothes were made to protect them. He couldn't complain, and their use of the skylight to avoid being seen was, in a larger sense, for Romel's sake as well, who was weary of the inquiries.

Such was Chihaya, now sitting on the sofa and looking up at Romel.

"Chihiro... probably has many enemies this time."

Romel opened his mouth, his gaze cool. The air around him crackled like static electricity, and his quiet tone was heavy and hesitant, as if he were choosing his words carefully.

"In her past life, she was royalty. Even as an adopted daughter, she had the authority to be involved in state affairs, and above all, the title of Golden King gave legitimacy to all her actions."

But it was different now.

She was an ordinary noble with no territory or subjects. Moreover, her father was a cook. From a commoner's perspective, she was someone beyond the clouds, but from a noble's perspective, she was a bottom-tier upstart. In fact, many nobles said such things. There were so many fools who misunderstood that Drago's rank had been raised because he married Sakura, you could sweep them away and still have some left over. While that was undeniably true and there was no room for argument, if one were to argue, the merit of raising Chihiro was greater. Sakura had stayed by the side of Drago, who had become like a walking corpse after losing his beloved daughter. The title was given to allow the two to marry. To comfort Drago. Well, it wasn't the kind of story that could be made public. Above all, Drago himself didn't care, so it was deliberately ignored. But now, the twins were being attacked for it. A report had come from Theodore as well.

"Really, the world is full of fools. You two must be having a hard time."

It was a saving grace that Little One herself didn't care at all... but please, care a little!

With a complicated expression, Romel looked up at the ceiling.

"A while ago, when it was decided that I would be engaged to her, I asked Chihiro if there was any man she was interested in. Just in case, you know."

Though her appearance was that of a little girl, inside she was a woman of marriageable age. Setting aside the age difference, if she had the consciousness of a mature woman, there was a possibility she had a man in her heart. To Romel's question, Little One had let out a faint smile and answered with an annoyed look.

"That whole man and woman thing, huh. To be blunt, it's just tiring. The template sweet nothings, the obligatory gifts. Honestly, I can only think of it as a fever of shallow emotions. People turn on you so easily over the smallest things, I don't need it in my life."

Harsh words, ill-suited for the appearance of a little girl. Romel's eyes widened at Little One's tone, as if she were spitting out the words. He had heard that she was unmarried in the world called Earth, despite being over thirty. In Arcadia, that would be an impossible situation. Here, a woman over twenty was a spinster. People around her wouldn't leave her alone. They would desperately try to arrange a good match. When Romel asked if there hadn't been anyone suitable over there, she glared at him with such intensity. An absolute zero, clear-eyed gaze that made him want to prostrate himself and apologize. The frozen sockets of her eyes were colorless, and the temperature in the room dropped in an instant, sending a shiver down Romel's spine. It seemed he had stepped on one of Little One's landmines.

Since then, Romel had stopped talking to Chihiro about such things.

As Romel spoke haltingly, Chihaya's face broke into a genuinely happy expression.

"Is that so. Then Hiro won't get married. She'll live with us forever."

A guileless smile, accompanied by a soft chuckle.

*No, I'm not so sure about that. Is that really the takeaway from this story? A spinster sister-in-law who stays at home without getting married, isn't that normally a bad debt? I think it would affect your marriage prospects too. Ah, but Drago would probably make the same face and say the same thing. And Sakura would probably scowl while hugging her tight.*

The closeness of the George family was abnormal. Due to their past life connections, the twins' parents doted on them to the point of obsession. It wasn't a cloying, clingy sort of thing, but its depth was like a bottomless net. Not one that ensnares and binds, but a cunning, calculated trap that builds a comfortable nest to lure you in. You wander in without knowing it, and become so comfortable you lose any desire to leave. The Chihaya before him had grown up watching that. His obsession with Little One was also off the charts.

*You have it tough, Chihiro.*

Well, it was the giving and receiving of stifling affection that made the George family what it was today. Chihiro herself was also quite attached to her family. In a sense, it was a good relationship.

"According to Prince Theodore, this time it was a blunder by the Cartiña family. It was far too careless, but I have lodged a protest from the royal family. His older sister is at the palace, you know. They won't want to make a big deal of it either."

Aristea's older sister, Miranda, was currently receiving her education as a future consort at the royal palace. With her wedding preparations with Wilfe proceeding smoothly, she was likely the one most pale-faced by this. Perhaps contacted by the duke, she had immediately requested an audience with the king and queen and deeply apologized for her sister's immaturity.

And... the problem was Wilfe.

On the surface, nothing had changed, but it was clear his feelings toward Miranda had. Though he hid it well, Romel had noticed the subtle difference in temperature.

"It is a political marriage. Is it not fine even if there are no feelings involved?"

When he had subtly admonished him, that was the reply he received. Wilfe had averted his gaze and scurried away. Romel couldn't help but sigh at his retreating back. That was the attitude of someone who had issues with the duke's house. He probably intended to put the duke and his family at ease with a marriage in name only, while in reality, not treating her as his wife. In high society, one could have multiple wives. This was even more true for royalty. Rather than rashly breaking off the engagement, his villainous plan was to keep her on a leash until she wasted away. The dynamic of a powerless queen and a favored concubine was not a desirable one, but it would probably turn out that way. Even if they were given the choice, they would probably choose that path. The duke would want his daughter to become queen, and Miranda herself would surely not want the engagement broken.

Unusually for a royal family, Frontier was unified. The throne was not passed down through the thickness of bloodline, but to the one who possessed the radiance of the first king. Therefore, little importance was placed on lineage, and even royalty could choose their partners quite freely. Among them, Wilfe had no particular romantic inclinations and had chosen the daughter of Duke Cartiña purely for political reasons. If there were no others in other families who possessed the radiance, it was preferable to choose a partner from an old bloodline. Old families had a touch of royal blood somewhere, and it was easier for a child who possessed the radiance to be born. Wilfe had simply followed that theory, and had treated Miranda properly as his fiancée, for better or for worse.

That had backfired.

When something happened to a fiancée with whom there was no emotional connection, it only produced negative factors. If Wilfe's child did not possess the radiance, then the child of one of his siblings, or a distant relative. In any case, since the radiance was the condition for inheriting the throne, each noble family wanted to marry their children into the royal family, and even if one married in as a consort, one could not rest easy. With this incident, the possibility of Miranda bearing a child was gone.

And Romel suddenly remembered Chihiro's words.

*'People turn on you so easily over the smallest things, I don't need it in my life.'*

*Ah,* he furrowed his brow.

*I see. A real life example is right here.*

Even without this incident, something similar had probably happened to Little One in the past. Something that would make her distrust men.

*This is a heavy responsibility.*

He was, for now, Little One's fiancé. He had to play the part of a fiancé well, so as not to add fuel to the fire of her distrust of men. If it was affection for Little One, Romel had more than enough to sell.

And so, another tributary of stifling affection was added, supporting the raft carrying Little One. The river of life that Little One navigated was a turbulent and perilous one, but supported by many people, the little girl proceeded on her way, humming a tune. Her destination was the great ocean called the world.

Performing a carefree dance while accumulating delicious and fun things, Little One is full of energy today.♪
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			Little One's New Daily Life, Nine

			"We are in the same class today, you know! I shall be happy to instruct you!"

"Thank you. I look forward to it."

Little One gave a sweet smile to Aristea, who placed a hand on her chest and declared this with flared nostrils. Today was Socializing Day. In each class, salons were held where students could recite poetry, practice embroidery, and indulge in their own hobbies and tastes. There were judges for each activity who would stamp the handbooks of students who met the criteria, so everyone was highly motivated. The morning was spent going around to various workshops like this, followed by a dance party after lunch. Here, too, strict judging would take place, and the day would end with a tea party that was in reality a review session.

"I wonder how many I can pass today."

"It's so exciting, isn't it? My father has been teaching me chess. I must increase my accomplishments, even if just by a little."

"That's wonderful. Culture is a required subject for nobles. We must do our best."

The girls were already showing glimpses of the ladies they would become.

The boys couldn't keep up with the conversation, which was punctuated by *ohoho*s and *ufufu*s.

"Girls are strong."

"Truly. My own sister is quite skilled at chess. I cannot afford to lose to her."

"I have trouble memorizing the poems for recitation. How does everyone else do it?"

"Ah, I'm not good at that either."

And so on. It seemed the boys had their own various worries.

Watching the children strive so hard, despite their youth, with a smile, Little One opened her own handbook. It was a dance card. A book for recording dance requests, it was now being used as a stamp book for exams so that they could get used to using it. *This is kind of like that certain train station stamp rally, isn't it?* she thought. *It's nostalgic, thinking about how a grown woman like me ran around among children for some pocket monsters.*

With such idle thoughts, the twins made their way to the poetry recitation table. The students were reciting poems of their choosing, some haltingly. The lecture proceeded in the form of a small tea party, with students commenting on and praising the recitations. There were existing poems and original ones. Some spun their words with clear, confident voices, while others recited desperately, stumbling over their words. It was a heartwarming sight. As she held her tea and scanned her surroundings, she saw servants watching the students with sharp gazes from here and there. Yes, this was both a lecture and an exam. Hidden judges, watching the students' every move, not missing a single thing about their attitude in class, their consideration for others, their etiquette, or their deportment, their eyes peeled for any mistake.

*I thought so. This kind of thing is the same no matter the world, isn't it?*

Little One's eyes deepened with a smile.

Once, at a job she had on Earth, a nasty rumor about Chihiro had spread through the company. A rumor that was not entirely baseless. If it had been completely false, she could have refuted it, but the story had been turned on its head, and she couldn't prove it. A vicious method where the perpetrator pretends to be the victim. Only those involved knew the truth. The argument of 'no I didn't, yes you did' had worked in favor of the person who spoke first. At that time, a recording of their exchange had surfaced as evidence, and Chihiro's honor was restored. The one who had submitted the evidence was, surprisingly, the section chief from the do-nothing department who was called the office drone. He was thought to be a crony employee assigned from above, but he was actually an investigator monitoring for power harassment, sexual harassment, and the like. He didn't come out into the open, but if necessary, he would submit evidence and a written opinion. He had waited for the situation to escalate, collected audio from the bugs planted everywhere, and submitted it as evidence.

After that, the number of fools causing trouble in the company drastically decreased, and the investigator's effectiveness was maximized.

A pang of anxiety from the bitter memory passed through her, and looking around just in case, she saw, as expected, people who seemed to be just that, walking among the servants.

"Nii-ni. Don't let your guard down. We're being watched the whole time."

"I know. The meaningful glances they keep sending this way are giving me a bad feeling."

Pretending to chat with smiles on their faces, the twins steeled themselves and participated in the lecture. They went from place to place, sometimes excited, sometimes dejected. Little One got stamps for embroidery and recitation, and Chihaya got stamps for chess and recitation. The expressions woven into his original poem had apparently been the deciding factor.

"'Though the colors are fragrant, they are destined to fall.' A rather poetic expression. Haya-sama's 'The fragrant blossoms of a spring evening in full bloom' is also a splendid expression. Truly beautiful."

Praised lavishly by the teacher, the twins offered soft smiles.

*Sorry, it's a quote from a Kilfan classic.*

Both poems described the peak of a young woman's beauty. Little One had written a poem about the merciless sorrow of passing time, while Chihaya had written a poem about a captivating moment. The result was a great success. They both received stamps and earned their credits. To advance to the advanced class, one had to receive more than seventy percent of the credits. And on top of that, probably an evaluation from the hidden judges. Little One consciously straightened her posture and gave the teacher a crisp, polite bow. Then, she casually took her brother's offered hand and, with a fluid escort, headed to the next lecture.

Behind them, she heard a small sigh of admiration, *hoh*.

The twins breathed a sigh of relief, glad that they seemed to be pulling it off. Their etiquette was perfect, so the rest was just practice and experience. That's what Romel had said.

"A woman's gotta have guts, right?"

"Wrong. Charm."

"I've got that to sell, nyo."

"I know. But instead of guts, how about a smile?"

Chihaya placed a bird-like kiss on his sister's hand and looked up at Little One with a bashful, upward glance. Immediately, small, high-pitched squeals rose from the surroundings.

"Kyaa! How lovely!"

"What a gentleman. I'm so envious."

"How wonderful it would be to have such a splendid older brother."

The female students chattered with flushed cheeks.

*No, you all are the lovely ones. Truly adorable. A feast for the eyes.*

Little One thought such old-man-like things as she watched the bashful girls with a warm feeling. And so the twins continued to collect credits one after another. Lunch, too, was in a sense, an exam.

Peaches and cherries, things they were likely not used to eating, were served whole, without being cut or prepared. Even the usually composed Chihaya was flustered by this. They were a specialty of Kilfan. Fruits that had only started to be distributed in the last hundred years or so. On top of their short history, they were also expensive, so even nobles couldn't eat them so easily. Even the twins, who owned orchards of these fruits, had only ever eaten them cut into easy-to-eat pieces at home, and were taken aback by the whole fruits placed on their plates.

However, Little One knew. She was sure she had seen a video in her previous life of the same thing being served for dessert at a court banquet.

"Nii-ni, first, the cherries. Eat them normally, and then just copy what I do."

The dining tables were each isolated by a screen. Paired up as male and female couples, the partitions made it impossible to see each other's tables.

Little One ate the cherries normally, then picked up the paper tube placed next to her and spat the pits inside. The tube, commonly called a *puu*, was a paper tube about two centimeters wide and ten centimeters long attached to a stick. She held the stick, spat the pits into the tube, and finally placed the stem inside and twisted the mouth of the tube shut. Then, she smiled sweetly at the attendants waiting by her side. As if that were the signal, the attendants brought out and put on new gloves, took the plates from in front of the twins, and on a serving wagon, began to massage the whole peaches and peel them. After peeling the peaches, they cut them into easy-to-eat sizes and arranged them on the plate before placing the plates in front of the twins again.

"Thank you for waiting."

Giving a slight nod to the attendant who was smiling with shining eyes, the twins enjoyed their lunch to the very end.

The two of them were unaware that as they gracefully left their seats after finishing their meal, the attendants were looking at them with eyes full of envy.

"Wonderful! I thought this would be a difficult challenge, but those two ate their meal without any pretense!"

The etiquette teacher gave a wry smile at the attendant who was rattling on excitedly.

*Those twins are the children of Princess Sakura. They have surely mastered the etiquette from there as well. In a sense, this may have been an advantageous challenge for the two of them.*

The custom of serving cherries and seasonal peaches was something that had been passed down from Kilfan. Since they were originally a specialty of Kilfan, it was only natural. Still, the etiquette of the upper class was not generally known. Because serving them whole on a plate was normally unheard of. Peaches are a delicate fruit. Therefore, this live cutting was born from the consideration of wanting to keep them fresh until just before eating. This was a method used only on special occasions such as royal court banquets. After all, one had to prepare an attendant for each guest. It was the height of luxury. Even as a princess, she had probably only experienced it a few times. Her two children may have known of it, but they surely had never experienced it themselves. The strength to carry it out so smoothly, without panicking.

*As expected, those twins are in a class of their own.*

Thus, the word 'pass' was stamped on the assessment forms of Little One and her brother, held by the hidden judges.

Next was the dance party. The twins were skilled dancers. The onlookers watched in amazement as the two twirled and danced lightly. Their mysterious steps, as if they had wings, glided and floated without a sound. Their splendid dance, which mixed original choreography with the basic forms, even impressed the lineup of teachers. They easily got their stamps, received a passing grade for the intermediate level at the tea party held afterwards, and the twins were officially promoted to the advanced class.

"That's not faaaair!"

It was a charming side note that Aristea, who remained in the intermediate class, snapped at Little One.

And so, with everything now at the advanced or special level, Chihiro and Chihaya, who wanted to make as much time as possible, headed home, satisfied.

"I want to get exemptions for everything as soon as possible."

"You're in a hurry, Hiro. I think it's fine to take things more slowly, you know?"

Little One had nothing but the pilgrimage and the playhouse on her mind.

And calamity strikes when you least expect it.

Little One had no idea that a few days later, the victims of Aristea's blunder, who had only themselves to blame, would come rushing to the George residence.

Prayers for them.♪
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			Little One's New Daily Life, Ten

			"How could this happen!"

In a corner of the noble district, an elderly man was groaning. He had light brown hair and a well-groomed mustache. Sitting on a sofa in a luxurious drawing room, he clutched his head as if to crush it.

This was the residence of Duke Cartiña.

A protest had arrived from the royal palace over his youngest daughter's slip of the tongue, and just when he was in a bind, a tear-stained letter arrived from his eldest daughter, who resided in the palace.

*'The Crown Prince's heart has grown distant, and I feel as if I am in a cold prison. The gazes of others are sharp, and I wet my pillow with tears every night. Please help me, Father.'*

The soft script trembled slightly.

His eldest daughter, Miranda, was a good daughter. Neither remarkable nor unremarkable, her agreeable personality was well-liked by all. She was a hard worker who never pushed herself forward and diligently fulfilled her given duties. And now, with just a single word... with Aristea's simple, honest words, she had been driven into a corner.

"What is wrong with calling a commoner a commoner! Aristea may have been careless, but she did not say anything incorrect, did she?"

His eldest son nodded vigorously at his father's strained words.

"You are absolutely right, Father."

The man with a faint, unpleasant smile in his eyes knelt beside his father on the sofa, as if to comfort him.

"It is unacceptable for a duke's house of such prestigious lineage to be swayed by such a fool. Are you not the prime minister, Father? Please, by all means, advise Their Majesties."

The man with the sickening, simpering smile was Dakken. He was the man who had been involved with Little One and her companions ten years ago, lost his position, and was exiled from the royal palace. Since then, he had made no effort, merely complaining and resenting the world, resenting Little One, resenting Romel, and indulging in his hobbies as a useless freeloader living at home. The fact that his family allowed this had also contributed to the disaster.

"You are right. Tomorrow, I will speak with His Majesty..."

The duke nodded and grasped Dakken's consoling hand. Just then, a low, growling voice reached his ears.

"That is enough, Father!"

Turning around, the two of them saw Vifel standing in the doorway. His eyes blazing with disgust, he let out a somewhat menacing growl.

"This nonsense about status... the problem is that they are favorites of the king and queen, close with the princes, and are decent people!"

In the past, Vifel had held similar feelings toward the George family. It was partly due to his father's influence, but still, the pride of an old bloodline had caused him to have such a misunderstanding.

However, Chihiro had shattered that to pieces.

She showed him that status meant nothing when it came to accomplishing something. The exhilarating way the little girl strode about, doing what she wanted, how she wanted. Vifel had been pained by Fatima's circumstances. The princess who had given up on everything and smiled so fleetingly was unbearably pitiful to him. That was why, on that day when he had been struggling to get the honeybees back as a small comfort, the little girl had so easily brought a smile back to Fatima-sama's face. Something Vifel had been unable to achieve, no matter how hard he tried, she had done it so simply.

Since then, Fatima-sama had become remarkably cheerful. She had started going out, and recently, she would talk to Vifel enthusiastically about her little sister.

*'Hiro is amazing, you know. She can do anything!'*

*'A little sister is so cute, isn't she? You have a sister too, don't you? I never knew how fun it was to worry about them.'*

Vifel felt a sense of bliss as Fatima spoke with a beaming smile. At least to Vifel, the count's daughter was his master's savior. And Count George had done nothing wrong. There was no reason for him to be criticized. It was because the vulgar nobles had nothing to attack him on that they mocked and cursed his commoner origins.

How utterly vile.

Because he was a decent person, they attacked him for something he could do nothing about.

"Why can you only see the surface? Count George is an outstanding chef, indispensable to the royal palace. His wife is a princess of Kilfan. Surely you are not unaware, Father, of the immense support our country receives from the current Kilfan!"

As the king had feared before, the current Frontier was technologically dependent on Kilfan. To belittle Count George was tantamount to picking a fight with Kilfan, who revered Sakura as the head of their main house. The duke was more familiar with such political considerations than Vifel. However, it was also a characteristic of the old nobility to feel that it was unjust and to harbor unnecessary jealousy. Precisely because they held power, they could not allow others to excel. It was unforgivable. Although the duke was suited for domestic affairs, he also knew the importance of such diplomacy. But it was precisely because he knew that his unresolvable dissatisfaction had festered within his household.

Little did he know that small ears were picking it up.

"Then what am I to do! Miranda is weeping, you know? Though she is without sin!"

"Then what sin has Count George committed?"

At this, the duke was at a loss for words.

He wanted to say that it was a sin for a commoner to call himself a noble, but those words would also reflect on His Majesty the King, who had granted the title. That was why he had only spoken of such things within his household and with close nobles. He had never thought that Aristea would say such things outside.

Looking down at the silent, downcast duke, Vifel let out an exaggerated sigh.

"First, we must apologize. For we have unintentionally caused them displeasure. And, this is my own speculation, but I believe the only ones who are truly enraged are the royal family. I imagine the count's family themselves think nothing of it."

Vifel, who had been observing the little girl and those around her, understood them correctly.

She was, fundamentally, someone who couldn't care less about things that didn't concern her. In fact, her attitude was more like, 'So? And?,' as she would cut you off completely. She would flee from troublesome things like a rabbit. Therefore, it was unlikely that the count's family would say anything. It was the royal family who had lodged the protest. In other words, it was the royal family who was angry.

However, Dakken's shout interrupted his calm analysis.

"You, you would have Father bow his head! That our great ducal house should kneel before an upstart count's family?!"

Glancing at his hysterically shrieking older brother, Vifel murmured in a low, piercing voice.

"If you do not, Miranda may well follow the same path as you, brother."

*Hah!* The duke's head shot up.

The fact that his eldest son had incurred the royal family's displeasure and been exiled from the palace sent a cold shiver down the duke's spine.

"In reality, it was your words, Father, that put Miranda in this predicament. Therefore, the responsibility lies with you. What will you do?"

Swallowing hard at his son's sharp gaze, the duke hastily sent a messenger to the George residence.

"I am truly sorry for this matter!"

As soon as he arrived, Duke Cartiña bowed his head to the table from his seat on the sofa in the drawing room. Unsure what he was talking about, the count and his daughter sitting across from him glanced at Vifel, who was seated next to the duke, as if asking for an explanation.

*Just as I thought.*

From the two's completely bewildered gazes, Vifel gathered that the count's family had nothing to do with the protest.

"A short while ago, my youngest daughter, Aristea, insulted you by calling you a commoner, did she not?"

"Aristea-sama's? Yes, something like that did happen."

Vifel narrowed his eyes at Little One, who answered in her young lady mode.

"A protest came from the royal family regarding that matter. That is why I have come to apologize. I am truly sorry."

Vifel also bowed his head.

But Little One looked perplexed.

"I had completely forgotten about it. A protest over something like that? I had no idea."

"I didn't know either. It's true that I'm a commoner, and it's not something to be ashamed of."

The two of them declared this with nonchalant expressions.

The duke stared at the father and daughter before him with a look of disbelief.

*Not something to be ashamed of. That is true.*

The duke was by no means a fool. It was just that the Prince Regent's intentions were strongly reflected in the royal palace, and he felt that he, the prime minister, was being slighted. Furthermore, he held a grudge over the fact that his eldest son had done something foolish and been exiled.

Yes, a grudge. It was he who should be ashamed.

Understanding and being confronted with this belated reality, the duke cursed his own narrow-mindedness from the bottom of his heart.

Beside him, Vifel began to broach the main topic.

"It seems my family has incurred the displeasure of the royal family over this incident. Miranda, who is receiving her education at the royal palace as the future crown princess, is apparently in a difficult position. Although it is our own fault, Miranda is without sin. We will apologize in any way. Would you please intercede with the Crown Prince on our behalf?"

"Ueh?"

At the unexpected request, the cat that Little One had been carrying on her back fled with a *pya*. She reverted to her usual little girl self, and a smile formed in Vifel's eyes as an arc.

Little One heard the details of the story.

The next day, it goes without saying that she stormed into the royal palace and gave Wilfe a thorough scolding.

"She is a precious person who is coming to be your bride! If you treat her with disrespect, I won't forgive you! Girls are something to be cherished! You should be grateful just to have them by your side!"

Little One was always on the girls' side. A young girl, just by being there, was a treasure. A priceless treasure. A fountain of life, of peace and healing. To say anything against that was outrageous!

The little girl's unforgiving gaze glared up at him menacingly. Given the circumstances, the scales of her heart would not tip in Wilfe's favor. An enemy of girls was an enemy of Little One.

"No! I would never treat her with disrespect! Yes! I will treasure her!"

Those around them watched with lukewarm eyes as Little One glared at the flustered Wilfe and lectured him sternly.

And then, a sudden sense of deja vu.

*Ah, she's like the Prince Regent.*

Dry smiles involuntarily appeared on the faces of the people.

Oblivious to the idle thoughts floating in the minds of those around her, that day, Wilfe visited Miranda in the inner palace.

"Your Highness the Crown Prince! Welcome."

Miranda's earnest figure, welcoming him with tears in her eyes, overcome with joy. She must have been heartbroken that Wilfe had not visited her for some time.

Feeling a sense of guilt only now, Wilfe awkwardly averted his gaze.

"Well... that is. The flowers in the garden were beautiful... so I thought I would show them to you."

With that, Wilfe offered a single flower to Miranda. Miranda showed a moment of confusion, but she accepted it meekly and smiled faintly.

"Thank you."

Pleased by her bashful expression, Wilfe asked about Aristea.

"My sister is the youngest, with a large age gap, and was spoiled... It seems she said something rude."

"I see. Well, she is a child. It seems she gets along well with Chihiro. You should invite her to a tea party sometime."

*If I do that, maybe I can invite Chihiro to the palace too.*

Hiding his crude ulterior motives, Wilfe was in a good mood. Glancing at him, Miranda cast her eyelashes down melancholically.

The flower she was given was a white geranium. Its meaning in the language of flowers is *'I do not believe in your love.'*

It is another story that the hopelessly tactless Wilfe would cause a stir in his future with Miranda after this.

And so, Little One's spring came to an end, and as the early summer sun grew stronger and stronger, the Noble Academy's long vacation drew near.

In the midst of all this, it was already a given that something would happen to the busy Little One.



		
			Chapter 57

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse

			"Huh? From Prince Marcello?"

"Yes. A request for aid, for you."

It was a holiday, and she was helping Romel with his duties. He dangled a single envelope before the twins who had come to visit. It was a thick envelope with a gold border. The wax seal was broken, indicating he had already checked the contents.

Little One took the letter paper from the proffered envelope and ran her eyes over it.

"Hmm? So, there’s a cave beneath the town of Bastok, and it’s overrun with monsters, so they’re in a bind?"

During their pilgrimage in early spring, the topic of something possibly being under Bastok had come up. Upon his return to the royal capital, Prince Marcello had apparently organized a unit of knights and investigators to look into it. As a result, deep within a mine shaft that was supposed to have been exhausted and abandoned, they found the signs of an unnatural rockfall. When they dug it out, they discovered a cave that continued even deeper. But upon entering, they found a labyrinth of crisscrossing paths that disoriented them, and numerous ferocious monsters attacked. With the paths being so narrow, the knights and soldiers couldn’t fight effectively, leading to this plea for advice.

"To think a place like that existed in Flowers. Now, this has me curious. Do you remember the Queen’s Forest?"

Romel raised a slender eyebrow in a faintly sarcastic manner.

Queen’s Forest?

Huh? Little One tilted her head, and Romel, lifting the little girl into his arms, poked her small nose.

"Come now, you two found them, didn’t you? The monsters sealed within a barrier."

"Oh, the cave that was like a kodoku curse?"

"Yes, that one."

The monsters had been trapped in a barrier, driven to madness. At the request of the Knight Order, they had shattered that barrier. Keeping the part about Earth to herself, Little One had explained that there was an ancient curse where you make such creatures fight to produce a stronger one, which is then used as a sacrifice to fulfill a wish. When she also explained that this could have resulted in a terrifying mutated monster or triggered a stampede, the Knight Order had erupted in an uproar, as if they had kicked a hornet’s nest. They had apparently identified the person responsible from the magical traces on the barrier and questioned him, but he insisted it was just a simple barrier experiment. As he was a high-ranking mage, and there was no clear malice or evidence, they said an interrogation was the most they could do. A pitch-black smile appeared on Little One’s face.

"So, we were about to be in a whole heap of trouble over a ‘simple experiment’?"

Even if they couldn’t determine malicious intent, wasn’t there some kind of punishment, like a stern warning or a demotion? You’re just letting him go!

Little One thought she had only been thinking it, but the words had apparently tumbled from her mouth. As the little girl flared up with indignation, Commander Harold nodded gravely with a look like he had just swallowed a bitter bug.

"I share your sentiment. However, against a high-ranking noble, this is the best we can do."

From what she heard, the person in question was from one of only four marquis families in Frontier. Furthermore, he was a mage belonging to the Tower of David, and high-ranking mages are apparently allowed a certain degree of personal discretion in their magical experiments. But the location was the problem. He didn’t get off scot-free. He was punished by having to forfeit his salary for the next year.

"Hmph. Is a punishment like that even effective on a high and mighty noble-sama?"

As Little One stared with fixed, resentful eyes, everyone else awkwardly averted their gazes.

She had been placated with assurances that it was better than nothing, and the matter had been closed at the time.

As Little One mulled this over, Romel watched her with a serious expression.

"They’re similar, aren’t they? The situation in Bastok. A cave sealed by a rockfall, with ferocious monsters swarming inside. And the fact that so many monsters exist there means there has to be something with immense magical power somewhere in that cave."

Little One’s head shot up with a gasp.

That’s right. Just like in the Queen’s Forest, monsters can’t be born without something possessing immense magical power. Frontier’s land was originally rich in magic. Even now, though diminished, that blessing has not disappeared. Part of the reason is the existence of the Lords, who possess immense magical power. Though they lost their golden magic, the inherent elemental magic they possess is still tremendous.

There was no way a cave teeming with monsters could exist in Flowers, where magic was nearly depleted. Monsters die without magic. That was why, while Little One had feared a similar situation might be occurring, she had mentally dismissed the possibility.

She had hinted to Prince Marcello that such a thing might occur, just in case. But for him, the attacking magical beasts were likely the more pressing issue. Then, suddenly, Chihiro remembered the explanation she had heard from Chihaya.

Come to think of it...

"Nii-ni, during our last pilgrimage, you said there was something under Bastok, right?"

Chihaya, who had been watching Romel holding Little One with a dangerous glint in his eyes, blinked when the topic was suddenly thrown his way.

"Huh? Ah, you mean about the Gnomes? I think I said there was a large place underground, and they were trapped and suffering... Want to ask them directly?"

Little One nodded at Chihaya’s words and swirled her finger in the air. Two spirits appeared with a pop. Ignoring a wide-eyed Romel, Little One questioned Pockle, who was playing with Colon.

"Pockle, you said there was a graveyard for magical beasts under Bastok, right?"

‘Hou!’

The Gnome nodded emphatically.

"And there are stones there made from the remains of magical beasts, right?"

‘Hohhou!’

The Gnome nodded emphatically again.

Little One recalled the small stone she had been given then. It was a mysterious blackish-purple stone that had faintly unsettled her heart. And he had said that the Gnome’s main body was deep underground.

"Is Colon’s main body under the Tower of David?"

‘Kyau!’

This one, too, nodded vigorously as if to say, that’s right.

What is it? It feels like something is about to connect...

It was the same feeling she’d had in Bastok, something she could almost grasp but couldn’t quite reach.

As Little One clutched her head, Romel spoke to her with a fixed gaze.

"Hey, Chihiro? Who’s that little person?"

"Nyu? That’s a Gnome, nyo. His name is Pockle."

The Gnome waved its short arms at Romel as if to say, nice to meet you. The corners of Romel’s mouth trembled minutely.

"Couldn’t you have told me about this sooner? Where did you find a Gnome?!"

Romel snapped his face toward Chihiro, his eyes sparkling as he demanded an explanation.

Huh? Didn’t I tell him?

Pressing back against Romel’s face with both hands as he leaned in with a furious expression, Little One explained the events in Bastok from start to finish. Once her long explanation was over, Romel clutched his head while repeatedly glancing at the Gnome.

"A spirit from another country. Hahaha..."

"It’s not my fault..."

"So, what are you going to do?"

Romel’s hand gently stroked Little One’s head from the side. As his delicate fingers combed through her hair, Chihiro pondered what to do. A country should handle its own affairs. As close as she was to Prince Marcello, if Little One were to interfere, it could be seen as meddling in their internal politics. The little girl was, in particular, carrying the banners of both Frontier and Kilfan. She had only recently become aware of it, but she could become the seed of an international dispute.

She had told them about the kodoku curse and the magical beasts, and they had a respectable army. They would just have to do their best themselves.

Just as Little One was reaching her conclusion, Romel spoke.

"By the way, this last line. What does it mean?"

At his words, Little One checked the letter again. Her eyes widened, and her lips quivered.

"Everyone, prepare to head to Flowers! We’re going by honeybee flight, as fast as we can!"

With her eyes shining brightly, she raised her right hand high and made the decision to go to Flowers.

The last line.

‘As compensation for your assistance this time, I am prepared to gladly consent to the matter of your request.’

The purchase of the land where the magical beasts’ graveyard lay.

It wouldn’t be easy for Little One to buy land in a neighboring country. Still, she had intended to acquire it somehow.

She had made a promise to Pockle, after all.

And now, that chance had fallen right into her lap.

Chihiro rearranged her lecture schedule, informed the academy she would be absent for about a week, and Chihaya similarly began preparations to go to Flowers. It was fortunate that they were exempt from many of their subjects.

"You don’t have to force yourself to come, Nii-ni."

"What? You think I’d let you go alone, Hiro? Or is there some reason you want to leave me behind?"

The older brother stared at his sister with a dangerous look in his eyes.

"It’s not like that... I just don’t want to interfere with your student life."

Chihaya wrapped his arms around the mumbling Little One from behind and stroked her small head.

Ah, when had they grown so different in height?

Chihaya, who resembled Drago, had grown even taller this spring. Chihiro, who resembled Sakura, remained small.

"I like being by your side most of all, Hiro. I want to be by your side. Just like how Father is always by Mother’s side. So don’t say things like you’re leaving me behind, okay? In fact, take me with you wherever you go, okay? ...Well, even if you did leave me, I’d just chase after you."

He hugged Little One tightly, and his eyes narrowed darkly.

There’s no way I could let such a small, cute sister go by herself to the Flowers army, which is full of men! Honestly, Hiro is such a child! That’s cute too, so I’ll forgive it, but telling me I don’t have to come is a bit hard to forgive.

Chihaya’s hand, which had been stroking her head, tangled in Little One’s hair, and he gently pressed a kiss to a lock of it. A faint scent of camellia oil drifted up.

"Nii-ni?"

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

She gave him a soft, innocent smile.

"Yeah..."

Ahhh, what a sight for sore eyes! If I can have this smile all to myself, I can do anything. I’ll make it happen. So...

"Always be with me, Hiro."

"Okay!"

At first glance, it was a heartwarming embrace between siblings.

Romel, watching from a short distance, looked up at the sky with a dubious expression.

Hmm. Let’s just pretend I didn’t see that. Yep. Scary. He’s a genuine siscon. Am I going to get stabbed by him someday?

For a moment, Romel glimpsed a blood-soaked future in Chihaya’s dark eyes, but he decided to set it aside.

And so, Little One departed for Flowers.

Would a demon appear, or would a snake?

But still, Little One is doing great♪



		
			Chapter 58

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Two

			".........."

"Well, it’s been a while, Prince Marcello."

The Crown Prince was at a loss for words before the smiling, handsome man.

This was Bastok.

The Little One Squad, sent ahead the day before, had arrived, and a short while later, the Mononoke Carriage arrived as well. Prince Marcello stared with fixed eyes but sighed, thinking it was within his expectations. However, an unexpected surprise had emerged gracefully from that carriage.

Faintly shining beige hair and calm, gray-blue eyes. The monster of Frontier, the one who had thoroughly drilled into Prince Marcello that he must not be deceived by that friendly, gentle smile.

"Prince Romel.....?"

"I’m glad to see you’re well. Is His Majesty the King in good health?"

As they exchanged idle pleasantries, Prince Marcello shot a stunned glance at Little One.

How am I supposed to explain this?

Little One averted her eyes awkwardly, recalling that morning’s events.

"I’m going too."

Learning that the Little One Squad had gone on ahead, Romel had charged directly into Count Jorge’s mansion. Apparently, it had been touch-and-go whether he could finish a week’s worth of work, so he hadn’t been able to say he wanted to accompany them until he had perfectly completed it. Very typical of the workaholic Romel. Moreover, if he hadn’t made it in time, he had apparently intended to go on his own.

"Um?"

Romel lifted the dumbfounded Little One into his arms and glared at the little girl with a sharp, dangerous look.

"I said I’m going. Got it?"

Terrified by his magnificent sanpaku eyes, which smoldered with a dark light, Little One had nodded repeatedly and reluctantly allowed him to come along.

Well, I know what his goal is, but still.

Prince Marcello walked stiffly, his body rigid with tension. Behind him, our country’s Prince Romel followed with a wide smile. And behind him, the soldiers were lined up.

What is this scene?

Glancing at the knights from both countries keeping their distance, the twins exchanged a look. Seeing this, Romel waved to the two of them.

"Chihiro, Chihaya, the Crown Prince said he’ll guide us to that mine shaft. Let’s go see it."

With a sparkling, beaming smile, Romel frolicked like a child, leaving the people around him bewildered. Especially the members of the Frontier Knight Order. They watched the procession in question with blank, dumbfounded faces.

"That’s Prince Romel, isn’t it? He’s just like Wilfe-sama."

"No, the prince used to be like that long ago. A bundle of curiosity. He was the type to casually undertake life-threatening adventures."

As soon as that conversation reached her ears, Little One’s head whipped around toward the knights.

What’s this?! I really want to hear about that?!

Her eyes also sparkling with interest in Romel’s past, Chihaya’s hands clamped over his sister’s ears.

"We have bigger things to worry about, don’t we, Hiro? Isn’t it bad to let that Prince Romel run wild?"

The seven-year-old jutted his chin out with a look of exasperation. In that direction were the backs of Prince Marcello and Romel, trotting away.

Since when!

Taking Chihaya’s hand, Little One hurriedly chased after the procession.

"Is this the mine shaft?"

Next to a pile of cleared rocks, there was a cave just wide enough for one person to pass through. The pillars of the old mine shaft looked brittle, giving it a rather dangerous atmosphere.

"It has been reinforced. It shouldn’t collapse immediately, but it’s not certain, so... that is..."

Prince Marcello glanced repeatedly at Romel.

I get what you’re trying to say, but does that not apply to me?

Noticing Little One’s lukewarm smile, Prince Marcello made a sour face.

"You should be fine. You are with the Mononoke Squad. You are likely the safest person in the world."

Mononoke Squad?

Little One tilted her head in confusion. On her shoulder was Pochiko-san. On her upper arm, Mi-chan. And on her head, Mugi-ta-kun and the little spiders were proudly puffing out their chests, looking back at Prince Marcello. The Crown Prince chuckled and nodded to the monsters.

"I’m counting on you. Take care of Chihiro."

While they were having this carefree exchange, Romel walked into the cave alone with unhesitating steps.

"It’s narrow. Are there monsters in here?"

Dorfen grabbed the arm of the barging Romel, hastily stopping him.

"Please stop! Where do you think you’re going?!"

Ignoring the surprised and bewildered Dorfen, Romel displayed a smug, unpleasant smile.

"Where? To the Gnome’s main body that’s supposed to be here, of course. That’s why I came."

Of course.

Little One looked up at the heavens, while Prince Marcello was once again stunned, for a different reason. Then, he and Dorfen shouted in unison, their tones slightly different.

""Gnome? What are you talking about? I haven’t heard anything about this?!""

Yeah, I didn’t tell them.

Little One, still looking up with a weary face, placated Romel by saying there were still preparations to make, and they returned to the surface.

Romel, who had apparently forced Prince Marcello to guide him with threats, ended up getting an earful from Dorfen, a very rare occurrence. Dorfen, who was in charge of risk management, had never dreamed that Prince Romel would come and was now holding his head in his hands, lamenting the lack of proper arrangements.

"Well, you can just think of me as Chihiro’s bonus, can’t you?"

"I cannot do that! I have sent an express messenger, the Royal Guard knights should arrive tomorrow."

While Romel laughed nonchalantly, Little One and the others had dinner, and he bit back his frustration.

They were at the royal villa used before.

Since it was also used to entertain distinguished guests, it was equipped with a large hall and kitchen. Adonis and Zac showed off their skills to the fullest, and the main course, for some reason, was spaghetti. It was Little One’s request. A bright red sauce with many ingredients. At first glance, it looked like a tomato sauce, but a spicy aroma tickled the nostrils.

"What is this?"

Little One answered Prince Marcello, who was eyeing the unfamiliar dish with suspicion.

"Pescatore. It’s spaghetti with lots of seafood, nyo."

Apparently, the authentic version also includes things like eggplant and zucchini, but Little One’s signature pescatore was seafood only. It was closer to a pirate spaghetti. Little One opened her mouth wide and ate happily, mosha mosha.

"This is delicious."

Prince Marcello ate with a look of admiration.

"There are no failures in the young mistress’s recipes."

Zac cast a cold glance at the Crown Prince while serving.

As she chewed, mosha mosha, Little One thought.

I wonder if he’d say the same thing if I served him natto or dried horse mackerel.

Deciding that Zac probably would, Little One changed the subject to the mine shaft.

"So. It seems there’s a large cavern underground here, with stones made from the remains of magical beasts. And the main body of the Gnomes, nyo."

Saying so, Little One picked up her usual shoulder bag and took out the stone she had received from the Gnome before. Placed on the table was a blackish-purple stone that glowed eerily. Staring at it intently, Romel narrowed his eyes in thought.

"This is... a magic stone. I can’t tell its attribute, but I can feel a fair amount of magical power from it."

"This is in the caverns of Bastok?"

Little One nodded and flicked her finger lightly.

Pockle appeared with a pop.

"Pockle gave it to me. Hey? This is what’s underground here, right?"

‘Hou!’

The small spirit nodded vigorously.

Then Little One summoned Colon as well. Prince Marcello’s eyes lit up at the sight of the dull silver lizard.

"What is this?"

"A Salamander. The main body of the Salamanders is said to be under Frontier, so any powerful mage with the flame attribute can obtain one."

"Anyone?"

Before the quavering Prince Marcello, Romel and Chihaya also flicked their fingers in the air. Two bright red lizards appeared instantly, leaving everyone speechless.

"This is normally top secret information, known only to mages. But it can’t be helped for the sake of this discussion. If you don’t know, the investigation won’t proceed."

In front of a smirking Romel, Prince Marcello shot to his feet with a loud clatter.

"Me too! Ah..."

Realizing his own unintentional action, he quietly sat back down. The Crown Prince had worked hard, but he could hardly be called a powerful mage. He must have been aware of that. Not wanting to give him false hope, Little One kept her mouth shut, but she couldn’t hide the grin on her face.

Prince Marcello can probably manifest a Gnome.

In Little One’s eyes, she could see small lights around him. Since living with Hyrulia, perhaps due to the influence of her foster brothers, the little girl’s eyes had become able to see things that were not human. The small lights that sparkled around the spirits. The same kind of lights were dancing around him. The lights flickered faintly, joyfully circling Prince Marcello.

Chihaya could see this too, and it was a secret between the twins.

The adorable children exchanged grins, and the people around them couldn’t help but feel warm and fuzzy.

Only Romel, a discerning glint in his eyes, quietly observed the twins.

And so, after a thorough meeting, the four of them formed an investigation team and headed for the mine shaft.

Incidentally, it’s a side story that Romel got a huge scolding from Commander Harold, who had rushed to the scene.

"You, of all people!! You are no longer a child?! I thought you had calmed down, but please stop this reckless charging ahead whenever you fixate on something!!"

"I get it, I was wrong! So stop lecturing me in front of the children, will you?"

After witnessing the rare sight of a flustered Romel, the Little One Squad, now renamed the Mononoke Squad, descended into the depths of Bastok.

Little did they know that the mystery of the spirits hidden there was eagerly awaiting them.



		
			Chapter 59

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Three

			"Ah, it’s reasonably wide in here."

After passing through the narrow entrance for a while, a cave wide enough for two people to stand side-by-side appeared.

"But this isn’t wide enough for a knight to swing a weapon. Not a spear, let alone a sword."

Prince Marcello grimaced.

Now that he mentioned it, she could see it. The ceiling was just barely high enough for the tallest among them, Dorfen, and it did seem difficult to swing a weapon here.

Leading the trotting Little One and her group, soldiers advanced with a map they had drawn so far, but their expressions were strange.

"Is something wrong?"

At Little One’s curious question, the soldiers tilted their heads.

"Well, usually monsters would start appearing around here."

"If there aren’t any, isn’t that good? Let’s keep going."

"Well... I suppose so."

Ignoring the puzzled soldiers, the Mononoke Squad and the Frontier group pushed forward steadily. Prince Marcello watched them with a fixed gaze and sighed imperceptibly.

"Um... could it be that..."

"Don’t say it."

Casting a cold glance at the soldier whispering to him, the group from Flowers also followed after the Frontier party.

Ahead of them, two spiders scurried kasa kasa. Above them flew Pochiko-san. Bringing up the rear of the group was Tarō-kun. No monster in its right mind would show itself before creatures said to be disaster-class. After the group of humans had passed out of sight, shadows flitted through the cave. The multiple shadows, shaped like large creatures, bowed their heads deeply as if sighing in relief.

"Hohou. It’s gotten quite spacious."

"This area is beyond our maps."

Prince Marcello looked around with a tense expression. The rugged rock face was the same, but the appearance had changed slightly. The remains of what were once living creatures were scattered here and there. And standing before the imposing Little One were several magic stones that exuded a clear sense of wrongness.

"I see? They didn’t even try to hide it. Because there’s no one here who can use magic."

It was a magic circle with the same composition as the one discovered in the Queen’s Forest cave. A painting of magical power, faintly glowing in the darkness. The one in the Queen’s Forest had been cleverly concealed, but this one was left completely exposed. The little girl’s mouth curved into a wicked grin, niiii. She placed both hands on the ground, and golden magic raced across the floor. It zigzagged with a sharp paki paki sound, shattering the magic stones that were likely powering the magic circle to pieces. The fragments tumbled away with a kara kara sound, and the light from the active magic circle vanished.

"Alright, let’s go."

Dorfen hurriedly caught the casually walking Little One and picked her up. His blue eyes wavered with anxiety.

"From here on, you stay with me. ...It’s the same situation as that other cave, isn’t it?"

"Probably."

As the little girl stared intently into the darkness, one, then two, eerie red gleams appeared in the abyss.

"Here they come."

With a faint growl, several wolf-type magical beasts appeared. They bared ferocious fangs, foam frothing from their curled lips, and drool dripped pota pota from their maws. It was the same as what she had seen in the Queen’s Forest.

But something was strange.

While the Flowers group panicked, the Frontier party, accustomed to monsters, assumed a battle stance. In the midst of the tense, explosive atmosphere, the first to strike were a volley of arrows that cut through the air. The arrows, fired in a straight line, struck the magical beasts. The pierced beasts shrieked and suddenly backed away.

The one who shot the arrows was Chihaya.

His eyes shining brightly, he nocked an arrow to the shortbow on his back and drew it taut.

"Growling at Hiro. Who do you think you are? Huh?"

Tilting his head slightly with a faint smile, Chihaya released a tremendous killing intent. The heavy presence pressed down on the air, sweeping through the area like a blizzard in the dead of winter. Caught in the creeping chill, the people saw an illusion of dancing ice crystals.

Is that diamond dust? Nii-ni, you’re like Lord Swan, nyo.

It was a familiar technique from a certain nostalgic anime, but experiencing it for real was seriously scary. And cold.

Then, someone else added to the attack. Romel formed flames in both hands, a thin smile on his face that was no less chilling than Chihaya’s, and stared down the magical beasts. He then casually hurled the flames. Several magical beasts were engulfed in fire and were swiftly cut down by the Knight Order. As if an afterthought, the spiders and honeybees dispatched the beasts the knights missed with wind magic and countless threads. Mugi-ta-kun nonchalantly put up a barrier, protecting the group from the blood and flesh of the shrieking magical beasts. Mi-chan was on healing duty, so she was taking a break.

And so, with exquisite coordination, the pack of magical beasts was routed.

"Well done, Chihaya. If they block our path, we’ll make it a bloodbath. You like festivals too, don’t you, Chihiro?"

Um, isn’t the vector totally different here?

"You two are too in serious mode. What’s up?"

The magical beasts that had lost their will to fight scattered. Romel and the others answered while looking quizzically at the dumbfounded members of the Flowers party.

"What? They were trying to get in Hiro’s way, weren’t they?"

"If we don’t kill them, we can’t get to the Gnomes’ place, can we?"

They too spoke of their slightly mismatched motives as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Ahhh, they’re just that kind of people.

Recklessly charging ahead was supposed to be Little One’s specialty, but it seemed to be contagious.

Wait, wasn’t Romel like that from the start? ...I’ll ask Harold for details later.

Still, there was that strange feeling from before. The magical beasts had been closing in on them, inch by inch, but just before the battle began, they had paused for a moment and flinched.

They were scared of something? What was it?

Romel had said that when frenzied magical beasts encounter a strong enemy, they would, on the contrary, band together and attack. In that case, when would they flinch and flee?

She casually posed the question to Romel, who blinked and put a finger to his lips.

"Now that you mention it. I’ve never heard of such a thing. I wonder why."

It seemed Romel had no idea either.

Prince Marcello stared with wide eyes at the Frontier party, who were casually discussing such pointless matters, as cold sweat trickled down his back.

What in the world? What just happened?

A young child firing arrows with blinding speed. The prince, displaying magic as if to support him. The knights, brandishing their weapons without fear, and the monsters covering Little One from the center. A formation of perfect coordination. The flawless teamwork, with no blind spots, sent a cold shiver down the spines of the Flowers soldiers. In terms of sheer combat training, Flowers was not inferior. However, Frontier’s battle formation, which incorporated magic and counted monsters as part of its strength, was nothing short of breathtaking. In fact, when the prince formed magic in his palm, the knights had cleared a path in its trajectory. That subtle shift, that clearly unconscious movement, made Prince Marcello involuntarily shiver.

The dimension of their combat is different.

While Prince Marcello pondered such lofty concerns, his soldiers were staring at the child who had fired the arrows like lightning.

They had thought bringing a child on an exploration was the height of recklessness, but he turned out to be an unexpected super-weapon. Is this normal in Frontier? If so, what a terrifying country, a cold feeling washed over the soldiers’ stomachs.

As each of them was lost in their own thoughts, Little One nonchalantly muttered.

"Well, what will be, will be. Shall we go?"

The members of the Frontier party nodded vigorously.

It was just a cute moment when Romel and Chihaya fought over who got to hold Little One in Dorfen’s arms.

With a complete lack of tension, the party proceeded deeper into the cave.

Unaware of the multiple red gleams of light seeing them off.



		
			Chapter 60

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Four

			"Nii-ni, look at that."

"Ah, it’s beautiful."

The twins were having fun, kyakkya, holding hands. The battle for Little One seemed to have been won by Chihaya. The cave, which was steadily getting wider and larger, had changed its appearance since the area where the frenzied monsters appeared. The rugged rock walls were now dotted with ore.

Fragments of gold and silver, and exposed loose gems. What had started as a few scattered specks were now peeking out from all over the walls, reflecting the lantern light and sparkling brightly. The children were overjoyed by the starry sky glowing faintly in the dark cave.

"It’s a magnificent sight. Are the other mine shafts like this?"

At Dorfen’s sigh of admiration, Prince Marcello shook his head as if in denial.

"No. Iron and silver are one thing, but it’s rare for gems to be exposed like this. There are crystals and such, but that one over there looks like a ruby, doesn’t it? They don’t look like that until a gem expert finds a rough stone and cuts it."

At his words, Little One also thought about it. On Earth too, gems start as rough stones. It’s rare to see the stone so clearly visible before it’s even mined, though you might see inside through a tiny crack.

"But it’s beautiful. Don’t you think they closed this mine too soon?"

A soldier from Bastok answered the girl’s casual murmur.

"A bad wind blew. People died, so the mine shaft was sealed."

"A bad wind?"

At Little One’s tilted head, Prince Marcello explained as if just remembering.

"Sometimes, a wind that can kill people blows in the mine shafts. You can’t see the wind. To prevent more casualties, any mine shaft where a death occurs is sealed."

Is he talking about gas? They had that on Earth too, right?

To prevent people from unknowingly stepping into a pocket of gas and becoming victims, they used to take a bird in a cage with them. Since the small bird would start to suffer before a human would, it was used as a method to avoid gas for a long time.

She hadn’t known it was such a dangerous place.

Little One hurriedly called out to the spiders and Pochiko-san leading the way.

"Are you alright, Pochiko-san and friends? You don’t feel anything strange?"

The monsters looked back at Little One and nodded slightly. Seeing this, Prince Marcello’s eyes narrowed gently.

"It’s fine for now. I can see the changes in the rock."

Little One blinked her eyes. When she asked for details, he explained that the color of the rock looks different in places where the air is stagnant. After studying abroad in Frontier, colors started appearing on rocks and the earth like that from time to time, and upon investigation, they were all places with some kind of anomaly.

"This may also be a blessing from gaining magic. I am truly grateful."

The Crown Prince’s words were filled with deep emotion. Little One sucked on her finger and fell deep in thought. Her innocent appearance drew the eyes of those around her.

Children who have grown past being toddlers rarely suck their fingers. However, since Little One was smaller than a normal seven-year-old, the sight didn’t seem out of place. Her overwhelming cuteness made hearts around her go kyun kyun.

My child was like this once. So cute.

What is this cute creature? I want to cherish it, take it home.

Ugh, is it okay to let her walk? Someone pick her up. What if she falls!

As mysterious stares from the surroundings gathered on her, Chihaya noticed and grabbed Chihiro’s arm, pulling her finger away.

"Hiro, you mustn’t."

Realizing she had been sucking her finger, Little One’s face turned red.

I thought I had grown out of it.

Chihiro, who was born as a child but hadn’t been able to spend much time being one, acted younger than her mental age. She was fine when she was conscious of it, but when she was not, she acted as innocently as a baby, with a dazed look on her face. The finger-sucking just now was one of those things. She would plop down and stare into space, or unconsciously cling to someone if they were nearby. The number of men and women who had been captivated by her small hand gripping the hem of their pants or skirt was as numerous as the stars. Aided by her adorable appearance, everyone wanted to cherish and hold Little One, so Chihaya had a hard time fending them off.

Are you going to do that here too? Stop it. See, the way everyone is looking at you has changed.

It was a change that you wouldn’t notice unless you spent a long time with her. But being together like this, people inevitably began to sense it.

Little One’s blushing face only stoked their desire to protect her even more.

"The footing is getting rough. It would be my honor to carry you, if I may?"

A knight from Flowers knelt and smiled brightly. Little One shook her head and clung to Chihaya’s arm.

"Nii-ni is here, so I’m okay. Thank you."

The little girl smiled softly.

Instantly, the people around her also smiled warmly.

That’s the part I’m talking about!!

While chewing on a bitter bug, Chihaya couldn’t stop the corners of his mouth from turning up into a grin. Romel and Dorfen watched him with lukewarm expressions.

Ah, right. Chihiro, try not to provoke Chihaya too much. I’m seriously begging you.

They really do get along so well. I’m quite envious.

Dorfen, who apparently had some family issues, and Romel, who knew Chihaya’s personality all too well, sighed with considerably different temperatures.

After that, there were no more magical beast attacks, and Little One’s party proceeded smoothly. They noticed a light in the direction they were heading.

A strong, brilliant light was shining in.

"What’s that?"

"It’s awfully bright, isn’t it?"

They advanced cautiously and entered the path from which the gleam of light was shining. People looked up in astonishment.

In the terrifyingly wide cavern was something familiar to the twins and Romel.

"Is this!"

"A Magic Circulation Device? Why is it here?!"

The giant sphere sitting there was identical to the device in the Tower of David. The twins and Romel rushed over without hesitation. The Flowers party was frozen in shock at the unexpected discovery. The Frontier group spread out, on guard, in battle formation.

Meanwhile, Romel, who was inspecting the device, opened his eyes wide in astonishment.

"No way... It’s alive? It’s running, this thing."

Flowers was supposed to have run out of magic. There was no way they could operate this device.

What is happening?

A single bead of sweat trickled down his cheek, and he shivered. From the device before him, one he was so familiar with from the Tower of David, he felt an indescribable dread and unconsciously took a few steps back. Romel’s eyes were as if he were looking at a monster. Seeing this, Prince Marcello was flustered by the unusual atmosphere, but then he noticed Little One rustling around, and her business-as-usual behavior took the wind out of his sails. He watched her with a curious gaze. Many instruments were placed behind the device, and the little girl was rummaging through desks and bookshelves, her eyes scanning documents and literature.

"Hoh. I see."

"Chihiro?"

Catching her small murmur, Romel also noticed what Little One was doing.

"It seems this place has been here since the age of the gods. ...No, since before humans were born."

Romel also checked the pile of literature Little One had pulled out. However, he couldn’t read most of it. But from what he could read, Romel shivered.

With joy.

Many of those documents contained detailed information about spirits, and research on magic and magical power modeled after them. This was lost knowledge in Frontier, where the existence of spirits itself was a confidential matter. It probably existed somewhere if one searched, but for now, it was gone.

"This is a treasure trove! They were researching spirits and related matters here!!"

Little One cast a cool glance at the excitedly chattering Romel and sighed deeply.

It’s not something so lukewarm. What is this?

Many of the documents were about spirits. During the chaotic period when magic was lost, the mages of Bastok visited Legion in the borderlands and begged for mercy. At this rate, the device would stop. A great deal of research would be for naught. They pleaded for the mercy of the Lord of the Forest.

In response, Legion established the magical beast graveyard near Bastok. Supported by the corpses of magical beasts for many long years, the device here had survived.

What in the world.

Romel, still unable to cool his excitement, held out a book he couldn’t read to Little One with a sparkling expression.

"What language could this be? I hear there are unique scripts for each tribe apart from the common tongue, is this one of them?"

Watching Romel flip through the pages, para para, Little One couldn’t stop sighing.

It’s the language of the gods. The official version, different from what was taught to humans.

Thanks to her language translation skill, Little One could read the ancient literature.

And then it hit her.

Who taught this to humans?

Merda and the others had said that the language of the gods was difficult and roundabout, so they had remade it into a simpler language that humans could understand. Indeed, even the knowledgeable Romel couldn’t read it. But the fact that it existed here as a written work meant that someone who understood this language and wrote it down must have existed.

It must have been a long, long time ago.

But was that really the case? Was there any guarantee they weren’t alive in the present? Was it possible that it was being passed down to the present day by someone’s hand?

Little One, who was born in Japan, a country said to have continued since the age of the gods, was well-versed in such things and couldn’t deny the possibility.

I don’t know. Something is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t grasp it.

Behind the agonizing Little One, a cheer suddenly went up. When Little One turned around to see what was happening, her eyes fell upon the Magic Circulation Device, opened like a lotus flower, and a Gnome hopping in its center. And Prince Marcello, frozen with tears in his eyes.

Unlike Little One’s gray-clothed Gnome, Prince Marcello held a brown-clothed Gnome in his palm, his face crumpled as he looked down.

"Gods. I thank you...!"

A sentiment full of emotion, squeezed out. The Gnome patted his trembling head, pon pon.

Good for you.

The something that had been on the tip of her tongue melted away. Next, Romel and Chihaya also acquired Gnomes. The other Frontier knights tried, but perhaps due to a lack of magical power, no one else could manifest a Gnome.

"So, you didn’t want me to disturb the magical beast graveyard because you wanted to keep this device alive, right, Pockle?"

‘Hou!’

Pockle nodded while dancing with its new friend. She knew that this device required a massive amount of magic. It made sense that magical beasts would spring up in a cave filled with immense magical power. And the same kodoku curse as in Frontier had been performed here as well.

Little One took out the blackish-purple stone she had received from Pockle and stared at it intently. A mysterious stone whose attribute even Romel didn’t know. But despite its small size, it seemed to contain a considerable amount of magical power.

Maybe I should investigate this. I might learn something.

As Little One stared at the small stone between her fingers, homi.

In a forest far to the east, a small mountain was crying. An enormous oni, tears spilling hota hota, looked up at the heavens.

《My Lord. I... O King, please, my Lord...》

Around the sobbing Legion, small oni looked up worriedly.

As their respective feelings intersected, the night deepened, and Little One’s party returned to Bastok, subjugating the frenzied magical beasts along the way.

Laughing, being surprised, breaking down in tears. There are many things every day, but Little One is still doing great today♪



		
			Chapter 61

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Five

			"Hmm, I wonder if there’s a way."

Dinner was over, and in front of Little One, who was being fed on Zac’s lap, Romel was grumbling with a difficult expression on his face. Chihiro stopped the spoon being brought to her mouth and looked at Romel.

"What’s wrong, Romel?"

Opening one eye slightly, Romel looked at Little One and sighed deeply.

"Well, I was just wondering if there was any way to get my hands on those documents from underground."

The people around him gave Romel, who was worrying with a straight face, an exasperated look.

"What would you do, Romel, if Frontier was asked the same thing? For example, if you were asked to hand over documents and old tools related to the Golden King?"

"There’s no way I could do that! It’s the precious history of Frontier itself!"

You already know the answer, don’t you?

The members of the Frontier party nodded in agreement.

He probably understood that. That’s why Romel was in anguish.

Afterwards, Prince Marcello had entrusted the security of the Magic Circulation Device to the Flowers Knight Order and had stationed soldiers at key points on the way back, creating a very tight security net. On the way out, Romel had whined about wanting to take just one book, but the Crown Prince had shown his disapproval and refused.

"The items here are ancient relics of Flowers. They will all be placed under the management of the royal family. It is not something I can decide on my own... no, I cannot permit these to be taken out."

With a Gnome sitting on his shoulder, Prince Marcello smiled gently, almost shyly. Most of the research in this underground area was related to Gnomes. There was no way the Crown Prince, who was currently doting on his Gnome, would part with it.

Little One, who was watching Romel scratch his head with a lukewarm smile, had another spoonful brought to her by Zac. Today’s dessert was a Hassaku orange tart. The sweet and sour Hassaku orange with a generous amount of custard cream was a delight for Little One. She narrowed her eyes and chewed, mogu mogu. Zac watched her with a blissful face and carefully cut the tart. His hand occasionally reached out in another direction. Chihaya opened his mouth and accepted the tart with a smile. He was sitting next to Zac, happily being fed the tart.

"Is it good?"

At Zac’s relaxed smile, Chihaya licked his lips and smiled back.

"Yes, all of Zac’s sweets are delicious."

Chihaya smiled innocently.

The first time Zac had fed Little One, Chihaya had thrown a tantrum out of jealousy. When Zac also offered a sweet to Chihaya’s mouth, the tantrum-throwing Chihaya had calmed down. A sweet treat being fed to him. A strangely blissful feeling spread through his chest.

Chihaya became hooked on this, and started asking for sweets with his mouth open, just like Little One.

Since then, Zac has continued to feed sweets to the two of them.

The twins frolicked with smiles befitting their age. Zac smiled with a melted expression he rarely showed. The sight was so happy that the people around them also smiled.

A sweet space that no one could enter.

However, there was someone who slipped in smoothly.

"That looks delicious. Here, some tea."

Holding a silver tray with cups on both hands, Adonis placed it on the table. Zac and the twins accepted the cups of steaming tea and offered Adonis a piece of tart. He ate it and was also very pleased.

"Delicious. You’ve gotten better again, haven’t you?"

"I hope so. Miss, give me a bite too."

Zac was also fed a bite, and the tart, which had been a whole cake, was rapidly diminishing.

Eat it yourself.

That was the unanimous thought of the people around them, their eyes fixed and staring, but no one was reckless enough to voice the words that would be equivalent to writing a will.

It was a sweet time where they fed each other.

It was becoming a specialty of the pilgrimage, and it was also a blissful time to admire the adorable twins.

Dorfen and Romel, left out, had sullen, dissatisfied faces.

"Why don’t you go too?"

"Are you telling me to die? Your Highness, you are her fiancé, why don’t you join in?"

"Please stop, Chihaya will kill me."

The two, who were also teachers of martial arts and academics, were, in a way, viewed with excessive hostility by Chihaya.

A man’s heart is a desert landscape. It gets complicated and he gets defensive. Dorfen, in particular, was always with Little One, so the high density of their time together rubbed him the wrong way, and as for Romel, he was intensely disliked by Chihaya after he understood the meaning of ‘fiancé’. Well, time had softened that, but Romel was still glared at with sharp eyes from time to time.

‘You, with your taste for little girls!’

When Chihaya, with tears in his eyes, had shouted that at him, a phrase he must have learned somewhere, Romel had taken a critical hit and took several days to recover.

Ahhh, I really drew the short straw.

Still, he found the twins unbearably cute and dreamed of one day being able to join their circle. He had forgotten, for now, that children do not stay children forever.

"I can’t take it!!"

Little One was plastered against the rock wall with a pathetic expression like Romel’s from the day before. Spread before her eyes were countless animal corpses. A wide selection, from skeletons to fresh ones that had begun to emit the stench of decay. This was a cavern beyond the eastern cave of Bastok. A carpet of corpses built up over hundreds of years. As far as the eye could see, there were bones, bones, and more bones, and Little One screamed.

"No way, is it past this?"

At Little One’s timid question, Pockle nodded with a cheerful voice.

‘Hou!’

You’ve got to be kidding me.

A cavern deep underground. Beyond it, there was another cavern, and the same sight probably spread out in the distance.

"It’s gross, I can’t do it!"

It was a classic scene from otherworld novels, but there was a world of difference between reading it and seeing it. When she saw it with her own eyes, she couldn’t bear to look directly at it. Rotting, melting corpses crawling with insects. Multiple flies landing on a gooey, fallen eyeball. And below them, skeletons that were clearly once beasts, their forms still intact.

Her jaw chattering gaku gaku, Little One froze, unable to move. But Romel gently picked her up and held her head to his chest.

"Just close your eyes, okay? I’ll carry you."

Her ears tickled by his soft voice, Little One squeezed her eyes shut and clung to Romel’s chest.

The knights advanced, stepping on bones with a paki paki sound. The sound pierced her eardrums, sending another shiver down Little One’s spine.

What felt like an eternity ended, and when Little One looked up after Romel tapped her shoulder, she saw a giant cliff. A beautiful wall stretching upwards like a reverse stalactite, glittering like blackish-purple glass.

"Whoa... this is a magic crystal of the magical beasts?"

Pockle nodded, koku koku.

The crystal stretched as far as the eye could see, shining eerily. The sight was so beautiful that no one spoke a word, and the deep cavern swallowed the silence that fell like snow.

However, for some reason, the clear sound she had heard before echoed in Little One’s ears. A tune like a high-pitched bell, like a glass bell.

Suddenly, Chihaya started to act strangely.

As he stared at the magic crystal, his breathing became ragged, and several streams of cold sweat ran down his smooth cheeks. He unconsciously clutched his chest and collapsed on the spot.

"Nii-ni?!"

Forgetting her fear of the beast corpses, Little One jumped down from Romel’s arms and rushed to Chihaya’s side. Chihaya, held by Dorfen, was grimacing in pain and panting. The beads of sweat on his face told of the pain he must have been enduring.

"Nii-ni?? Nii-ni?!!"

As Little One’s screams echoed in the cavern.

In the royal capital of Frontier, someone looked up.

"..........?"

"What’s wrong, Sakura?"

Sakura looked up at the empty sky and smiled faintly.

"Oh, nothing. I just felt like I heard something."

"It’s been a while since the children left. I hope it’s not a bad omen."

Drago also sighed softly while harvesting fruit in the orchard. At his words, a question Sakura had been harboring for some time slipped from her mouth.

"I understand Chihiro, she is loved by the gods and promised happiness. But Chihaya, I wonder why."

"Hm? Chihaya?"

"His magical power and his magic. I wonder who he takes after."

At her words, Drago also opened his eyes wide. It was often overshadowed by Chihiro, the human mouse firework, showing off her extraordinary abilities, but it was true that Chihaya was also extraordinary compared to other children.

"Physical abilities and studies can be managed with one’s own aptitude and effort. But magical power and magic are different, aren’t they?"

Sakura, who had received her baptism in Frontier after marrying Drago, had become able to use life magic just like everyone else. That’s why she knew. The magical power she had gained according to the laws of Arcadia, matching her hair color, was nothing special.

Then why was Chihaya different?

Although inferior to Chihiro, his amount of magical power surpassed Romel’s, and he was an all-attribute user, which was rare. According to the usual theory, this was an impossible situation.

I thought it was because he was Chihiro’s twin, but.

"That’s true. But well, it’s better to have it than not, right? Having more options in life is a good thing."

Sakura looked up at the beaming Bear in the Kitchen and smiled brightly too.

"You’re right. If it helps our children in their lives, then there’s no problem."

As she said that, a flicker of unease crossed Sakura’s heart.

Excessive power drives people mad and brings ruin.

Sakura, who had been caught up in such madness herself, prayed that this was just a groundless fear.

As an ominous presence lingered, Little One’s screams echoed through the caverns of Bastok.



		
			Chapter 62

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Six

			A sound. A light, bell-like sound.

In his clouded consciousness, Chihaya lay in the darkness with an ecstatic expression. The warm, slick substance slowly enveloped him, pulling him down.

He was unaware of someone watching him.

That someone grinned, smiling at the sinking Chihaya.

"Nii-ni? Nii-ni!!"

After that, the Frontier party returned to Bastok and quickly called a doctor to examine Chihaya.

Chihaya, who had been in agony, was now lying as if asleep. But he didn't react to Little One's cries. His skin was pale, his breathing shallow, his chest barely rising and falling. His form was like that of a corpse, and the onlookers' eyes froze.

And Chihiro recognized this state.

Her grandfather, on his deathbed from old age, had passed away from a similar condition.

A horrifying thought made Little One’s entire body break out in goosebumps.

"This is already... Are there any family members present?"

The doctor, finished with his examination, shook his head with a tired gesture.

"Me! I’m his sister!"

The doctor looked pitifully at the little girl who had shot her hand up, and then looked around. Many people were watching, but it seemed there were no other family members among them.

"Please call his parents. It might not be in time, but..."

But before he could finish, Zac grabbed the doctor by the collar. Zac was tall for his age. Grabbed by the nearly 190-centimeter tall man, the doctor’s feet dangled, his toes barely touching the ground.

"Don't you dare mess with me!! If anything happens to Haya?! I won't let you..."

Adonis hastily stopped Zac, who was yelling with his eyes bulging in fury. Changing his expression, he put Zac in a full nelson from behind.

"Wait, wait! It's not his fault, is it?!"

The expression on Zac's face suddenly vanished, and the hand that had been gripping the doctor went limp, releasing its hold. The doctor, who had been on the verge of being suspended in mid-air, fell to the floor with a thud, coughing violently, geho geho.

"Sorry..."

Adonis patted the shoulder of the weakly muttering Zac and gave a bitter smile. His face was also pained, reflecting his own feelings. He likely felt the same as Zac.

"No, thanks to you moving first, I was able to calm down. Thanks."

"Ad..."

Zac grimaced and muttered softly, then staggered out of the room.

Watching him go, Little One thought. He's completely unresponsive to external stimuli. This is a comatose state. Chihaya was now in an extremely dangerous situation. Yes, one falls into a coma. It isn’t something you get or catch, you fall into it. A state where all human senses are gone, all contact is severed. A living corpse. If it continued for long, it would be life-threatening. In Arcadia, without ventilators and the like, death would come even faster.

What should I do?

As Little One agonized, something on her forehead shone. As if in response, the cuff on Chihaya's ear also began to glow.

Emitting a brilliant light were their respective quartz crystals.

But their colors were different.

While Little One's was a sun-like gold, the light from Chihaya's was a purplish jet black.

Darkness is shining??

The shining darkness enveloped Chihaya, and his closed eyes snapped open.

"Nii-ni?!"

Chihaya sat up with a start and stared at his own hands in a daze. Then, like a beast, he curled his lips into a cruel sneer.

"Wonderful..."

As Chihaya murmured ecstatically, Little One felt a sense of wrongness and slowly backed away. Then, something flickered in the corner of her mind.

Hadn't something similar happened before, somewhere?

The elusive, faint memory dissipated like mist before she could grasp it.

"...Chihiro?"

A low voice that sent a shiver down her spine. The word that spun from Chihaya's lips was unmistakably her brother's, yet it reached her ears dyed in a completely different color. A lifeless, inorganic voice.

"Sister... are you? An all-attribute user. You are wonderful as well."

Those around them also noticed the change in Chihaya, and an uneasy atmosphere stirred.

"With this...?! Ugh?!"

With a small cry, Chihaya clutched his head and crouched down.

"Why...?! Ugh!"

Chihaya's face, writhing in agony, was contorted in pain, and beads of sweat appeared on his brow.

"You! Still...?!"

Chihaya, convulsing violently, suddenly collapsed as if a string had been cut. As people watched with bated breath, Chihaya once again became completely still.

"What was that...?"

At Romel’s question, his face a mask of astonishment, the doctor shook his head vehemently.

"Impossible! The light in his eyes was definitely gone!"

The light being gone from his eyes meant his pupils were dilated. It was a term normally used for the dead, but the degree of dilation varied from person to person. If they weren't fully dilated, there was still a chance he was alive.

"Nii-ni..."

What in the world was happening? The answer lay within Chihaya.

《You! You were still alive?! Sink already!!》

『I won’t let you touch Hiro!! You’re the one who should get out of my body!!』

Two souls in conflict.

Little One would have recognized this state.

It was possession.

Someone was lurking in Chihaya's body. That someone sneered. A mocking, alluringly wicked smile.

《Won’t let me touch her? You’re the one who wants to, aren’t you?》

『What?!』

《Come on. You harbor wicked thoughts for your sister. I was born from that, and now you tell me to get out? Are you kidding me?》

『Shut uuuuuup!!』

《Hya-ha, don’t take it out on me just because I hit a nerve. It’s not like I want to be here. You’re the one who called me!!》

In the slick, muddy darkness, the two of them grappled. Chihaya slipped, and someone swept his leg out from under him. The someone straddled Chihaya, who had fallen flat on his back, grabbed him by the collar, and glared into his face. Their noses were almost touching, yet he couldn't see the person's expression. Only their brilliantly shining eyes existed, not melting into the darkness.

《You wanted to have your sister. I wanted to have a body. Our interests aligned.》

Chihaya's eyes, wide open to their limit, froze.

《I'll gladly lay a hand on your sister for you. You can have her indirectly through me. Isn't that wonderful?》

A wicked smile played on the someone's lips, and their thoughts flowed into Chihaya. What a sweet temptation. But a rage that repelled it welled up from the pit of Chihaya's stomach with surprising force.

『Like I’d let youuuuu!!』

A roar from Chihaya, his whole body trembling. At the same time, a dazzling golden light enveloped his body.

《Wha, this is the gods’...?!》

Ignoring the astonished someone, the golden magic dispelled the darkness, erasing it.

《The gods are supposed to be non-interfering with the world! Why? How?!》

Leaving only a faint trace, the darkness vanished. In Chihaya's eyes, who had collapsed, exhausted, was the image of his tearful sister.

"...Hiro?"

"!! Nii-nii!! Waaahhh!"

The crystal on Chihiro’s circlet had absorbed the darkness and made it disappear. Conversely, the golden magic was being absorbed into Chihaya’s cuff and vanishing.

"What was I...?"

"You collapsed in the cave. Do you remember?"

Romel met Chihaya's gaze. His lips trembled slightly, and he clutched his still-pounding chest and looked down.

《You’re the one who called me.》

No.

"Nii-ni?"

Hugging the worried Little One, Chihaya denied the mysterious someone's voice.

No, no, no!

She's my beloved sister. I don't harbor any stained, wicked feelings for her!!

As if telling himself, he repeated it over and over in his mind. Chihiro watched the trembling Chihaya with a curious expression.

They were overjoyed that Chihaya had woken up, and that day, an elaborate feast was laid out in the dining hall.

Watching the happily eating Little One with affectionate eyes, Chihaya became convinced that the ‘someone’ was a dangerous opponent for his sister.

He said he would lay a hand on Hiro. That he would take over my body.

I won't let him! I will protect Hiro!!

But he couldn't consult with anyone. The someone who tried to take over Chihaya was undoubtedly a dangerous person for his sister. If it became known that he was harboring such a person within him...? No one would let Chihaya accompany Chihiro. Not even their parents. Chihaya himself would be made into a dangerous person for his sister.

His eyes narrowed resentfully, and while the people around him rejoiced, Chihaya agonized alone.



		
			Chapter 63

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse, Part Seven

			"What’s wrong, Haya-kun?"

"I have something to discuss."

This was the Adventurer’s Guild.

The adventurers inside were very curious about the twin brother, who had come alone for a change. After all, the two had scored a major victory on their very first quest. Since then, they had achieved many feats, including subjugations, and had just recently become Iron-rank adventurers. Unprecedented single-digit-aged Iron-rank adventurers. It was impossible to be indifferent to children with such a promising future.

However, seeing Chihaya’s serious expression, the Guildmaster narrowed her eyes slightly and gestured with her chin toward the second floor.

"Let’s go to my office. I can at least offer you some fruit water."

With a bright smile on her red-lipsticked lips, the Guildmaster looked at Chihaya.

Instantly, the adventurers who had their ears pricked up let out voices of disappointment. Chihaya tilted his head in confusion and was led upstairs by the Guildmaster.

"So? What did you want to discuss?"

Holding the cup of fruit water with both hands, Chihaya repeatedly licked his lips and looked up at the Guildmaster restlessly.

"Um, can you promise this will be an absolute secret from everyone?"

A child’s secret. This was serious. Normally, a child’s secret is a very deep worry. Even if it seems trivial to an adult, for the child themselves, it is often a life-altering matter.

And this was one of the twins. Her heart pounded with anticipation about what kind of consultation it might be.

"Okay, I won’t tell anyone."

At the Guildmaster’s smile, Chihaya’s face lit up, and he began to talk about what had happened to him.

...I wish I hadn’t asked.

Who was the poet who said curiosity killed the cat? It’s really true.

"Someone is in your head, trying to take over your body and target Little One? That’s not a pleasant story."

"That’s right. They said, ‘Give me your body’... I’m scared. But if everyone finds out, I’m sure I’ll be separated from Hiro. I absolutely don’t want that."

His face crumpled, Chihaya desperately held back tears.

Resting her chin on her hand, the Guildmaster pondered, fumu, and asked about the events leading up to it. There might be a key somewhere. Chihaya haltingly began to speak, starting from Prince Marcello’s letter that had prompted this pilgrimage.

And the Guildmaster held her head in her hands again.

The revival of spirits? And there was a trap there similar to the one in the Queen’s Forest? And on top of that, magical tools and documents that seemed to be ancient relics?!

I shouldn’t have found out.

Chihaya looked at the speechless Guildmaster imploringly.

This young man didn’t understand what he had just said. Each and every piece of information was on the scale of a state secret, not something a mere guildmaster should know. He just wanted to be by his sister’s side. That was all.

With a long, thin sigh, the Guildmaster looked at Chihaya.

"According to your story, the blackish-purple magic crystal seems to be the key. As long as you don’t get close to it, you’ll probably be fine, don’t you think?"

And the spirits.

Everyone seemed to be happy about their revival, but the Guildmaster, who was not well-versed in such matters, couldn’t be so straightforwardly pleased. Because it seemed that Chihaya’s emotional state had started to crumble from that point. When the twins came to register as adventurers. When they came to report after finishing a quest. There was nothing out of the ordinary about them. They were the same heartwarming brother and sister as always.

And yet, in less than half a year, Chihaya had changed.

The wicked feelings that the mysterious someone claimed Chihaya had for Little One. The Guildmaster could certainly feel a hint of that. This was something that hadn’t been there before. Things had changed too rapidly.

In times like these, there is usually some kind of involvement.

"Hey? Was it a Salamander? Can you show me?"

"Okay."

When Chihaya flicked his finger, two spirits appeared there. The Guildmaster’s eyes widened slightly, and she narrowed them sharply.

"Hey? You two are on Chihaya-kun’s side, right?"

‘Kyau!’

‘Hou!’

The lizard and the Gnome replied cheerfully.

"Chihaya-kun is your absolute, right? There’s no existence higher than him, right?"

‘ ‘..........’ ’

The two of them fell silent.

The Guildmaster’s slender eyebrow shot up.

They are hiding something. She felt it instinctively. For them, their contractor should be absolute. Although it had been a long time since they had been seen, such literature remained here and there. The Guildmaster was no exception and had read through literature on magic and curses. And they had answered that he was not their absolute. Silence is consent. To not answer a question, despite it being a question, was a sign that it was not so.

If she pushed further here, Chihaya would become suspicious.

"Get along with Chihaya-kun, okay? They are my precious children."

At the Guildmaster’s smile, the two spirits replied with a big nod and vanished like smoke.

Spirits. Blackish-purple magic crystal. The being dwelling in Chihaya.

After a moment of looking up at the ceiling, the Guildmaster opened her mouth.

"There’s too little information. I’m sure we’ll find out more from now on. Haya."

Chihaya’s body flinched.

"You’re fine just the way you are. Nothing has happened yet. If anything, you’re the victim, aren’t you? There’s no need to be swayed by the words of some unknown person."

Chihaya’s eyes widened to their limit, his large pupils trembling.

"I know who you two have been until now. I know how much you loved and cherished your sister. I never felt anything wicked there. It’s okay."

"...Okay."

Large tears spilled from his eyes, poro poro, and Chihaya returned to the royal palace with Tarō-kun, crying.

Watching him go, the Guildmaster let out an exaggerated sigh.

"You’re there, right? That seems to be all of it."

In response to the Guildmaster’s voice, a shadow in the corner of the room swayed.

『You noticed.』

"Of course I did. I’m not the Guildmaster for nothing."

『I am grateful for your kindness toward the child.』

"You’re welcome. Keep it a secret from him. Take good care of him."

With a small nod, the swaying shadow became still as if nothing had happened.

The dark side of the royal palace. You’re still naive, Chihaya-chan.

With a small smile, kufuri, the Guildmaster headed to the library. Among the myriad of books, there might be information to break the current deadlock. Led by the Guildmaster, the adventurers began to move to save their small comrade.

"So?"

This was the royal palace, in Romel’s usual office, where a great deal of information had been gathered from multiple people.

"The problem is this ‘someone’ inside him. Who could it be?"

"More importantly, the young lady! It’ll be too late if something happens! We must separate her from her brother immediately."

"Are you trying to make him go on a rampage? Who do you think can calm that extraordinary obsession of his?"

Lined up and spouting off were the familiar faces of Commander Harold of the Knight Order, the commander of the Royal Guard, and the head of the covert ops, who rarely appeared in public.

Romel, having heard the report from the covert ops, had also summoned the commander of the Royal Guard.

"Honestly. We have no choice but to wait and see. As the Guildmaster said, there’s truly too little information."

The incident at the guild had given Romel a considerable shock. He had thought he was trusted by Chihaya. Despite their complex issues, he thought he was at least relied upon.

And yet, this is the sorry state of affairs. He couldn’t even cry.

He understood Chihaya’s feelings. He must have been anxious about being separated from his sister if those around him found out. However, he was offended that he was thought to be so foolish as to treat them in such a way.

After a moment of staring into space with a pained expression, Romel flicked his finger.

His spirits appeared with a pop. Ignoring the surprise of those around him, Romel questioned his own spirits.

"For you, am I your absolute contractor?"

‘ ‘..........’ ’

The spirits remained silent.

In the remaining literature, it was written that the contractor was absolute for the spirits, so Romel had never bothered to ask. He couldn’t converse with the spirits. Communication was the most he could do. So Romel guided them closer to the answer.

"Do you have another absolute master?"

‘ ‘..........’ ’

No reply. Was it a denial or an affirmation? Normally, silence is affirmation.

"Is it the gods?"

The atmosphere of the two suddenly changed. They looked up at Romel with a curious expression. While still suspicious of the two, Romel changed his question.

"Assuming there is another absolute master, is it possible for you to defy them?"

‘...Kyuu.’

‘..........’

The responses were divided.

The Salamander’s response, though passive, seemed to indicate a willingness to defy.

What in the world was going on?

The spirits had another absolute master besides their contractor. If this were the gods, it would make sense, but they had responded to that question with a puzzled look.

I don’t know.

Romel held his head in his hands, but after discussing it with those around him, the royal palace decided to take a wait-and-see approach, as Romel had instructed.

They were not yet aware of the pitfall being slowly dug at their feet.



		
			Chapter 64

			Little One and the Kodoku Curse

			"Hmph. And?"

Standing before Romel and the other dignitaries who had summoned her, Little One fixed them with a sullen stare. They were in the royal palace, in Romel's office. Romel gave a slight nod at Little One’s curt words and replied with equal brevity.

"Well, I thought you’d say that. Can I leave it to you?"

"Of course♪"

The little girl flashed a bright, cheerful grin.

Well, she should have been approaching the age of a young lady, but she still looked to be about five years old. Even among her peers, Little One was a head shorter, yet her presence was immense.

"Then I’ll leave it to you. Just be very careful not to let Chihaya notice."

The captain of the Royal Guard stared at Romel, who was trying to bring the conversation to a gentle close, his eyes wide.

"What do you mean, you’ll leave it to her? This is a crisis that concerns the young lady’s future, is it not?"

His name was Camero la Dolphonis. He was the heir of one of the four great Marquis houses. He had neatly styled blue, silver hair and orange eyes, and was somewhere in his late thirties or early forties. The handsome man looked back and forth between Romel and Little One in a panic.

As if to second the man, another man nodded emphatically. He was the director of the palace's covert unit, ‘Wedge’. He was the one who had taken an interest in the twins and instructed that they join the knights to be taught their skills.

"The captain of the Royal Guard is correct. The young lady is taking the danger to her person too lightly. What will you do if the worst should happen?"

The man had his white hair tied back in a single tail. He was likely an old man, but his age was impossible to read. His well, built physique and sharp features looked youthful, perhaps in his fifties or sixties, while his keen, deep grey eyes held the dim light unique to those with a certain kind of experience. It was not the gaze a young man under a hundred should possess in Frontier, where the average lifespan was one hundred and fifty years.

In response to the two men who were worried for her, the little girl raised a cynical eyebrow and muttered in a sharp tone.

"And so?"

"Eh?"

Camero let out a sound of surprise. The director of the covert unit didn't say anything, but his expression was much the same.

"I don’t care what happens. I believe in my brother. I know he would never do anything to harm me."

Little One puffed out her chest proudly.

"It will be too late once something happens!"

"Exactly. The more trust you place in your brother, the more you will be hurt if he betrays you, my lady."

As the two continued to press her, Little One sighed and spoke as if to admonish them.

"When I’m betrayed? If I’d get angry or hurt by something like that, I wouldn’t have trusted him in the first place. Don’t you get it? I can forgive him for anything he does, and I wouldn’t even mind. That’s what it means to believe in someone, you know?"

Her words sounded like she was reasoning with a child. The two men in question were left speechless by the little girl's calm eyes.

"Believing in someone means accepting everything about them. Their lies, their struggles, all of it. If you can’t forgive that, then it’s the fault of the person who believed. If you get angry because you were deceived, then you shouldn't have believed in them from the start."

At first glance, it sounded like an incoherent theory, but a strange sense of understanding filled the room. Most people would say that the one who deceived was in the wrong. That was the common view. But the little girl before them said that the one who believed such a person was the fool. That, too, sounded like a kind of truth.

"I believe in my brother, and if he does something to me, I’ll just think, ‘well, this is a problem’, and that’s it. So I’ll be fine. Got it?"

Absolute trust.

Romel’s eyes curved into a smile, a wicked look on his face.

What could anyone do when faced with such complete trust? When someone exposes their unguarded back to you, the only thing you can do is gently embrace it. The more affection you have for someone, the less you can break that trust. It was an ironclad armor. Little One knew this. Even if she were stabbed with a weapon, she would probably just look at her attacker with a troubled smile.

Even Romel could predict that, so there was no way her doting brother wouldn't imagine the same. How terrifying must the thought of losing his sister’s trust be for him? Even if Chihiro forgave him, Chihaya would never be able to forgive himself.

That was why Chihaya would desperately suppress the mysterious parasitic entity. He would never let it take him over. It was paradoxical, but that was Little One’s greatest defense.

"I’m leaving it to you, Chihiro. You’re the only one who can hold his reins, you know?"

"You got it♪"

No extra words were needed.

For Romel and the little girl, who were so close to the twins, the conversation was too brief for the other two men to comprehend.

"Unbelievable. Are you just going to leave it be? She is a count’s daughter and a quasi, royal under His Majesty’s guardianship. As the Royal Guard, we cannot simply ignore her."

"Her own intentions take top priority. His Majesty has also given his consent."

Prince Romel declared coolly.

"Lord Camero. The reason I summoned you here was so that you, as the one in charge of the palace security, would be aware of the situation. To be precise, Chihiro’s temperament and the tendencies of her brother, Chihaya."

Romel faced Camero with the expression of a regent. Camero, in turn, received his gaze with the demeanor of a knight.

"She has many secrets. Most of them cannot be made public. His Majesty the King is aware of this. There is a royal decree that her freedom must not be impeded."

Camero’s eyes widened slightly.

"All decisions are left to her will. Chihiro, I believe in you."

After the whole conversation they just had, he was saying that now?

Little One looked at Romel with a bewildered expression, and he gave her a mischievous wink.

An unspoken smile conveyed the emotional distance between them, which suddenly shrank, correctly transmitting Romel’s feelings to Little One.

*Leave the follow, up to me.*

*Ah, that's right, Romel. You’re always like this.*

Without a word, he understood Little One's intentions and sought the best course of action.

Little One silenced the two still grumbling men with a cold stare and escaped with Pochiko-san through the skylight.

"Hiro!!"

When Little One returned to the Count’s residence, a pale, faced Chihaya greeted her. His eyes were fragile and wavering, and he looked as though he might burst into tears at any moment.

"Hiro, Hiro, where did you go? Don’t leave me behind, please?"

Chihaya clung to her tightly, just like a child searching for his mother.

"It’s okay, nii-ni, I’m right here."

Chihaya was so much bigger than her. When did such a gap form between them?

Adults were foolish. Including herself. The Chihiro within her had harbored the same fears as the captain of the guard. But the child, Chihiro, thought the exact opposite. She hadn’t lived on the technologically advanced Earth for nothing. If you take love away from someone who craves it, they will fly into a rage. Stir up their anxiety, and they’ll become self, destructive, and there’s no telling what they might do. So, you give it to them. If you give and give endlessly, they will stabilize and strive not to lose it.

It was a shrewd and cunning method, using the other person’s affection and turning it against them.

Chihiro laughed self, deprecatingly.

"I’ll always be with you. So, let’s live happily together, okay♪"

*Let’s live happily together...*

Chihaya’s expression softened into a gentle, relaxed smile.

"Yeah, it’s fun. Everything is fun as long as I’m with you, Hiro!"

*Your honesty is dazzling, dear brother...*

Dancing in the palm of his sister's hand, Chihaya made a renewed vow in his heart.

*I will protect Hiro! I don’t know what that thing is, but I won’t lose to it!!*

And so, kicking aside anxiety and unrest, the twins returned to their daily lives.

The Count’s residence, a place from which even groundless worries would flee barefoot. Little did they know that while the laid, back family was unaware, another unsettling storm was brewing elsewhere.

"Well now... shall we hear what you have to say?"

In an interrogation room in the palace dungeons sat the three men who had been speaking with Little One and the others just a moment ago.

Furnished appropriately for interrogating nobles, the room contained a heavy table where a single man sat opposite them. Dressed in the robes of a magician, he showed no particular sign of agitation as he sat leisurely in his chair.

Romel, who had been toying with something in his hand while staring at the man, placed it on the table. It was a fragment of a magic stone that had been part of the magic circle in the Bastok underground. The magical traces on it matched those on the magic stone from the cave in the Queen's Forest.

"How do you explain this? Marquis Lombard."

Before Romel, who narrowed his keen eyes, Marquis Lombard answered with a fearless smile.

"You must understand, don’t you? I was trying to prepare the strongest magical beast for my master. A fitting vessel for him, you see."

*What is he talking about?*

Marquis Lombard muttered as if in a fever dream.

Here, the oral tradition of the four great Marquis houses, unknown even to the royal family, would be brought to light.

It all began with a mistake made by the gods. The deep scars it left behind had not yet faded.
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			Little One and the Kodoku Curse

			"Can we do it?"

"Of course we can."

The young god’s heart thrilled at the world he had created. A world finally completed after countless trials and repeated failures. A world created with the advice and support of many gods, it was named Heizleep, and it became a beautiful planet cloaked in rich greenery.

"Humans have been born. How cute."

The gods of various worlds nodded magnanimously at the excited boy and considered who would serve as a guide. A person who would impart knowledge to the people of a new world and become the cornerstone for building a civilization. It was a tradition among the gods to send such a guide to a new world. That is why on Earth, one can see what are known as ooparts, fragments of a hyper-dimensional civilization that built an ancient civilization. They are the traces of guides sent from other worlds in the past.

"Heizleep has no principle of magic. Let’s send a guide from Earth."

With the look of a kindly old man, the gods of Earth sent a guide to the young god’s world. As a result, a civilization similar to Earth’s was built in the young god’s world.

Arcadia was the world that inherited Heizleep’s life. Naturally, a guide was also sent from Heizleep, and a logic similar to Earth’s took root in its land.

This was the source of the unease Chihiro had felt before. The truth behind the many similarities between Arcadia and Earth.

The super, ancient civilization of Heizleep, which had inherited Earth's civilization. Even after its fall, its roots remained deeply embedded in Arcadia.

But Little One, knowing nothing of such things, continued to go her own way today as always.

"The last words of an ancient civilization?"

Romel’s eyes widened at Marquis Lombard’s words.

"Indeed. The ducal houses related to the royal family may not know of this, but it has been passed down orally in the houses of the four great Marquises. To create a vessel for the noble one who is to be born."

What he described was a rather dubious tale. It was the kind of genealogical anecdote common in long, established families. A vague and grand legend, nothing more than one of many.

"He created the world and left word that he would be resurrected again. We have waited and waited, and finally, we have seen a sign of His return."

"And so you performed that sinister ritual to create a vessel?"

Marquis Lombard nodded emphatically at Romel’s words.

It was a ridiculous story. The will of the world, continuing unbroken from a civilization that had already perished. At least, that is what they believed they were acting upon.

"The world was created by the gods. I have even met the manifested gods Chaos and Abyss. Who is this noble one you speak of?"

Romel, having heard the story from Little One, had deceived the church by claiming he had learned the names of the gods from the Golden King long ago. At this, Marquis Lombard twisted his lips in a vexed manner and spat out his words.

"That's it. The gods stole the world from the noble one. Even though it wasn't theirs. Such gods are no gods at all. If I were to name them, I’d call them evil gods."

After deciphering the ancient documents that had been left behind, Marquis Lombard had arrived at that conclusion. Convinced that the bedtime stories he had heard since childhood were true, he gathered allies and proceeded with his plans in secret, hidden from the royal family.

Similar tales had been left in each of the Marquis houses, so gaining their understanding was easy.

"I have heard of it. I have indeed. However, I thought it was a story about the gods," Camero muttered with a sullen look.

He, too, was the heir of one of the four great Marquis houses.

Marquis Lombard gave a short, scornful laugh.

"Someone must have orchestrated it that way. To bury him in darkness. But I am different. I noticed. I noticed the footprints of the noble one that were on the verge of being erased from the annals of history. That’s why."

"You thought you were special?"

An icy chill filled the room. Even Marquis Lombard was taken aback by this cold. When he raised his eyes, he saw Romel with a faint smile on his face. But the flames lit deep within his eye sockets were cold, and they held a gleam like a sharp razor.

"Marquis. Do you know what it means to be special? How cruel a thing that is?"

Romel had experienced it in the past. The short, turbulent life of a special child. It had reached its conclusion with her effective death. Despite all her contributions to the gods and her devotion to the people, the future she met was death.

Even if she was later reborn and found happiness, he could never forget. She had, without a doubt, died.

Unaware of this, the man before him exuded a sense of peculiar superiority, and Romel could not forgive him.

*Don’t you dare speak of being special to the gods!!*

"Very well. Your Excellency. You will be charged with many crimes. First, illegal entry. There is no record of you ever having visited Flowers."

Marquis Lombard’s face stiffened in surprise.

"And the illegal use of magic. The last time was within Frontier, so it was overlooked, but this time it was in a neighboring country. What’s more, you entered illegally. If they protest, this will become a major incident."

Romel had every intention of making sure they protested. Sensing this from the triumphant smile in his eyes, Marquis Lombard became intensely flustered.

"You, a noble of Frontier, would try to frame me?! You would curry favor with Flowers?!"

This was a diplomatic issue. Moreover, it was an incident that would undoubtedly cause harm to Flowers. If the brave and courageous King of Flowers were to learn the details, he would certainly not remain silent.

"If you are a noble of Frontier, you should know its state religion. No, the world’s state religion. The one and only Twin Gods."

"But I told you, they are thieves and..."

"Silence!!"

As Marquis Lombard tried to argue further, Romel slammed both hands on the table. The blow, unconsciously charged with magic, made the table groan with a creak, and two of its legs shattered with a loud clatter. Marquis Lombard stared at the tilted table with eyes full of fear.

Romel gave it a glance with a fixed stare, then called out to the two men behind him.

"Take Marquis Lombard into custody. Put him in a cell for common soldiers."

"Wha, I am a noble of Frontier, and a Marquis!"

He must have understood the meaning of Romel’s words. A cell for common soldiers meant a cell for commoners. Even for criminals, there was a difference in treatment between commoners and nobles. A crime that would mean imprisonment for a commoner could be settled with a fine for a noble. Since this money would go to the victim as compensation, it might be a welcome outcome for them. Amidst this, Marquis Lombard, now treated as a commoner, glared at Romel with eyes of fury.

"You would hide behind your rank. To mock Frontier while clinging to its prestige is utterly absurd. Frontier is a country founded by the Golden King. The one who sent the Golden King was the Creator God. To us, the Creator God is the only god. You, who deny him as an evil god, are no noble of Frontier!!"

Before Romel, who was yelling with his eyes wide, Marquis Lombard’s eyes glinted with amusement.

"Chaos and Abyss, was it? The meanings of those words, you know, are 'chaos' and 'abyss' in the ancient tongue. Fitting names for evil gods who entrap and stir up the people, are they not!"

As Marquis Lombard spat this out, Captain of the Royal Guard Camero dragged him away. The director of the covert unit, who was about to follow, glanced back at Romel. Prince Romel stood there, utterly dumbfounded.

And why wouldn't he be? To learn that the names of the Creator God held such meanings, whether true or not.

Not knowing that there was a person who had given them those names, the director let out a soft sigh and followed after Camero.

*What in the world have you done, Chihiroooo?!*

No one knew of the scream echoing in his heart.

It is but a footnote that Romel stormed the Count’s residence a short while later.

And so, the fraying threads of the gods became visible here and there, along with a suspicious scheme peeking out from the abyss.

Dumping the majority of the piling problems, one after another, on Romel.

Little One is doing just fine today♪
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			"Ah. My bad."

"‘My bad’ doesn’t cut it! What kind of names did you give the gods!"

*He found out. How did he find out?*

When Little One voiced her honest question, Romel told her what he had heard from Marquis Lombard.

"The ancient tongue? Chaos and Abyss are?"

At Little One’s stunned expression, Romel looked puzzled.

"Didn’t you know when you named them?"

"No, I knew. I knew the meanings when I chose them, but..."

It was the language of Earth. That was Arcadia’s ancient script?

Something she had been grasping at but couldn’t quite catch finally began to take shape.

Fragments of Earth’s world, glimpsed here and there in Arcadia. Furthermore, the contents of the old tale the Marquis spoke of. The incident where he tried to create a powerful monster through the Kodoku curse to use as some sort of vessel. An oral tradition not passed down to the royal family.

The content was as follows.

*‘Long ago, the Noble One created the world and created man. He gave man wisdom, gave them fire, and built a civilization. Be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. Thus, by the hand of the great Noble One, people crossed the world and created nations. However, the Noble One was betrayed many times, and he offered his sacred body to protect the people. The Noble One swore to the weeping people. That he would surely return. It might take a long time, but he would surely reign over the world once more. He left them with the words to live strongly until then, and the Noble One was tragically lost.’*

From this passage, various stories branched out. Tales of heroes who persevered as the Noble One had instructed, or founding chronicles of nations. What always came at the beginning was the aforementioned text. The royal family was the headquarters for worshiping the Creator God. Legends suggesting someone else created the world were denied and eliminated. The same went for the ducal houses connected to the royalty.

As a result, it seems that only the nobles of lower rank passed down this oral tradition as a preface to their stories.

Among the nobles below the rank of count, whose fortunes rose and fell dramatically, the oral tradition was lost over the long course of time, and only the prestigious and long, standing Marquis houses had passed it down to the present day.

But something was strange. It sounded familiar, somehow.

As Little One groaned in thought, she heard Romel’s dispassionate voice.

"‘Be fruitful and multiply’ is about having descendants, right? What does ‘fill the earth’ mean?"

"Ah, that’s not it. That ‘be fruitful and multiply’ means to learn and gain strength. ‘Fill the earth’ is what means to have descendants."

"Oh?"

Having said that much, something flashed in Little One’s mind. Among all the books she had read, there was one bestseller that stood out.

"The Bible!!"

"The... Bible?"

*That’s right, it was similar to the contents of the Bible.*

Little One held her head in her hands.

Someone who created the world, someone who promised to return, it was all just based on a certain religion!

Where and how did they intersect? There was undoubtedly interference from Earth’s world in Arcadia. Even the Kodoku curse, if you traced it back, was from ancient China. All sorts of things, a mix of Eastern and Western, were rooted in Arcadia’s ancient times. And fragments of it were still being passed down today.

*Whaaaaaat? What is this? If you were going to pass something down, you should have passed down the Ten Commandments or something instead!*

As Little One flailed about, Romel looked down at her and got to the heart of the matter.

"The problem is, Chihaya is being targeted for that vessel thing."

Little One’s movements froze.

That was right. Marquis Lombard had been trying to create a powerful monster to use as a vessel. And that someone had indeed revived and was now inhabiting Chihaya. Little One and Romel had witnessed the extraordinary situation with their own eyes.

Chihaya’s face and voice, as inorganic and cold as an insect’s.

Remembering it sent a chill down Little One’s spine.

Chihaya at that moment had been so alien that she had instinctively taken a step back. But for some reason, she felt a faint sense of nostalgia, just as she had then.

*When was it? Has something similar happened somewhere before?*

"Chihaya is being targeted. Marquis Lombard seemed to be convinced of a piece of it."

Further interrogation by experts had revealed Marquis Lombard’s stalking behavior. He had been astonished by the twins possessing all attributes at their baptism and had been watching them ever since.

The children who controlled monsters, received training from the knights and the covert unit, and grew stronger by leaps and bounds.

*There could be no better vessel.*

Convinced of this, he had unleashed the magic of the black, purple magic stone on the two when they visited the Tower of David for a class. But Chihiro repelled the magic. A golden light dissipated the black, purple magic. Chihaya, however, had swallowed the black, purple magic. A black residue had billowed around him, he said.

"And so, he concluded that Chihaya was the vessel for the Noble One, and that you were the living sacrifice to be its catalyst."

Apparently, the golden magic she used for defense had also revealed to him that Little One was the Golden King.

*Aaaargh! I remember! That uncomfortable feeling and the stare from back then, that’s what it was!!*

Romel picked up the writhing Chihiro and soothed her, looking at her with a sincere gaze.

"And so, I looked for the documents he claimed to have deciphered, but I can’t find them."

"Huh?"

"It’s supposed to be several old books, but they’re nowhere to be found."

Apparently, those books contained descriptions of the black, purple magic crystals and how to create powerful vessels. And also about the Noble One.

At Romel’s words, Little One suddenly tilted her head.

*Created?*

Never mind the Kodoku curse, weren’t the black, purple magic crystals a natural occurrence from the graveyard of magical beasts?

"That’s strange. Huh? What does that mean? If the black, purple magic crystals aren’t naturally occurring, then..."

Little One knew someone who was involved in that.

"Legion...?"

The Lord of the border forest. He should have been the one to designate the magical beast graveyard. And another shadow flickered in her mind.

*Legion? Yes, that’s the feeling.*

The young god who tried to kill Little One in the past. Remembering how she had instinctively distanced herself from the horrifying terror during that battle, she saw an overlap with her transformed brother.

*Huh? Wait a minute.*

Seeing Chihiro’s face turn deathly pale, Romel’s brows furrowed in concern.

"What’s wrong? Chihiro."

Oblivious to Romel, Little One’s mind raced.

Back then, Legion had been collected by some apostle of the higher beings. She had forgotten about it afterward, but what happened to him? Heizleep was destroyed, and its souls should have been reincarnated on Arcadia or Earth.

*Do gods have souls too?*

If so, it was possible that Legion had been reincarnated somewhere.

…Yes, just like the previous Chihiro, it was possible he was possessing someone.

A shiver ran down Little One’s spine, and she looked up at the second floor.

At her precious siblings who were likely sleeping there.

*This is a job for the gods. Chaos, Abyss, you’d better show up in my dreams!!*

As the little girl’s face contorted with frustration, Romel watched her blankly, a bad feeling growing in his chest. At times like this, this girl would never talk. She would act in secret and inform him after the fact. Knowing this well from their time together, Romel lightly grasped Little One’s hands with one of his and tickled her sides and stomach.

"Waha? What, Romel?!"

"Tell me what you’re plotting. Now!!"

Tickled with one hand, Little One arched back, laughing. Her slender wrists were caught in Romel’s grip, and she couldn’t resist.

"Nyaa! It’s nothing, I promise, ahahahaha!!"

The little girl was laughing so hard she had tears in her eyes. Drago and Sakura, drawn by her voice, came over and their eyes widened.

The two of them were tangled on the sofa as if playing, with innocent smiles on their faces. After a good long laugh, Little One was red, faced and catching her breath, and Romel sighed.

*You’re a liar, aren’t you.*

"Chihiro? Don’t hide things, okay? Really, you always try to do everything by yourself."

Gently wiping away her tears of laughter with his finger, Romel rested his forehead on Little One’s chest as if in prayer.

"Don’t you dare rush ahead, okay? You must take me with you. You must, you hear?"

"...Romel, you’re like nii-ni, nyo."

At the exasperated mutter, his expression went blank.

*The same as that doting brother?*

Frozen stiff, Romel staggered his way home. Little One saw him off, feeling happy for his warm feelings and smiling a little shyly.

Drago lifted his daughter into his arms, also looking worried.

"It’s not just what Prince Romel said, you really mustn’t act alone, you hear?"

"That’s right. We’re here for you. It’s a parent’s job to put their body on the line for their children, isn’t it?" Sakura said with a troubled half, smile.

*Ah, I’m really blessed.*

Soaking in a rare moment of sentimentality, Little One clung tightly to Drago.

"Yeah. I want us all to live happily together."

Rubbing her face against her father’s stubble, Chihiro felt a wave of drowsiness wash over her. Exhausted from laughing so hard and feeling safe in his big arms, she drifted off to sleep.

*Chaos, Abyss!! You’d better come!!*

Screaming only in her mind, the sleeping girl was carried upstairs by Drago.

"Gods do have souls."

At Chaos’s casual declaration, a vein throbbed on Little One’s temple, and she offered a cold smile.

"Oh, reeeally? That’s the first I’m hearing of it."

This was the Celestial Realm.

In a dream appearance after a long time, the little girl had a dark, menacing aura behind her as she glared at the gods.

"The souls of gods are outside our jurisdiction. It is something only the higher beings would know."

"We do not know what became of Legion after that."

"Huh? Is that so?"

The Creator Gods nodded.

In that case, the story changed. What should she do?

As Little One groaned in thought, Chaos muttered with a slight frown.

"The souls of gods are under the jurisdiction of the higher beings. Normally, I would think they are purified and born as new gods, but I am not certain."

"...And we cannot identify who it is that inhabits Chihaya."

"Wha?!"

The gods who rule the world could not identify it?

The two looked at each other in silence for a moment, then, as if they had made up their minds, they looked at Little One.

"For us not to be able to identify it means it is the work of someone more powerful than us."

"In other words, the involvement of the higher beings is suspected."

*Which means...?*

"It’s confirmed, isn’t it!!"

Right now, the only soul the higher beings held was Legion’s. And a soul that Arcadia’s Creator Gods couldn’t identify was possessing Chihaya.

There was only one answer that could be drawn from these facts.

"Person in charge, get out here!!"

Little One let out a roar at this unexpected disaster. Her voice echoed throughout the Celestial Realm, and it was a charming sight to see several gods look up at the heavens, wondering what was going on.

While dragging in even the beings above the gods, her long vacation came to an end, and Little One’s school life began once more.



		
			Chapter 67

			The Foreign Prince and Little One

			"But it’s hot, isn’t it."

The sun was high in the sky, and Frontier was in the height of summer. It was more bearable than Japan since there was no humidity, but the glaring sunlight was still painful. That’s why the students wore long sleeves even in summer. The female students took off their boleros, and the male students changed from jackets to just vests for school.

It was only a slight change to lighter clothing, yet for some reason, his sister looked strangely alluring. Little One looked up curiously at her brother, who was sticking closer to her than usual, on guard.

Brotherly foolishness at its finest.

The twins, having shed a bit of their fresh first, year student vibe and now exuding a faint newness, were moving between classrooms when they came across a group arguing a short distance away.

"Is that..."

"It’s Prince Pacesta."

Being harassed by several large students near the lake was Prince Pacesta, an international student from Flowers. It seemed something had been taken from him, and he was desperately chasing after the object that the bullies were tossing around.

"Please give it back!"

"Huh? Can’t hear ya. You don’t need this, do ya?"

Being dangled just out of Pacesta’s reach was a grade badge. Without it, he couldn’t open the doors to the special classrooms or use any of the school’s facilities.

"Hey, you there!"

The twins rushed over, and their opponents frowned suspiciously at the sight of them.

"What are you doing? Isn’t that badge Prince Pacesta’s?"

The students who had been harassing him looked at each other and burst out laughing. They guffawed with a lack of refinement. But to Little One, who was used to nobles, it was a refreshingly cheerful smile to see after a long time. It was just a shame the reason was so base.

"So what? It’s none of your business."

The three of them snickered, looking down on the twins with similar features. Tanned skin and silvery, white hair. They had a distinct, foreign look, different from the people of Frontier. Pacesta, who looked like he was about to cry, glanced back and forth between them and the twins nervously.

"Lady Hiro? Lord Haya, too. I am fine, so please don’t mind me."

*What are you talking about with a face like that.*

Chihiro glanced at Pacesta and silently took a few steps back. As if by prior arrangement, Chihaya knelt down. The next moment, Chihiro ran, scrambled up Chihaya’s back, used his shoulder as a springboard, and leaped into the air. Surprised by the little girl who had jumped higher than their own height in an instant, the boys froze, and Chihiro snatched the badge from their hands.

…or she was supposed to.

"Huh?"

By a split second, Chihiro’s hand grabbed empty air. The boy who had protected the badge from her with a quick spin grinned. He moved like someone accustomed to roughhousing. However, taking advantage of the opening, Chihaya swept the opponent’s leg. The tilting boy’s eyes widened in shock, but he kicked off the ground with his remaining leg and did a backflip. He landed on both feet and stared at the twins with a genuinely surprised expression.

"...Whoa, that was close. Who are you guys?"

But without a moment to catch his breath, the twins charged at him with fixed stares. Closed in on instantly, the boy with the badge ran and jumped into the nearby lake. With a loud *zaban*, a large splash erupted, soaking the hem of Little One’s skirt.

"""Wha...?!"""

The boy swam around with a triumphant look on his face.

"Ha ha! If you want this, come and get it."

The twins were speechless, and the other two boys watched with smirks. They had been in Frontier for two years. They knew that the people of Frontier couldn’t swim and avoided entering the water. Their homeland, Donautil, was a land that prospered thanks to the fertile soil carried by its large rivers. It was natural for children to play in the water and learn to swim. This one thing was their pride, something they wouldn’t lose to Frontier in.

"To go into the water... You will drown! Please stop!!"

Pacesta’s face drained of color as he trembled. Like Frontier, Flowers also avoided water. Ignoring the frozen Pacesta, the twins’ lips curled into a smirk.

""So what?""

With mischievous smiles, the twins dove in without a moment’s hesitation. Little One, raised on Earth, of course, and Chihaya, who had been swimming in rivers and lakes with Little One since he was born, had no aversion to water.

*Let me tell you, in my life before my last one, I got the 'Kappa Award' every year. Don't underestimate me!*

It was a coveted award at her local elementary school. A small medal given to those who could swim two hundred meters breaststroke, one hundred meters freestyle, and twenty, five meters underwater. The pride of that medal, which had instilled in the young Chihiro the spirit of ‘you can do it if you try,’ was still her driving force today.

The two who jumped in closed in on the boy with incredible speed. Since Dorfen and the others had strongly objected to the swimsuit Little One had designed, the twins had practiced swimming fully clothed. By now, they were used to swimming in a skirt that billowed out.

*Showing your legs is a real no, go, huh. The sadness of having no compromise.*

Little One thought, her mind wandering to useless things.

Panicked by the two approaching him, the foreign boy flailed his arms and legs and frantically started swimming away.

*Why? Weren’t all the people of Frontier unable to swim?!*

This, too, was a misunderstanding.

Southern Frontier faced the sea. Naturally, there were people there who were skilled swimmers. The twins had often gone to the seaside forest to play and escape the summer heat.

Unaware of this, the boy swam away as if fleeing, with tears in his eyes.

"What the heck! Who are you guys?!"

Chihaya grabbed the fleeing boy by the scruff of his neck and dragged him to the shore with a backstroke. From his hand, Little One took the badge. Being dragged so easily by Chihaya, who was more than a head shorter, the boy, still with tears in his eyes, shouted loudly.

"You guys! Do you know who I am?!"

"I don’t know," she said.

"How would we know?" he said.

The two replied coolly.

At that moment, the remaining two, who had been dumbfounded by the sudden turn of events, rushed over to the drenched boy.

"Are you all right, Prince!"

*Prince?*

At their words, Little One narrowed her eyes suspiciously and looked at the soaked boy.

"I’ll, I’ll file a protest! I’ll get you expelled!"

*So this one is a prince of somewhere, too.*

Giving him a cold, exasperated glance, Little One handed the badge to Pacesta.

"You’ve had quite an ordeal. Now, let us go."

Overwhelmed by her graceful smile, Pacesta thanked Little One, who was still drenched. Still, he looked at the two with anxious eyes.

"It’s because of me... What should I do, you’re soaked to the bone."

In front of the flustered Pacesta, the two flicked their fingers. A warm breeze suddenly blew, instantly drying the twins’ clothes. It was a grooming technique taught by Romel. A rather useful spell.

"Please do not worry. Now, we will be late for class."

Leaving the three dumbfounded foreign boys behind, the twins returned to the school building with Pacesta.

"So that’s magic..."

The boy, still soaked, stared blankly at their backs.

He was the fourth prince of the northeastern kingdom of Donautil. Seeking the reason for the revival of magic in the neighboring country of Flowers, he had discovered Frontier’s involvement and, against the opposition of those around him, had come to study abroad. He had been trying his best to learn even a little of the principles of magic to contribute to his own country, but he was frustrated that he was still vague on even life magic. Unlike him, who had been studying for two years and still couldn’t master life magic, the princes of Flowers who had just enrolled were learning magic with ease.

This was largely due to the fact that magic had already begun to recover in Flowers, but the prince of Donautil did not know that.

Out of childish jealousy, he had been harassing them when he met with this outrageous situation.

Despite it being his own fault, his resentment shifted from Pacesta to the twins, and he glared at their distant, shrinking figures with a fierce look.

"I won’t forgive you. I’ll show you!"

Unaware that a splendid counterattack awaited him, the prince, acting every bit the privileged class he was, would soon have his revenge strike Little One.

And so, Little One constantly gathers hate from all around.

But she is always doing just fine♪



		
			Chapter 68

			The Foreign Prince and Little One

			"What in the world are you!"

"Yes?"

With his eyes wide and a pathetic look on his face, the prince of Donautil yelled at Little One.

They were in the elementary division. In a first, grade classroom, no less.

*What’s a first, year from the middle school division doing here?*

Since the grade badge incident, he had been persistently following Little One around. He tried to summon her at the dormitory, only to find out the twins didn’t live there. He tried to call her out at school, but was blocked by her royal, privilege escorts. He tried to fabricate a crime and claim to be a victim, but failed due to the surveillance footage from the magic tools.

In fact, his harassment of Pacesta was exposed, and he ended up receiving a stern warning.

Nothing was going right.

Moreover, the stern warning came with a bonus, disrespect towards the twins was the same as disrespect towards the Frontier royal palace. If it went too far, a report would be sent to Donautil, and he would be forcibly deported.

The prince, finding himself isolated and without allies, had been charging at Little One every day to complain.

"What do you mean? I am Lady Jorje of the Count’s house."

"Then why are you being treated like royalty?"

"The King and Queen are my guardians. It is due to that relationship."

Little One repeated the same story, weary of it. She was playing dumb, knowing full well that this wasn’t what the prince wanted to hear.

"I’m saying!! Why is an upstart count’s daughter under the guardianship of His Majesty the King?!"

The prince was already on the verge of tears.

Apparently, he had looked into Little One’s background. It had been a while since she’d heard the word ‘upstart’. Not since the incident with Alistair.

"Who knows? Perhaps because I am Prince Romel’s fiancée?"

Tired of his daily complaints, Little One dangled a reason he could easily accept in front of him.

"Prince Romel’s? You?"

The prince pictured the Romel he had met before studying abroad. He had been a quiet and gentle man. But...

"Isn’t the age gap too large? Well, it’s not an impossible story."

As expected of royalty. He seemed to understand political marriages and falls from grace.

"That is our affair. ...Your Highness, isn’t it almost time for class?"

The prince glanced at the clock on the wall.

"Crap! Well, see you later!"

*Don’t come back.*

With a graceful smile, Little One saw the three of them off and sighed.

"Prince Romel’s fiancée, huh."

"That’s surprising. She didn’t seem like the kind of girl with such ambitions."

"No, the girl has nothing to do with it. Engagements are decided by the parents."

Chattering amongst themselves, the three headed to class. In Frontier, whose culture was completely different from Donautil’s, they were having a hard time. While Frontier had a European, style culture, Donautil’s was Ottoman Turkish. From their demeanor to their food and clothing, everything was too different, and they still weren’t used to it. The three of them, learning etiquette, manners, and studies from scratch, were in the beginner class for most subjects. Their study abroad was set for three years, so they had one year left. The prince wanted to master magic by any means necessary and return to his homeland.

"That girl wasn’t afraid of the water," one of them muttered, and his two school friends nodded.

"Not only was she not afraid, she was like a fish."

"You’d be hard, pressed to find a soldier who can swim that well."

Although the people of Donautil were familiar with water, women rarely swam. At most, they would walk as if floating. It was to wash off sweat in the humid country, but since their baths were steam baths, there were water baths provided there. So, women rarely used rivers or springs. Originally, women and children were kept deep within the house and rarely seen by others. The prince had never seen a swimming woman before.

Her young form, gracefully riding the water. Her rich black hair, spreading out in the water.

*She was beautiful.*

The image of the young lady, dripping with water and glittering in the summer sun.

Without noticing the quickening beat of his own heart, the prince headed to class.

"Huh? He came again?"

"Yeah. Well, when I told him I was Romel’s fiancée, he seemed to sort of accept it."

Chihaya, who had been away from his seat, looked at his exasperated sister with a complicated expression.

*Isn’t this the usual thing again? Hiro can make anyone, even dogs and cats, attached to her.*

Chihaya’s premonition, which he pondered with a groan, came true. A few days later, a goodwill ambassador from Donautil was coming, and the prince came crying to Little One.

"So what do you want me to do?"

"Be my partner! I have to prove I’m doing well, or they’ll take me back home!"

Apparently, if he couldn’t respond properly at the reception banquet for the goodwill ambassador who came once a year, his study abroad would be revoked. Donautil had been against the prince studying abroad from the start, and if he hadn’t been the fourth prince, he wouldn’t have been here now.

It was because he was a prince far from the throne that his study abroad was reluctantly permitted.

"Last year, I couldn’t use much magic and I wasn’t used to the culture here, so I was on the verge of being taken back. If it’s the same this year, they’ll definitely send me home without question."

Last year, Romel and the King had interceded on his behalf, respecting the prince’s wish to stay, and he had escaped the crisis.

The prince hung his head with a tragic look on his face.

The twins exchanged glances, conversing through eye contact.

*‘Hiro? Let’s just ignore him.’*

*‘No, no, no, nii-ni, that’s too mean, don’t you think?’*

*‘Who cares about this guy.’*

*‘Well, yeah. But...’*

The prince looked like a drenched puppy. It was hard to believe he was the same person who had bullied Pacesta. He must be that desperate.

When asked about his grades, he was intermediate in martial arts, arithmetic, and languages, and beginner in everything else. His studies weren’t bad, but his etiquette and magic, related subjects were a disaster.

"Hmm. There’s nothing for it but to get used to it, nyo. Nii-ni, help me out?"

"Hiro, you again..."

Although their relationship was closer to fighting, the prince had no one else he was close enough to to ask for a favor besides Little One. From that alone, it was clear that this prince was isolated at the academy. Judging from his arrogant attitude up until now, Fatima, Theodore, and the others had likely not interacted with him beyond what courtesy required.

It was tough not having anyone to confide in.

And then, a mysterious girl appeared.

The prince had opened up to Little One, who spoke her mind without reservation, regardless of his royal status, and had confronted him head, on from the start. Because they had been at odds from the beginning, they had spoken their minds to each other without mincing words.

When he found himself in a pinch, it was inevitable that the person who came to his mind as someone who might help was Little One.

There was one month until the goodwill ambassador arrived. In that time, the twins intended to drill Romel’s spartan training into the prince to get him into shape.

"Watch and learn, listen and learn, nyo. For now, we’ll attend classes together. Do your best."

The prince’s eyes widened at the little girl’s bright smile.

*Nyo?*

The atmosphere of the count’s daughter before him changed. The graceful young lady from before was gone, and in her place was a girl laughing cheerfully like a child from the city.

*Is she a cat? Was she putting on an act?*

The prince’s chest filled with excitement, feeling something in her that resonated with him. Little One looked back at the prince and tilted her head cutely.

"Come to think of it, I never asked your name. What is it?"

*She’s starting from there?!*

He had been so curious about her that he had looked up not just her name but her entire background.

The prince almost collapsed, but on second thought, it was his own fault for not introducing himself. Mustering his spirits, he smiled cheerfully.

"It’s Marrow. Marrow de Carelliesha. A pleasure, Lady Jorje."

"I’m Chihiro, nyo. It’s a Kilfan word, so it’s hard to pronounce, right? You can call me Hiro or whatever is easiest for you."

*Kilfan?*

He had heard of it. It was a country on a mysterious continent that had vanished into the sea overnight. A renowned country that possessed outstanding technology and had invented and created many things. That country was now building a new nation in northern Frontier. He wanted to visit it someday, but while studying abroad, his studies came first, and once he returned home, he probably wouldn’t be able to travel abroad for a while. His disappointment must have shown on his face, because Little One looked at the prince and grinned.

"Are you interested? If so, shall I take you to the Tanabata Festival this year?"

The Tanabata Festival was becoming a specialty of Kilfan. Many people flocked from Frontier, and it had become a lively festival every year.

Marrow’s face lit up. His eyes sparkled with overflowing curiosity.

"First, we have to fight off that ambassador. If it goes well, your reward will be the Tanabata Festival, nyo♪"

Little One watched Marrow nod enthusiastically, full of motivation.

*The carrot and the stick are the basics of education.*

It was probably better than the spartan nation that had only the stick.

And so, the great Marrow remodeling project by the twins began.



		
			Chapter 69

			The Foreign Prince and Little One

			"Your feet! Put your focus into your toes!"

"It’s cramping! My leg is cramping up!"

"Endure it with willpower. It’s all about getting used to it."

"Are you a demon?!"

Mimicking Chihaya, who walked as if gliding, Marrow desperately tried to keep up. But after walking for half an hour, his knees began to buckle.

"You have a solid core. Do you practice any martial arts?"

Offering a hand to the seated Marrow, Chihaya smiled his charming smile. Deceived by it, Marrow puffed out his chest proudly.

"Well, I’m proficient with the sword and spear."

"I see. In that case, think of it as a sliding step. Try to kill your speed and move slowly."

*A sliding step?*

With the familiar words in his mind, he took a step forward. His foot moved more smoothly than before.

"Oh!"

Marrow walked with fluid movements. Chihaya nodded and corrected his posture.

"Tuck your chin. Don’t move your chin, feel like you’re pulling your head back… Yes, that’s it. Now, imagine a string pulling you up from the top of your head and stretch your body."

The other students quietly watched the twins diligently teaching, their faces filled with curiosity.

"Um? Hiro? What is going on?"

It was Fatima who asked timidly.

They were in the advanced class classroom.

Suddenly bringing Marrow with them, the twins were explaining the lesson to him in a way he could understand.

"I asked the teacher if he could join, and he said it was fine."

Little One looked up with a blank, cute expression. At her words, the three royals turned to look at the teacher. The teacher shrugged and said, ‘I just said it was fine for him to observe,’ as he quietly sipped his tea.

"It’s faster to learn this kind of thing from someone skilled, nyo. Do your best, Marrow."

Practicing with others at the same level wasn’t bad, but getting beaten down by an expert made for much faster growth. However, with people who were easily discouraged, it could backfire and make them timid, so it was a method that had to be used carefully. In that respect, this Marrow was as tough as they come. Despite being treated so coldly by Little One, he had the persistent mentality to charge in every day. From that, Little One judged that Marrow was someone who could be forged through hard work.

"Come on, come on, keep up the walking practice. This is essential, with applications in escorting and dancing, you know."

Leaving Marrow to Chihaya, Little One also attended the class on the side. When Little One was done, Chihaya would return to the lesson, and as the two took turns rigorously training Marrow, the time for the advanced class passed.

"Alright! Next is magic, nyo!"

The twins loudly dragged Marrow around. Since he was learning in an upper, level class, the teachers of Marrow’s own classes silently saw them off.

"Hey, let me take a break!"

His two school friends watched with concern as Marrow was led away by Little One’s hand.

"Time is limited! If you don’t do all you can, you’ll regret it!"

Pulling the prince, who was more than a head taller than Chihaya, the two thoroughly taught him his weak subjects.

"I think you have magic power. That hair and eye color."

Marrow had also received baptism before enrolling and had obtained a sword decoration of the flame attribute. The fact that the needle crystal had transformed meant he should have a decent amount of magic power. It might be a latent ability that hadn’t blossomed yet, but if he had been in Frontier for two years, he should have been able to master life magic like Prince Marcello.

"Don’t you feel something warm circulating through your body like this?"

Magic power is constantly being released from the body. Rather than letting it all leak out, manipulating it to circulate around the body improves the activation of spells.

"For now, this is about all I can do…"

Marrow lit a fire on the tip of his index finger. A flame about three centimeters tall flickered like a candle.

"So you can manifest it. Now it’s a matter of power and application. Hmm…?"

Little One’s eyes widened at Marrow’s hands. The flame that had been on his index finger had spread to his middle, ring, and little fingers, and soon, flames were lit on all his fingers. Furthermore, the flames began to dance, rotating in Marrow’s hand as if being juggled.

"What is that?"

As Little One stared intently, Marrow let out a casual mutter, filled with a sigh, like disappointment.

"All I can produce are these tiny fires."

"Are you an idiot?!"

At the little girl’s sudden shout, Marrow jumped, and the flames on his hands vanished.

"Manifesting multiple spells and controlling them freely is something even Romel can’t do!"

"Huh?"

That was right. Magic power and spells, which seemed omnipotent at first glance, were not. When one spell was active, another could not be cast. Compound spells like lightning and ice were kneaded inside the body before being cast. Even if they were small flames, manifesting multiple and controlling each independently was a feat even for Little One. A big boom was easier and more convenient.

"I get it. Your magic power is being channeled into magic manipulation. You’re unconsciously putting a limit on yourself, so you can only manifest small spells."

There is an upper limit to the amount of magic power one can contain. Therefore, when about half is used, most people’s bodies automatically put on the brakes. This is because their instincts fear that they will collapse otherwise. It was a story Romel had painstakingly explained to Little One, who, unaware of this, had once poured her magic power into a magic stone and fainted. Since Marrow was a person who had been empty and was then filled with magic power, his body must have started putting on the brakes when he crossed that borderline. Unaware that the tap was still turned down and not knowing how to release it, he continued to use magic with the trickling magic power, and only his magic manipulation improved.

And delicate magic manipulation uses a surprising amount of magic power. The magic power inside Marrow’s body was probably fluctuating around that borderline. His tireless efforts in practicing magic every day were backfiring.

"You are forbidden from using magic today!! Save up your magic power until tomorrow!!"

"O, okay."

Having come to learn magic only to be forbidden from using it, Marrow, with nothing to do, simply watched everyone else practice.

He watched in amazement as Little One raised a pillar of water and froze it from below, unconsciously tracing the spell formula and imitating it.

*If I could do that, I could counter floods.*

Donautil, which reaped the bounty of fertile land from river floods. But on the other hand, it was also prone to major flood damage. All such damage fell upon the common people. Even if the army mobilized for rescue, the lives of the people lost would not return.

*If only there was just one magician like in the fairy tales…!*

The young Marrow had prayed to the gods many times.

Amidst this, he heard that magic had been revived in the neighboring country of Flowers, and he had an audience with Prince Marcello and had him show him his magic. With a bitter smile, saying it was still just a little, Prince Marcello created a wall of earth. A wall about three meters high and ten meters wide. It was also about twenty centimeters thick and had sufficient strength as an outer wall.

With this, he could build a defensive wall around the city. It required no manpower or funds, and no long construction period.

After prying into how he had obtained magic, Marrow learned that Frontier, located further south, across Flowers, was involved. Although Donautil was now self, sufficient, he had heard that in the lost age of the past, it had been saved by food aid from Frontier. No, he had heard that the whole world had been saved. That abundantly magical nation was famous even in Donautil, and Marrow, who was interested in magic, knew of it.

Taking the story of Prince Marcello, who said he had mastered magic by studying abroad in Frontier, back to his own country, he brushed aside his opposing family and came to Frontier as if running away.

Later, an envoy came from Donautil again and delivered a letter from his father, the king, to Marrow, which indirectly told him to do as he pleased.

And so he had enrolled in Frontier’s noble academy.

*I will master magic, no matter what. Absolutely.*

Little One, seeing Marrow unconsciously tracing the spell formula, smiled with a curve in her eyes.

Just before the height of summer, the uninvited goodwill ambassador arrived.

It was also a sign of a new pilgrimage.



		
			Chapter 70

			The Foreign Prince and Little One

			"Uooooooh?!"

A pillar of fire rose up.

"Hold it! Now, guide it slowly."

Little One chided Marrow, who was leaning back. Startled, the prince fixed the blazing three-meter flame in place and made it slide.

The flame dragged itself along. Wincing at the heat, Little One split the flame with her finger.

"Maintain this. I’m doing it again."

She split it further into four parts, and the slender flames writhed around like snakes.

"Don’t forget this feeling. This is your basic form, Marrow."

Four blazing snakes. He could move each one freely. This was his characteristic, his advantage.

Next was safety.

"Surround the flames with your magic power. It’s a safety feature. Make it thin so you can remove it when you switch to attacking."

As she spoke, sweat beaded on Marrow’s forehead. He placed a thin film of magic power on the flames, isolating them from the outside world. Confirming this, Little One touched one of the fire snakes.

"Hiro?!"

In front of Chihaya, who stared in shock, Little One stroked the head of the fire snake. It was faintly warm, indicating that the magic power coating was well done.

"Your magic manipulation is top-notch, too. This is good magic, nyo."

At Little One’s gentle smile, Marrow couldn’t hide his look of amazement.

"This is my magic… I did it. I did it!!"

The prince raised his hands to the heavens and screamed. His two school friends had also stored up magic power and were now able to use decent spells.

"Normally, magic manipulation is the hardest part. But you’ve completely mastered it. The rest should be easy."

At Little One’s soft laughter, the three from Donautil were speechless.

*This is magic...*

Marrow had fire. The other two had water and earth. Learning magic specialized to each of them, the three grew stronger by leaps and bounds. With newfound confidence in their magic, their classes, which had been at the beginner level, all rose to intermediate, and some even to advanced. They raced through the short time with incredible momentum.

Just as the three, striving alongside the twins, had each taken shape.

The goodwill ambassador from Donautil arrived.

"It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Masahad de Carelliesha, second son of the King of Donautil."

"Welcome after your long journey. You must be tired. We have prepared a palace for you. Please make yourselves comfortable."

The one who came was the second prince. With a dozen or so attendants. A troop of guards. To accommodate them, Frontier prepared a detached palace and welcomed the goodwill ambassador and his retinue.

"Where is my younger brother?"

Romel answered Prince Masahad’s question.

"His Highness Prince Marrow is at the academy. It is about an hour from the royal capital, so he should be on his way in a carriage now."

At Romel’s charming smile, Prince Masahad nodded magnanimously, and they headed for the prepared palace. Seeing them off, the King let out a small sigh.

"For his older brother to come in person. He must intend to take him back, after all."

"Probably."

According to the information reaching the royal palace, the Crown Prince, the first prince, was ill. His condition was not good, and the second prince’s faction, fearing the worst, had begun to secretly maneuver. In response, the first prince’s faction also began to move. Their current goal was to secure Marrow, the second prince’s full-blooded brother. Both factions were moving to get their hands on the brother the second prince doted on. The second prince’s faction, for Masahad’s security. The first prince’s faction, conversely, to keep Masahad in check. If he were in their home country, the first prince’s demands would be unconditionally met. If Marrow were taken, Masahad would be unable to move. That’s why, while he was studying abroad now, Masahad’s side was planning to hide Marrow away.

Unaware that real-time information was reaching Frontier, the second prince had brazenly visited as an ambassador for that reason.

"It is another’s family feud. It would have been fine to just watch how things unfold, but..."

"Now that *she* is involved. We cannot remain mere spectators."

Romel looked up at the heavens with a suspicious gaze.

*Why does that girl always jump into the middle of trouble?*

By the time Romel and the others obtained this information, Little One was already on Marrow’s side, diligently teaching him various things. She even had lunch with him every day, instructing him on cutlery, manners, and deportment.

Frontier’s spies could use magic. Using water mirrors and wind messages, they sent real-time information in just a few minutes, so Romel and the others knew the true situation over there. However, on Donautil’s side, there was a one-month time lag. So the second prince and his party only knew information about Marrow from a month ago.

"It seems Prince Marrow’s grades have not improved. Let’s use this as a reason to take him back."

"On our return, we will isolate Prince Marrow in the southern detached palace and post an impenetrable guard. Lord Masahad, you may face your brother in the royal palace without any worries."

"Yes. I am sorry to trouble you, but with the throne so close, there is no reason not to act. I am counting on you."

A secret discussion held in whispers. But they did not yet know the future that would overturn it.

"No way! Ask someone else!"

"If there was someone else to ask, I wouldn’t be asking you! I’m begging you, Hiro!"

In front of Chihaya’s vehement refusal, Marrow clasped his hands as if in prayer.

In front of him stood Little One.

Marrow was asking Chihiro to accompany him to the banquet the day after tomorrow as his escort. Those who had not made their social debut could not attend banquets. However, royalty had a duty to attend as part of their official duties. It was a duty that arose for royalty after their baptism, but it was not compulsory for a quasi-royal like Little One. But just because it wasn’t compulsory didn’t mean she wasn’t qualified to attend. Marrow had set his sights on that.

"The one coming this time is my older brother. I want to show him that I’m doing well. That’s why I want to do everything from escorting onwards, just as I was taught!"

He was a minor who had not yet debuted. It was not a shame to enter the hall alone without a partner.

Little One tilted her head and thought.

"In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess. Since I taught you, I might as well see it through to the end, nyo♪"

"Hiro?!"

Ignoring Chihaya, who stared in shock, Marrow’s eyes sparkled with joy. The twitching dog ears and tail he saw on her head and behind her must have been a hallucination.

"Let me give you a dress! I’ll get you the most splendid one!"

Marrow grabbed both of Little One’s hands and rattled on happily.

"We won’t have time to have one tailored now. An off-the-rack one is fine, nyo."

Nobles did not wear off-the-rack clothes, but Little One did not mind. If there was a good quality base, Sakura and Sasha would happily remodel it.

While calming down the protesting Chihaya, Little One decided to attend the banquet.

She did not know yet that this would cause a stir in various places.

That night, after choosing only the color, Sakura and Sasha immediately began making decorations. Flowers of tsumami-zaiku, decorative knots using ‘chinkoro’ and kumihimo braided cords. Also, three-dimensional embroidery that only needed to be sewn on, they created them at a speed that the eye could not follow.

"We can use the extras for other things, so leave it to us."

Behind the grinning Sakura, was that Naya she saw, engrossed in making tsumami-zaiku with tweezers? It must have been her imagination. The Count’s family, going all out for their daughter’s big moment. Only Chihaya was tearing his hair out.

"Why is everyone so enthusiastic? Stop Hiro! Dad!"

Little One watched Chihaya go upstairs on the verge of tears and shrugged her shoulders. Marrow looked around at the Count’s house, which had suddenly turned into a festival, and muttered in a daze.

"Wow… your house is amazing."

"Well, we love festivals. You’ll get to see the full power of the great technological nation of Kilfan, nyo."

The little girl grinned. It was a charming sight to see Marrow rendered speechless when he learned the meaning of her words.

"The former princess of the Kilfan Empire?? Then you’re a princess, too!"

Marrow’s lips trembled. Giving him a mischievous glance, Little One shook her head.

"The Kilfan Empire has fallen. Now it’s the Kingdom of Kilfan. It has nothing to do with us."

It was a sophistry.

Even now, Kilfan still designated Sakura as the head of the main family.

But that didn’t matter to Little One.

With Marrow speechless and Drago, who had rushed over when Chihaya called him, making an even bigger fuss, the Count’s house was as lively as ever today.

The prelude to a pandemonium of shrieking began at the Jorje Count’s residence and quickly engulfed Frontier.

Unaware that around the time Chihaya let out a roar, the Guild Master in the adventurer’s guild in the distant castle town had looked up.

Unaware that an old book of suspicious parchment was clutched in his hand.

"This is bad… What should I do?"

The Guild Master, sweating coldly, did not know that events had begun to move on their own.

A great current, where everyone was acting on their own, yet somehow, as if by arrangement, everything was falling into place.

Little One, who should have been carried along by that current, was happily dancing the Bon Odori on a raft today♪



		
			Chapter 71

			The Foreign Prince and Little One

			"His Highness Prince Marrow and Lady Jorje, arriving."

As their names were announced in a loud voice, the two glided into the hall. Marrow was dressed in black trousers and a jacket, with a blue dress shirt. His tie and handkerchief were red, a striking combination with his silvery white hair, giving him an elegant appearance. Little One was no less stunning.

She wore a simple, light blue dress with a beautiful décolletage, and from her left shoulder to her lower right, a magnificent arrangement of flowers. Red flowers modeled after large sasanqua camellias, with layers of orange and dangling tassels of pink and green. The flowers became smaller as they went down, and at the waist, a field of flowers spread from right to left. The flowers and kumihimo braided cords decorated her waist exquisitely. Bouquets of similar vibrant red flowers were placed at key points on the dress, and the hem was adorned with three-dimensional embroidery of these flowers.

The crowd, as well as the royalty on the dais, were left speechless by the eye-catching couple. The two approached with smooth steps and bowed respectfully.

"To be invited this evening is the greatest of pleasures. We thank you for the honor of beholding your noble visages."

"It has been some time, Your Majesty the King."

Next to Marrow, Little One also smiled sweetly. Her long black hair was tied back loosely in a half-updo, also adorned with a large sasanqua camellia. The royals, seeing the little girl in her finery after so long, held their breath.

"My, this is… you are beautiful, Chihiro. I almost didn’t recognize you."

"You flatter me."

As Little One’s eyes curved into a smile, Theodore spoke up.

"That is a wonderful dress. Is it a gift from someone?"

He knew Chihiro’s dresses. He had heard about them from the maids who tended to her room prepared in the royal palace. Theodore, who had been thinking of giving Little One a gift, was careful not to give her something she already had.

Among that information, the dress before him was not listed. The dresses prepared for her in the royal palace were all supposed to be simple.

In that case, the only possibilities left were that it was a gift from someone else, or handmade by the Count’s family.

"Your insight is much appreciated. It is a gift from His Highness Prince Marrow."

Instantly, the royal men shot him a sharp glare. It was not a look one should give to an eleven-year-old child.

Marrow trembled, but encouraged by Little One’s overlapping fingers, he straightened his back.

"It is a token of my gratitude for kindly agreeing to be my partner this evening."

Marrow looked at Little One, slightly embarrassed. Returning his gaze with a faint smile, the two took their leave from the King’s presence.

Before the King, who was gripping the armrest of his chair and glancing at Romel, could open his mouth, Romel shook his head.

"You must not."

Romel muttered with a sullen look.

"But I, too, wish to give something to Chihiro."

"Do you think she will accept a gift without reason?"

"But!"

"It is futile."

At Romel’s cool reply, the King persisted with a growl. The people around them were also whispering, and the atmosphere was somewhat unsettling.

Prince Masahad glanced at this curiously, then watched his younger brother with rapt attention. This was not what the report said. Marrow’s actions and attitude were so refined and dignified, it was as if he had been born in this country.

A report had come saying that his grades were not a problem, and that he was a passing grade as a Frontier noble. If he studied further, he would not be inferior to the high-ranking nobles.

*This is not good. My plan…*

Ignoring Masahad, who was glaring daggers at his brother and his partner, the banquet proceeded, and the orchestra’s music echoed. At that signal, the King and Queen, and the Crown Prince and his fiancée, glided onto the hall floor. While watching the two couples dance with light steps, Little One was captivated by Wilfe’s fiancée, whom she was seeing for the first time.

*So that’s Alistair’s older sister. She’s beautiful. Wilfe takes after the King, he has a thing for pretty faces.*

The little girl let out a small chuckle. Marrow handed her a fruit water and sighed heavily.

"You saved me. I’ve never been so nervous in my life."

He glanced at a tall man dressed in a long robe. He wore a long-sleeved mintan shirt with a sleeveless, luxurious caftan. The shalwar pants were paired with smooth leather boots, giving him an air of the privileged class. The delicate embroidery and jewels on the caftan also drew the eye, and his exotic appearance attracted envious gazes from the surrounding nobles. However, his head was not covered with a fez. He wore a cloth wrapped like a loose turban. It was a luxurious item with gold and silver decorative threads, and it matched the vibrant colors of the caftan well.

"You don’t wear a fez?"

At Little One’s mutter, Marrow’s eyes widened.

"You know a lot. The fez is for commoners, informal wear. Royalty and nobility use turbans. They cover their entire head to show respect to God."

"The Creator God?"

"Ah, it’s different from that. It’s more like a local deity… Donautil has a different mythology. About the god who created Donautil."

Little One’s heart pounded in her chest.

"...The Noble One?"

"What. You know about it."

Marrow’s face relaxed in relief.

*You’ve got to be kidding me.*

Finding a loose thread in an unexpected place, Little One couldn't help but look up at the heavens.

While Little One was screaming internally, three apothecaries had been summoned to the adventurer’s guild in the castle town.

"You are the ones who left this book in the guild’s library, aren’t you? Would you care to explain what this is all about? And a detailed explanation as well, please."

The muscular Guild Master smiled sweetly. The three apothecaries in question hung their heads with looks of despair.

*To think there was someone who could read ancient script.*

A book of moth-eaten parchment. Spreading the several volumes on the table, the Guild Master traced a problematic section with his finger.

"Here. The ‘Kodoku Curse,’ that’s the barrier trap that was in the Queen’s Forest, isn’t it? There are many other dangerous curses written here. And what’s more, the script used for these annotations isn’t the common tongue. What language is this?"

The Guild Master glared at the three with his sharp eyes. He had been an adventurer full of dreams.

He had discovered many ruins in the past and, wanting to read the ancient script he found each time, had studied it on his own for a long time. This time, for better or for worse, that knowledge had been useful. While examining documents for Chihaya, the Guild Master’s eyes had caught several unfamiliar volumes, and upon checking them, he found them to be books with outrageous content. He immediately investigated their origin and discovered that these three had brought them in.

The Guild Master sat opposite the three and twisted his lips into a fierce grin.

"Let’s have a nice long talk. We have plenty of time."

A shiver ran down their spines, and the screams of the three terrified men echoed throughout the adventurer’s guild all night long.

The night progressed with each person holding their own thoughts. Just as the banquet, one act of the night, was about to draw to a close, it happened.

"Kyaaah!!"

With a loud noise, a large number of soldiers entered the hall. The troop serving as Prince Masahad’s escort had suddenly burst in with weapons in hand.

"What is the meaning of this?!"

Ignoring the surprised King of Frontier, the soldiers headed straight for Marrow. Targeting Marrow meant that Little One, who was by his side, was in danger. In an instant, many spells were cast and flew through the air, and the large number of soldiers who had entered were quickly neutralized.

"Wha…?!"

They probably didn’t even understand what had happened. Most of the soldiers were speechless, looking down at their own immobile bodies. Rocks firmly gripped their legs. Ropes of water restrained their bodies. Blades of wind shattered their weapons into tiny pieces.

And snakes of fire roamed around them, flickering their red tongues and licking the soldiers with their heat.

"What is the meaning of this? This is the royal palace of Frontier! Depending on the circumstances, your lives will be forfeit!"

Marrow shielded Little One with his back, controlling the snakes of fire. Seeing this, Prince Masahad was also speechless. He looked like a magician from a fairy tale.

But this was not the time for that. He narrowed his eyes and barked at the escort soldiers.

"What are you all doing?! Who ordered such an outrage?!"

The soldiers looked at the shouting second prince as if mocking him and spat out their words.

"We serve the royal family rightly. We have no obligation to serve a rebel."

"What did you say…?"

Prince Masahad’s eyes widened in shock. Little One glanced at him, then looked at Romel. Romel gave her a small nod and lightly raised his right hand. Then, all the restrained soldiers were swallowed by the floor.

"For now, we will imprison them underground. We will talk later."

Romel’s lips curled into a grin. The banquet continued as if nothing had happened. The knights showed no signs of agitation and continued their solemn guard duty by the walls.

*What just happened?*

While the two princes of Donautil were left speechless, the Frontier royal palace proceeded as usual.

"I knew this was a magical nation, but… this is too much, isn’t it?"

Marrow muttered in amazement, and Little One couldn’t help but give a wry smile.

It was she who had incorporated this kind of emergency training into the knight order. A way to use magic efficiently to instantly neutralize and suppress an opponent, and a method of imprisonment. She had held meetings with Romel and Harold many times, conducted monthly emergency drills, and had trained the knights until they could perform it like an assembly line.

This was the first time it was showcased, but it was quite a splendid display of skill.

Seeing the dumbfounded Prince Masahad being led to a rest area by Romel, Little One tilted her head with a complicated expression.

She didn’t know what had happened, but she knew it was an extraordinary situation. The soldiers they had invited in had suddenly attacked. Prince Masahad, who had brought them, would not get away with it either. What would happen with Donautil?

While watching Marrow with concern, the banquet ended, and Little One also decided to stay at the royal palace to see how things would unfold.

Unaware of the presence of something stirring in places no one knew, the situation gradually sank into a dark, deep swamp.



		
			Chapter 72

			The Foreign Prince and the Little One

			"Alright, here we go. This is the report that just came in."

The faces gathered in the conference room stared intently at the document in Prince Romel’s hand.

Present were His Majesty the King, Prince Romel, Commander Harold of the Royal Knights, and the commander of the Camelot Imperial Guard. Also in attendance were the head of covert operations and the Little One. And for some reason, the two princes from Donautil were there as well.

"Why are we here?"

Prince Romel turned a look of profound pity toward the questioning Prince Masahad.

"Ah. It’s rather unfortunate, but I believe you’ve been ensnared in a plot. It would be best if you two did not leave Frontier. That is why I’ve asked you to join us for this explanation."

Prince Masahad looked bewildered.

However, as Prince Romel explained, his face quickly began to freeze over.

Apparently, the King of Donautil had died yesterday. It seemed to have been a horse riding accident. As a result, the current Crown Prince’s ascension to the throne was decided. Though he was bedridden, he was still the legitimate Crown Prince. Furthermore, he already had a consort and children, three sons and one daughter. While the Crown Prince himself was a cause for concern, the line of succession was secure. With this, a coronation ceremony combined with a funeral would be held in a few days, and the first prince would become king.

A despairing murmur escaped the lips of Prince Masahad, who had been listening in stunned silence.

"Ah… Then…"

"Yes, your lives are forfeit. That is the way of your country, is it not? Donautil, I mean."

Seeing Prince Romel’s pitying face, the Little One recalled the succession practices of the old Ottoman Empire. Once a new king was decided, all his brothers were executed. The royal line was always singular. No branch families or close blood relatives were left alive, and even unborn fetuses were completely eliminated. The only ones spared were siblings born of the same mother. And even they were all demoted to the status of subjects.

In other words…

"You and your brother, not being of the same mother as the Crown Prince, will be executed. Is that correct?"

His face pale, Prince Masahad lowered his gaze slightly and gave a small nod. To avoid this fate, he had been aiming to usurp his ailing brother and take the throne himself.

"I didn't make it in time…"

Marrow wrapped his arms around his brother's shoulders as he collapsed, clutching his head.

"It cannot be helped, Brother. We are fortunate to be so far away. Let us flee from our pursuers together."

Donautil was a month’s journey from Frontier by horse. If they acted immediately, they could likely escape any pursuers.

However, Prince Romel began to speak of something that gave them pause.

"About that. When we put the screws to the ones we have locked in the cells, it seems the king’s riding accident was a plot by the First Consort. And the division assigned to guard Prince Masahad is apparently filled with her people."

Prince Masahad’s head shot up.

"...Father was murdered?"

Prince Romel nodded with a grave expression.

"Tch! Impossible! Then this is usurpation! It cannot be forgiven!"

Glancing down at his trembling hands, Prince Masahad shifted his gaze to Marrow. His younger brother, different in age by a whole cycle. The second prince wanted to protect this small younger brother no matter what.

His face twisting in anguish, he stroked Marrow’s head.

"May I ask you to look after my brother?"

"And you? What do you intend to do?"

Clenching his fists, Prince Masahad’s sharp eyes glinted. A dark flame flickered within them, and a cold aura of authority filled the room. Now that he knew the truth, he could not run.

"I cannot turn a blind eye to patricide. I will find evidence, no matter what it takes, and drag my brother from the throne."

"But most of the soldiers you brought with you were the consort’s pawns, were they not? And more than half of the soldiers who were garrisoned had already fled."

It seemed the forces had been split into a two hundred man unit to abduct Marrow and another group of soldiers to prepare for their escape. By the time the knights stormed the detached palace, it was already empty. That must have been the plan in case of failure. The dozen or so men left behind were Prince Masahad's trusted retainers, who had been found tightly bound and left lying in the palace.

Furthermore, Prince Masahad had no funds. He lacked everything he needed to gather strength or raise a rebellion. If time passed like this, the truth of the accident might fade, and everything could be lost.

Prince Masahad was aware of this. But he had no other recourse.

As everyone fell silent, a carefree voice drew all eyes.

"Then let’s just charge in with my kids. Knowing Romel, you’ve already got the evidence, right?"

The Little One’s eyes narrowed into a grin. With a soft sigh, Prince Romel instructed a servant to bring in a large water mirror. The smooth, mirror-like surface was made of water. Reflected in it was one of the covert ops agents, disguised with dark skin.

"Did you get the evidence?"

"Right here."

The agent held up a small leather pouch. Inside were dark red pills, which analysis had apparently revealed to be a powerful muscle relaxant.

"A servant saw the First Consort switch these with the king’s medicine. The consort still possesses more of this drug. …In the unlikely event she disposes of it, we will plant this on her again."

"And the servant?"

"Secured. He was about to be attacked by the consort’s men after he grew suspicious following the king's accident."

The servant hadn’t understood at first, but the king’s accident made him realize the medicine had been switched. He had rushed to report it to his superiors, but the person he spoke to was connected to the consort, and he was nearly silenced for it.

"Excellent. We have a witness and evidence. All that’s left are the actors. They must have sent you away to keep you from interfering with this."

Prince Romel smiled softly. But his eyes held the cruel, cunning light unique to a ruler. To be blunt, this was an era where evidence and witnesses could be fabricated at will. The reason he had gone to the trouble of properly securing them was to give legitimacy to Prince Masahad’s actions. To prevent him from interfering with her plan, the First Consort had taken advantage of Prince Masahad’s affection for his younger brother and had him sent as a goodwill envoy, but this in turn worked to his advantage. At the time of the incident, Prince Masahad was not in Donautil. He had visited Frontier with his soldiers and was staying at the royal palace. He had even attended a soirée.

It was the perfect alibi.

Even if he had his men do the deed, his absence from the scene was a great strength.

"Still, how did you get the soldiers to talk?" the Little One asked, looking puzzled.

They were soldiers who had sworn loyalty to the royal family. It was amazing that they had managed to extract from them that the mastermind was the First Consort, especially when they had denounced even the second prince, who was aiming for the throne, as a traitor. At the Little One’s words, Prince Romel’s eyes curved into a faint arc.

"Humans have their limits, you know. Like when you slice them up bit by bit, over and over. Oh, don’t worry, I had them healed afterward."

The Prince Regent declared with a smile.

That beautiful smile sent an involuntary shiver down the Little One’s spine.

What part of that is okay. That means you healed them just to slice them up again, right? Terrifying!

Their comrades, who had repeatedly witnessed the gruesome scene of their fellows being carved up, must have had their spirits broken in no time.

Those who understood the meaning of his words turned pale, while Masahad and Marrow, who did not, simply stared back and forth between Prince Romel and the Little One.

"This is a race against time, nyo! We have to hurry!"

Spinning on her heel, the Little One turned, her dress swishing, and pulled Marrow along. Prince Masahad followed as if he were an extra.

"Wait? What do you mean?"

"I’ll explain on the way. For now, we have to hurry, nyo!"

The Little One sent Pochiko-san off to the count’s manor with a letter and asked Marrow to summon his snake. She hopped onto the snake’s raised head and told Marrow to have it carry her to the knight barracks. Marrow and Masahad also climbed onto the snake, and it sped through the royal palace grounds with the speed of a horse.

"So magic can be used like this, too."

Marrow’s eyes widened in amazement as he controlled his own magic.

"Magic is all about imagination, nyo. Strong feelings become reality. Marrow will become a fine magician, nyo♪"

Erecting a barrier around them to block the wind resistance, the Little One turned back to Marrow with a joyful look. Seeing her gentle smile, a blush crept into Marrow’s eyes. Masahad had been buffeted by the series of events, but he didn’t miss his younger brother’s charming gesture.

Well, well. Once this is all over and I ascend the throne, I may need to make a marriage proposal to Frontier.

Masahad was just as foolishly doting a brother as Chihaya. He had sensed his younger brother's faint feelings of love, but he had no way of knowing that a future was in store that would shatter those expectations to pieces.

Leading the chuckling Masahad, the three of them arrived at the knight barracks, and the Little One requested her usual members.

"Depart as soon as you’re ready. We’ll probably get there first, but I’m counting on you to bring as many reinforcements as you can!"

"Huh? Wha? Wait a moment, this is like we’re going to war, isn’t it?!"

The Little One had requested a full division. In Arcadia, an army unit consisted of one hundred soldiers, and a battalion five hundred. Even for Frontier, with its population of over a million, this was a number rarely deployed. One would have to go back several hundred years. The most recent instance was the battle in Castrato. The time they pursued with four units was the last. A single division was a number that comprised nearly all the knights and soldiers permanently stationed in the royal capital.

"I don’t know if we’ll use them, but just having them there will be a show of force. I need you to go at full speed, nyo. Bill all the necessary expenses to me."

With those parting words, the Little One headed for the count’s manor. Masahad and Marrow decided to check on the retainers they had left at the detached palace before joining her.

"Be as quick as you can. I’ll be waiting for you."

She saw the two off with a nod and grabbed onto the returning Pochiko-san to head for home.

Geez, I can never get a moment’s peace!

The little girl dangled, grumbling to herself. Staring blankly at her silhouette against the moon, Masahad felt a thrill run through his entire body.

Magic, monsters that obey humans, all of it was unknown to him. Donautil, being near the frontier, was a country often attacked by many monsters. While they didn’t reach the royal capital, every year brought numerous reports of damage from the towns and villages on the Donautil border.

And a little girl who could control and command them.

The story progressed, oblivious to Prince Masahad’s shock, and it is but a side note that after the Little One and her group departed, the guild master came rushing into the royal palace.

And as a result of that, Prince Romel sending out a fast horse was just a charming little detail.

And so, the Little One embarked on a new pilgrimage, swept up in the flow of events.

On this pilgrimage that began without her even realizing it, a lone Legion, troubled by the situation, gazed up at the moon from the border forest.



		
			Chapter 73

			The Foreign Prince and the Little One

			"What is thisss!"

Marrow’s eyes were wide, and his face was split in a huge grin as he let out a shriek.

They were currently soaring through the sky by honeybee flight. Marrow was pressed against the window, squealing with delight. Around him, Masahad’s subordinates were crouched on the floor, trembling. Since the escort knights were also riding with them this time, Prince Romel had pulled an all-nighter to modify a magical tool, doubling the interior space. It was for this reason that their departure had been delayed until the next morning.

"This is… also magic?"

Masahad looked around the interior, his expression tense. When he had stepped into the carriage he’d been guided to, he found a vast room. He had gone outside several times to check the exterior, much to the Little One’s amusement.

"That’s right. It’s space-expanding magic, nyo."

The ride was smooth and the space comfortable. In no time, the Frontier Royal Palace receded into the distance, and they were now flying over Yāman. Since it was still light out, the plan was to head for a farming village on the Flowers border. The night before, just as the Little One had been about to depart, a frantic-looking Prince Romel had stopped her.

"Please! Just wait until I’ve prepared the official documents? And for goodness’ sake, change out of that dress!"

It was only then that she noticed. The Little One was still in the same attire she had worn when she rushed out of the royal palace.

Promising to have everything ready by the next morning, Prince Romel gave instructions to Sasha and the others, and the Little One was captured and put in the bath.

The rest, you can imagine.

Swayed by the warm water, the Little One drifted off to sleep with a soft "supiii". The culprit was her child’s body, which tired easily and craved indulgent slumber. As a sigh of relief went through those around her, word must have reached the detached palace, for the two from Donautil also got some sleep at their residence and came to the count’s manor early the next morning.

"I wasted six hours."

"We had our own preparations to make, so it couldn’t be helped."

The whimpering Little One was consoled by the exasperated gazes of those around her, and at long last, she set off in the pilgrimage carriage.

"But why are you helping us?"

Saving them offered her no benefit. Nor did it for Frontier. In fact, one could even say they were a nuisance.

As Masahad asked with suspicion, the Little One narrowed her eyes and looked at Marrow.

"Do you need a reason to help a friend in Donautil?"

Is that all?

The second prince couldn’t help but stare.

"If he dies, Chihiro will cry."

Chihaya answered bluntly. He had slyly boarded the carriage before the Little One and her group.

"There’s no logic to the young lady’s actions."

"That’s right. She just flies off anywhere, like, ‘I don’t like this, so I won’t let it happen.’"

The man staring at Masahad with a fixed gaze had black hair and black eyes. His slightly dark skin resembled that of the Donautil people. He might have been of mixed blood. Next to him was a man with a gentle smile. He had reddish-brown hair and deep brown eyes. His translucent white skin was characteristic of the people of central Arcadia, including Frontier.

These attendants seemed to have no questions at all about this great commotion. A large knight never left the Little One’s side, holding her on his lap. The surrounding knights also wore nonchalant expressions.

And then there was the interior of this space.

Just like in Donautil, it was designed for sitting on the floor with cushions. The thick rugs and carpets made for comfortable seating. There were tea and light snacks set on a low table. Along the way, they took a lunch break in a large clearing with trees, and Prince Masahad was amazed when numerous items emerged from a ball no bigger than his palm.

"Is this also magic?"

"It is. A single one of these can store about a carriage’s worth of goods."

Masahad broke into a cold sweat at the numerous displays of magic he had witnessed.

The Frontier army required no supply lines. Their fodder, food, and weapons could all be sealed within these palm-sized spheres. With just a few carriages loaded with these spheres, they could likely fight on expeditions for months. They could distribute and use supplies efficiently, with no dead stock.

What a world. He was so astonished he was at a loss for words. It was a country beyond all standards simply for possessing magic. And then, at the lunch prepared by Adonis and the others, Prince Masahad tasted an even greater sense of defeat.

"No, I just… I don’t see how we could ever win against them."

In the farming village, they were warmly welcomed, and Dorfen and the others set up a tent in the square. It was a large party this time. Yet there was only one tent. In Frontier, that was sufficient. Riding in the carriage were the twins and their attendants, the usual knights, plus the two princes and their five trusted retainers.

These retainers had clung to the two princes when they declared their intention to return to Donautil.

"You’ll be executed if you return! Please, reconsider!"

"We will secure a safe place for you to live! Let us flee!"

The retainers did their utmost to stop Masahad and his brother, practically biting at them. It seemed their loyalty was genuine.

"Well, we can fit a few more people. Why not bring them along?"

With the Little One’s words, they had accompanied them, though they still cast suspicious glances her way.

This time, the usual knights were also riding in the carriage. So they needed a tent that could accommodate everyone, including the princes. The carriage was equipped with beds, but they couldn’t possibly sleep in the same room as a princess of another country, young as she was. Since the tent could also be furnished with simple beds, Masahad’s retainers reluctantly agreed.

"This way, please."

As the princes stepped into the tent, they once again found themselves smiling wanly.

The inside was spacious, and the two beds at the far end were covered by canopies. Simple cots were lined up on the left and right. There was nothing to do but laugh. The interior was ten times the size of its exterior.

"We will use the beds on the sides. Your Highnesses may use the ones under the canopies at the back."

It seemed the guards would stand watch in shifts, as there were about ten beds for the knights. The beds, three on each side of the canopies at the back, were apparently for Masahad’s retainers.

"Are you telling us, nobles of Donautil, to sleep alongside knights?"

The men’s faces twisted in open disgust. Glancing at them, Uris replied with polite formality.

"Our unit commander, Dorfen-sama, is the son of a marquis."

Uris glared, moving only his eyes. Though he was of common birth, he held the Little One in high regard ever since she had thoroughly bested him in the past. At the time, he had been a young upstart who had just earned his knighthood, and she had snapped his arrogant pride right at the root.

Knowing that the lead guard was a high-ranking noble, the men from Donautil fell silent.

Seeing the princes silently get into their beds, Uris’s face soured.

We prepared beds for you, and you call it sleeping alongside us. I should make you truly sleep on the floor with just a blanket.

With a glint in his eyes, Uris left the tent to stand guard.

The road ahead looked trying.

The knights, smiling wryly, extinguished the lanterns, and the curtain of night gently enveloped the darkened tent and carriage.

By tomorrow evening, they would reach the Donautil border.

Unlike Flowers, which had a culture similar to Frontier's, this was their first time visiting a truly foreign land. The Little One's heart pounded with sheer excitement, and she found it hard to fall asleep.

"Chihiro!"

"Haeh? Prince Marcello?"

A familiar young man approached, mounted on a galloping dapple-gray horse. With a gnome on his shoulder, he drew near with a cheerful smile.

"I read the letter. Is there anything you need?"

It seemed Prince Romel had sent a honeybee message. The Little One handed one of the documents to Prince Marcello.

"It’s written in here. Other than that, I just need permission to fly through your airspace."

"Ah, I heard about that from Romel-dono. Here is the permit."

In exchange for the document, Marcello also handed her a letter.

So the Crown Prince himself is running errands.

She furrowed her brow for a moment, but she was grateful that the letter had arrived so quickly. It was originally supposed to be delivered to Prince Romel, who would then forward it to the Little One via honeybee message.

"Thank you. Now we can fly right over Flowers."

The Little One smiled softly.

"Still, to think you’re mounting an assault on Donautil. We’ve deployed our army to the border as well. If anything happens, you can flee here."

Donautil was located even further northeast of Flowers. A great desert lay between them, and in the past, it had been a country with which they had fought fierce battles. Though things were peaceful now, the past still lingered, and the relationship between Flowers and Donautil could hardly be called friendly.

"Thanks. But I think we’ll be fine."

The nations of Arcadia were often isolated by deserts and wastelands, each country self-contained. They neither invited nor informed other nations of a monarch’s death or accession. They would only find out later from spy reports. They were completely independent territories. What happened within them was unknown to the neighboring countries.

"Be careful."

"I will. We’re off."

Seen off by Prince Marcello and his men, the Little One headed straight for Donautil.

An evil hand was creeping toward an unsuspecting Donautil.

The people of Donautil did not yet know of the descent of the Golden King, who in a past life had made even the gods kneel.



		
			Chapter 74

			The Foreign Prince and the Little One

			"Hyaaa, what a great view!"

The Little One flew alongside the carriage, holding onto Pochiko-san. Surrounding her were dozens of honeybees, each carrying a frog, which she had asked Moruto and Merita to have accompany them. The wind pressure was negated by Mugi-ta-kun’s protection on her head, and the girl wore a beaming smile as a pleasant breeze tickled her hair. Inside the carriage, her attendants stared at her.

"Chihiro-sama! Please come back inside!"

"Aaaah, she’s swaying so much! It’s dangerous!"

"It’s high, so high! If she falls from there, she’ll die!"

Dorfen and the others were plastered to the windows, screaming. They thought they were used to it, but this height was bad. Absolutely bad. As the twins swayed and giggled, a familiar swooping sensation hit everyone in the gut. It was a phenomenon unique to thrill rides, but mysteriously, it was happening to the onlookers, not the participants themselves.

"There’s no way we’d fall, right?"

"Right♪"

The Little One was super excited by the endless desert stretching before her.

A moonlit desert, a campfire at an oasis. I’ve always wanted to see that with my own eyes! Whoa! Camels, I wonder if there are any camels!

Flying over Flowers, she was captivated by the beauty of the desert as dusk approached and had impulsively jumped outside. Noticing a light in the distance that she realized was a village, her eyes shone even brighter.

"Hey, isn’t that a village?"

At the girl’s excited chatter, Dorfen and the others hastily spread out a map. Seeing the detailed map that recorded the entire inland region, the two princes from Donautil’s eyes widened.

"This is… from the royal capital to all the major surrounding towns? How did you manage this?"

"Well… you know."

Adonis and the others smiled vaguely.

Agents had added information to the map created by the Golden King in the past, and Frontier constantly produced the latest maps. Since they had a basic template, revisions were easy. Unaware of this, the two from Donautil trembled with an indescribable fear.

What is this? In Frontier, not only is information shared through magic, but they are constantly creating new maps as well.

The only accurate map Masahad knew was of his own country. World maps that included other nations only showed rough locations.

I’m so glad we didn’t make an enemy of them.

Letting out a great sigh of relief, Masahad suddenly noticed his younger brother pressed against the window.

"That looks fun. I want to fly, too."

Oh, give me a break!

The second prince clutched his head again at the sight of Marrow staring longingly at the two outside.

Having studied abroad in Frontier for so long, he felt no strangeness about magic, and Marrow’s standards were far removed from the norm in Donautil. He might be surprised, but he was not afraid. When he heard the logic behind it, he accepted it as just the way things were.

It had only been two years since they had last seen each other, yet his younger brother had changed so much it was startling. Masahad felt both proud and a little scared.

Then he remembered Marrow at the soirée the other day, and a smile crept onto his lips.

His little brother had worn the face of a grown man. Masahad couldn't be happier about his cute little brother's growth.

"Whoa, that’s huge. Is that an oasis?"

"Looks like it. It’s amazing."

The oasis was vast enough to rival the lake at the academy. A quick glance suggested it was about half the size of Lake Biwa. There were several small villages around it, and farmland was cultivated between them.

Lowering the carriage a short distance away, the Little One returned inside and asked the two from Donautil about the place.

"Where are we?"

"On the map, it’s listed as Oasis Village. I don’t know its official name."

"No, it’s Oasis Village. That’s correct."

As the members from Frontier looked puzzled, one of Masahad’s subordinates explained.

Apparently, all villages established near an oasis were called Oasis Village. Depending on the location, a prefix like "East" or "Border" would be added, but nearly all of them were simply Oasis Village.

Was it rational or just rough?

Smiling wryly, the Little One gazed at the map and let out a small cry.

"Huh? Wait, this place is?"

It was an oasis village located west of the royal capital. And further northeast of that village was a flower-mark that the Little One herself had drawn.

"It’s near the border Lord’s Forest!"

The forest was about a day’s flight away, situated between Donautil and the sea.

"Ah, the Forest of Death."

Prince Masahad narrowed his eyes with disgust.

Forest of Death?

At the Little One’s murmur, Masahad gave a small nod.

"It’s a forest with vast greenery, but it’s a forest of death from which no one returns alive. It spawns countless monsters that attack the surrounding villages and towns."

Huh? Why?

Monsters attack people to gain magic power. They had no reason to attack Donautil, where magic had been depleted. In fact, the monsters of Moruto’s forest had attacked adventurers who came to ravage the forest, but they never attacked the nearby farming villages.

"Something’s going on. Maybe we should make our pilgrimage there first."

"Please do it tomorrow. It’s getting late."

Hyrulia edged closer and closer to the Little One. In her hand was a large towel.

"Ah, no. I’ll be fine without a bath for two or three days, nyo."

"You haven’t bathed for a full day already! We’ve finally landed the carriage, so come now, it’s time for your bath!"

"Akyaaa!"

Capturing the fleeing Little One, Hyrulia submerged her, towel and all, into the barrel bath she had already requested be prepared.

"Honestly. Oh, you’re covered in sand! Even inside your ears!"

Wrapped up like a sushi roll in the towel, she was gently washed with a soft cloth, her ears and face cleaned, and the sensation was so pleasant that the Little One went limp.

This is bad… again… honya…

The simple barrel bath had been the Little One’s own invention, designed for the knights on expeditions, yet it now stood as a trap that lured her into the arms of slumber.

Cleaning the softly snoring Little One and quickly dressing her, Hyrulia smiled with exasperation and gently handed her over to Dorfen.

"She truly is thoughtless about these things."

"Indeed. From here on, we’ll need her to behave as quasi-royalty."

Their opponents were the First Consort and the Crown Prince. The nobles surrounding them were surely cunning and not to be underestimated. To win, one must confront power with power. Fortunately, the Little One possessed it.

As the two of them headed toward the carriage to put the girl to bed, the Little One’s troop from Frontier made a firm vow in their hearts to protect her from any and all opponents.

They were united in this resolve. That is, until the Little One, woken by the smell of food a short while later, dropped a bombshell.

"...What did you just say?"

"Hm? I said, we’re going to the border forest first."

The Little One stuffed a tortilla into her mouth, magu magu, and answered nonchalantly.

"I heard it from Prince Masahad this morning."

Hm? Masahad looked up, his eyes widening in recognition.

"Are you talking about the story of the noble one’s apostle?"

"Yeah, that."

It was the story of a local deity, a noble one, that she had heard from Marrow at the soirée. The Little One had gotten the detailed version from the second prince.

Once upon a time, there was a small village at a small oasis. But there wasn't enough water. There wasn't enough food. The small village at the small oasis was constantly filled with laments of thirst and poverty. One day, the clan, which had been living meagerly on the scant blessings of water, met a large person. This person, riding a large insect, listened to the people’s laments and gave a small nod. The large person split the earth, summoned water, and moistened the vast desert. Then, they released the insect into the forest on the moistened land, told the people not to approach that forest, and left the desert. On the enriched land, the people built a country and, while thanking the large person for their blessings, lived happily for a long time. The large person with small horns identified themselves as a servant of the noble one, and the people offered their heartfelt gratitude to the noble one, passing the story down to their descendants for generations to come.

"Something like that."

"That sounds like…"

Chihaya stared intently at the carriage.

"Right. The Lord of the border forest in Flowers. I think it’s one of Legion’s kin."

There was the example of Merita. It was possible for the kin of one Lord to visit another forest. The same thing had happened thousands of years ago. Legion’s kin had been touring the border Lords’ Forests.

For what purpose?

First, she had to confirm that. Legion’s kin, who had made a pilgrimage calling themselves servants of the noble one. Did the current Legion know about this?

In the Little One’s mind, the image of a small mountain of an oni, tears streaming down its face, flickered.

And the blackish-purple magic crystal.

There was a possibility that it too had been intentionally created under Legion’s instructions.

"So, first things first, we need to check, nyo. We have to go to the Lord’s Forest anyway."

Those who heard the story nodded gravely and immediately sprang into action. They quickly cleared up and began preparing to depart.

As she gazed at the hazy oasis village on the horizon, an unpleasant wind blew through the Little One’s chest. Like the wind rushing through a cave, she felt as though she heard a sharp warning whistle in her ear.

There are oni, and there are snakes. No matter what comes out now, there’s no reason to be afraid.

The preparations complete, the Little One boarded the carriage and headed for the Lord’s Forest on the Donautil border.

A sliver of anxiety passed through the Little One and landed within Chihaya.

For now, no one noticed the thing that was quietly raising its head inside him.



		
			Chapter 75

			The Foreign Prince and the Little One

			"So that’s it. Hmm, it’s looking pretty grimy."

Departing the next morning, the Little One and her group reached the Lord’s Forest before sunset. Like Legion’s forest, it was sparse and patchy. The ground was exposed, and the thin layer of green was a painful sight.

Buun, the carriage circled once above the forest, and the Little One noticed a desert had formed in what was likely its center.

Is this the effect of magic depletion?

But it was a suitable place to land. The Little One instructed the honeybees to set the carriage down in that desert. The desert was deserted. There were no signs of life, only the reflected sunlight baking into the sand.

Are the monsters in the green parts?

She started running, teke teke, and the moment her foot touched the desert sand, zari, numerous monsters emerged from beneath it.

"Ueh?!"

Instantly, Mugi-ta-kun on her head threw up a barrier. Noticing the commotion, Dorfen, the other knights, and Chihaya came rushing over.

Again! Why is it that the moment we notice, she’s gone?!

Just like in Yāman ten years ago, and in the western forest. The moment they took their eyes off her, the human pinwheel of a Little One would vanish somewhere. No, this is my failure. I know full well that she is that kind of creature.

Surrounding the Little One were giant scorpions. They ranged from palm-sized to adult-sized. Katakata, their mandibles chattered as they made a strange hissing sound, shuu shuu. The honeybees shot past the charging Dorfen and flew straight for the scorpions. But the scorpions kicked up a cloud of sand with their many legs, washi washi. Their vision and wing beats were obstructed by the massive amount of sand, and the honeybees hovered, stalled a short distance above. Narrowing his eyes at the vast cloud of sand obscuring the area, Dorfen made a rough guess and leaped toward the Little One.

"Chihiro-sama!"

"Dorfen!"

"Chihiro!"

Mugi-ta-kun’s barrier allowed the Little One’s family to pass through. The two, recognized as family, embraced her just as they reached her. All around them was a sea of white sand.

"What should we do?"

"For now, let’s head back to the carriage."

The moment Dorfen, holding the Little One, tried to turn back the way he came, the sand beneath his feet collapsed, gako, and began to suck them in like a funnel.

"Wha?!"

Dorfen and Chihaya were already buried up to their knees. With all his might, Dorfen threw the Little One into the air. He tried to grab Chihaya and throw him as well, but the small boy was already buried up to his shoulders in sand, and Dorfen, unable to get a firm footing on the collapsing ground, couldn't pull him out.

"Damn it! Chihaya-sama, can you climb up me?"

"The sand! It’s pouring in…! I’m scared, Dorfen!"

Hugging the terrified, crying Chihaya, Dorfen covered the boy’s head with his cape.

"I am with you!"

Clutching Chihaya’s head, the two of them were swallowed by the sand.

"Nīni! Dorfen!"

Thrown into the air, the Little One was caught by Pochiko-san and screamed at the sight of the two sinking into the sand. Pochiko-san carried the wildly struggling Little One back toward the carriage and handed her to Zack.

"Zack, Zack, Nīni and Dorfen are…!"

The Little One shrieked, her eyes wide with terror.

As if mocking her, the desert fell silent, and only silence filled the air.

"We intended to invite the king, you know."

Looking at the two who had fallen before them, a large scorpion and an antlion laughed faintly. The creatures, larger than the Little One’s carriage, blinked their eyes slightly upon seeing Chihaya.

"Well now, this is…"

The two of them seemed to be at a loss for words.

Behind them, a field of blackish-purple magic crystals glittered.

"Here I go!"

The Little One’s eyes were sharp as she placed both hands on the ground and sent her golden magic power racing through it with all her might. The magic power, crisscrossing the earth, instantly created a forest, and the moment the Little One released her hands, it withered away with a zann. Immediately, the ground began to sink, boko boko. The roots of the many plants had shattered even the hard bedrock, and the destabilized ground collapsed.

"I’m counting on you for the rest!"

As the Little One shouted, numerous honeybees and frogs flew around the area, searching for any likely spots. Frogs used earth magic to clear away the rubble, zarazara. Honeybees used wind magic to blow away the sand. As the Little One watched with bated breath, several frogs began to jump up and down.

"You found it?!"

As the Little One rushed over, her eyes fell upon a large cave that had been carved out at a downward angle. The hole, about five meters in diameter, looked somehow familiar.

"Aaargh, a woman’s gotta have guts!"

Steeling her subconsciously flinching self, the Little One charged into the cave along with the monsters.

"Wait for usss!"

The Frontier Knight Order hurried after her.

Zack and the others watched them go with worried expressions. They left the remaining knights to set up a base and began to prepare a meal.

The Donautil contingent was utterly bewildered by the sudden turn of events.

"What happened? Is it alright to just leave them?"

Glancing at the flustered Prince Masahad, Zack answered curtly.

"We’d just… be in the way."

"Yeah. The professional knights are here. We’ll leave the guarding to them and stick to what we’re good at. We’ll do what we can."

But if necessary, Adonis and the others were prepared to charge in too. Just not now. The few remaining knights also nodded in agreement as they set up the tent. Though there was no discussion, their actions were perfectly synchronized.

For them, this was probably just another day.

Prince Masahad furrowed his brow in a complex expression, then suddenly realized Marrow was missing and whipped his head toward the newly formed cave.

"It can’t be…? That fool!"

As Prince Masahad impulsively started to run, his Donautil subordinates, noticing he was about to enter the cave, stopped him.

"Wait, Your Highness?!"

"What are you thinking?"

The retainers held Masahad in a full nelson, stopping him with all their might.

"Let go! Marrow is…!"

At these words, those who had remained behind realized for the first time that the younger prince was gone.

"You must not! If something were to happen to you, Your Highness, your brother’s life would also be forfeit!"

"Please endure! He should be with the Frontier Knight Order, he must be safe!"

Gritting his teeth, Masahad glared at the cave with a look of bitter frustration.

"Aaaah, so that’s what this is about!"

That sense of déjà vu she felt as she descended the downward-sloping cave. When she reached the innermost chamber, the Little One was greeted by a scene filled with white bones and carcasses.

No wonder it felt familiar. It’s the same as that time in Bastok!

The reason the border villages and towns were being attacked was probably the same. There was a burial ground for magical beasts like this nearby.

Knowing that the Little One had been unable to proceed before when faced with monster corpses, the knights gently lifted her up and moved forward.

"Uris?"

"Close your eyes. I will carry you."

The Little One gave a small nod to the grim-faced archer.

Proceeding in this way, they found an open cavern, just like last time, filled with blackish-purple magic crystals. It was as beautiful as ever, but for some reason, its somewhat ominous magical power was actively moving. Following its trail, the Little One saw Chihaya pinning down Dorfen.

"Nīni!"

Pyon, she leaped down from Uris and ran toward them, but she stopped dead a few steps away. She would never forget this heavy, warped, cold magical power.

"You…"

Dorfen, pinned by Chihaya, was bound tightly by blackish-purple magic.

"Run away, Chihiro-sama!"

Struggling against the magical ropes that dug into him with a michimichi sound, Dorfen looked at the Little One with a desperate expression. As if following his lead, Chihaya looked up, and the Little One swallowed hard.

A faint, cold smile played on his lifeless face. His eyes held no warmth, and the slight upturn of his lips offered none either.

"Chihiro? Ah, she was my sister. Let’s see? A sister is to be doted on? What does it mean to dote?"

Chihaya muttered to himself, as if repeating something. At the drastic change in him, the Little One and the knights were speechless.

Last time, I was able to drive him back with golden magic. Then, this time too.

Unconsciously, the Little One gathered magical power in her hands, but Chihaya’s hand shot out and grabbed hers without a moment’s delay. With a sinister grin, he twisted the Little One’s slender wrist with all his might.

"Uah! It hurts… uh!"

"Chihiro-sama?!"

The Little One let out a faint scream, and the knights grew flustered. Wrapping his arms around her small body from behind, Chihaya used her as a shield to hold back the monsters that were on the verge of pouncing.

"Don’t move. It would be easy to snap a neck this thin."

Chihaya’s eyes narrowed fiercely as he gripped the Little One’s delicate chin.

"Nīni…"

"Huh? Ah, right. She’s my sister. I don’t want to do anything cruel. So be still. Hm? Cruel? What was that again?"

Again, Chihaya muttered something to himself. Dorfen writhed on the ground, trying desperately to crawl toward them.

With everyone’s attention focused on these two, the members from Frontier had failed to notice the two gleaming black monsters.

"My lord. We’d rather you didn’t harm the Golden King."

"Indeed. We still have need of the Golden King."

Startled by the sudden voices, the Little One looked up at the monsters, which had been camouflaged by the blackish-purple magic crystals.

"You two… are the Lords of the Forest?"

"Indeed, indeed. It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time."

Two pairs of eyes stared intently. A giant scorpion and an antlion, both with jet-black bodies.

"Were you the ones who kidnapped Nīni and Dorfen?"

After a moment of looking at each other, the two creatures clicked their mandibles, kachikachi.

"We tried to summon the King. We did not expect these two to come."

"We can’t leave this place, you know? What can you do?"

"The King? I am the master of this world. Who is this King?"

Chihaya tilted his head.

This is total chaos. Help me, Romel!

The Frontier Knight Order stood there, stunned and confused.

Though the situation should have been serious, a strangely carefree atmosphere drifted through the innermost chamber, and not even the Little One noticed the small something that was scurrying through the gaps between people.

Fraught with a touch-and-go tension, the situation was about to take an unexpected turn.



		
			Chapter 76

			The Foreign Prince and the Little One

			"Nīni, wake up!"

"What is it?"

A different person inside him answered nonchalantly.

"Not you!"

"Am I not your brother as well? We have been together since birth."

"Uh?"

At the smug words from this someone, the Little One was at a loss for words.

Together since birth?

It was probably the same way she had been with Fatima. If put that way, then yes, this person might also be her brother.

The someone controlling Chihaya’s body let go of the Little One’s hand and cradled her head as if to stroke it, then gently placed a kiss on her hair.

"A sister is to be cherished. Is that not so?"

His emotionless eyes curved in satisfaction. What was she to say? Could this, in a sense, also be considered her brother? As the Little One scowled in frustration, something slithered between her and Chihaya.

Huh? Before she could even process it, that something erupted in a pillar of fire.

"Get away from Chihiro!"

Two snakes writhed protectively around the Little One, while a third transformed into a pillar of fire right in front of Chihaya. Flames that seemed to have a will of their own crawled around Chihaya, licking at him.

"Uah?!"

Suddenly surrounded by searing flames, Chihaya panicked. Seizing that moment, the real Chihaya returned.

"You idiot! Don’t touch Chihiro!"

That’s your opening line, Nīni?

Chihaya gasped for breath, his body going limp. It seemed a fierce battle had just taken place within him.

"That wasn’t me, Chihiro!" he panted.

Though his actions weren’t any different.

But as the Little One smiled wryly, Chihaya’s body began to be enveloped in blackish-purple magic.

"Huh? No way, this guy’s still got fight in him!"

Ominous magic slithered around Chihaya. Just then, the Little One’s golden magic power burst forth.

"You just don’t know when to quit!"

Pan! The two magic powers collided with a sharp crack. The blackish-purple magic was absorbed into the Little One’s circlet, while the golden magic was sucked into Chihaya’s cuff.

"Fah?"

When the intertwined, clashing magic completely vanished, Chihaya let out a dumbfounded sound.

"Nīni, what’s wrong?"

"Ah, um… It’s nothing."

Chihaya smiled faintly, but his expression quickly turned to one of complex contemplation. It doesn’t look like nothing. The Little One thought, but she then turned to the person who had helped her by sending out the snakes to strike Chihaya.

"Marrow, thank you."

It was Marrow who had jumped out from behind the knights and saved her with his flaming snake. The other entity, whose attention had been on the monsters and knights, had not noticed the small boy.

"I’m glad I followed you. Are you okay?"

"Yeah. Now then."

After thanking Marrow, the Little One glared at the giant scorpion and antlion. The giant insects flinched visibly, bikū. Their eyes, even their compound eyes, darted around wildly, and their front legs fidgeted restlessly, mosomoso.

"You two seem to know something about him, don’t you?"

As the girl stared at them with her sharp, narrow eyes, the two creatures peeked at her furtively before slumping their shoulders in defeat.

"The Golden King is one who knows the world. But she does not know this world."

"This is a borrowed world. …The gods can no longer interfere. Thus, the influence of the lord will spread."

Lord? Not Master?

What are they talking about?

As the Little One looked on in confusion, the two creatures sighed and began to tell an old story.

Long ago, when people could not yet use magic, one with golden magic power made a pilgrimage through the borderlands, bringing blessings to various regions. Though human in form, this person was a misshapen oni with a pair of horns on their temples. The oni traveled through many border regions, releasing the monsters it led into the forests.

Its purpose was to plant seeds.

"Seeds?"

"The blackish-purple magic stones. Those are not of Arcadia."

As the Little One looked on in surprise, the two creatures nodded and gazed out at the expanse of blackish-purple magic crystals.

"This is what the seeds have grown into. It is a magical power that can exist even without the laws of magic."

"The light that governs life, the golden magic, and the abyss that governs death, the dark magic."

The Little One’s eyes widened.

"Then, these magic crystals are…"

"Dark magic. The magic of destruction that can only be wielded by one who has experienced the abyss of despair."

A shiver ran down the Little One’s entire body. If that were the case, then the boy god Legion could be said to be one who had tasted the abyss of despair. He was a being worthy of commanding dark magic.

According to them, when they had received the seeds of life from the barely breathing Heizlep and humanity was born, humans known as guides were also sent from Heizlep. They were sent to impart civilization to the humanity of the new world. It was these guides who brought the dark magic stones from Heizlep. The guides traveled the borderlands, planting the dark magic stones they had brought as seeds.

As these divine customs were explained, a question suddenly crossed the Little One’s mind.

"Wait? If these guides brought civilization to Arcadia, why can they use golden magic? And the seeds of dark magic, too."

"Do you not understand?"

The Little One tilted her head.

"It is the same as you. One of the visitors sent as a guide was an O-saki of Heizlep."

"Whaaaat?!"

It was a shocking revelation.

"In other words, Legion is that O-saki."

Those who become O-saki gain eternity. Legion, the lord of the Flowers borderland, was one of the first humans and an O-saki of Heizlep. When his world perished and the boy god Legion lost his divinity, Legion, having returned to being a mere human, became a type of monster known as an oni. Until then, he had been a living witness to thousands of years of human history. The scorpion and antlion had apparently heard old tales about Heizlep from Legion.

"It seems it was a gamble whether a god of Heizlep would come here. …That guy was in on that plot."

The giant scorpion spoke reluctantly.

That plot must have been the one to destroy Arcadia and circulate its life energy to Heizlep.

"It was a scheme for in case that plot failed. The dark magic stones contain the memories of the god of Heizlep. He knew that if the plot failed, he would lose his divinity and be reduced to a human, hence the scheme."

I see. So the current boy god Legion is a soul that has been purified and reduced to a human. And the dark magic stones are a backup to help him regain his lost memories.

The noble one spoken of in the old tale’s apostle was likely the boy god Legion.

To think he’d go that far, Legion.

"The life of Arcadia was originally the life of Heizlep. To that god, it is like his own child. The only memento left to a god who has lost his world."

What a way to put it.

An intense stare settled on the Little One's face. He was planning to destroy all of Arcadia to feed his own world if he could, and now he calls it his child? A memento? How convenient.

But well, she could understand his reasoning. For him, who had lost everything, it was inevitable that Arcadia, which was connected to his lost world, would become his one and only. As long as it just existed, there would be no problem. Probably.

What she couldn’t overlook was that he could take over Chihaya’s body and wield dark magic. And what's more, it was the magic of destruction. This was no joke.

As his sister pondered in silence, Chihaya hesitantly spoke up.

"Um… He’s annoying. That guy."

"Honi?"

"That guy, he’s screaming inside me. ‘Let me out, I’m Chihiro’s brother too,’ he says…"

"Whaaaat?!"

Yet another problem had sprung up.

It seemed the boy god had developed a consciousness of his own within Chihaya.

Her head spinning with the constantly shifting problems, the Little One decided for the time being to form a pact with the two creatures and head for the Donautil royal capital.

She had to solve the immediate problems and get back to Frontier as soon as possible. The Little One of the present did not yet know of the future where a honeybee message would arrive to deliver the final blow to the flustered girl, and a fast horseman would come galloping from Frontier.

…Rest in peace.



		
			Chapter 77

			The Foreign Royal Palace and the Little One

			"Was that the right thing to do?"

"Deceiving the King pains my heart, but we had no choice."

Basking in the pleasant magical power of the pact they had formed, the two creatures murmured with melancholy.

They were servants that the oni Legion had brought with him from Heizlep. They knew the details of the matter without needing an explanation. Entrusted with the protection of the Lord’s Forest and the seeds, they had watched over the course of events.

"So that is his little sister. Quite a fiery one."

"She is quite different from that gentleman’s sister. She was a fleeting and fragile person."

"But he will become attached, won’t he? They are memories that our Lord treasured so much that he went to the trouble of sealing them in a magic stone."

Before becoming a god, the boy god Legion had had his memories as a human purified. However, one particular memory was so deeply engraved in his soul that it could not be purified, and by his own will, he sealed that wicked memory in a magic stone. The fact that the magic stone was stained blackish-purple gave a hint as to what kind of memory had been sealed away.

The two creatures fell silent, their heads bowed slightly.

"...I hope you can find happiness, my Lord."

"The will of the gods is unknowable. Even more so that of the higher beings."

Sealed away were the memories of a brother and sister. Of people tossed about by the currents of their time, long, long ago. It was a realm that even the gods could not touch. Time. The only beings who could easily meddle with this, which was absolutely impossible to touch or turn back, were the higher beings.

"Our Lord, when he was human, essentially committed suicide. He had finally found peace, and now again…"

"There is no point in lamenting the past. Let us think of it as having been given a chance to start over."

The two creatures looked up at the sky with troubled eyes. Released from the yoke of their guardianship, they were finally able to go outside.

"What a beautiful starry sky."

"I wonder what his little sister is doing right about now."

A small human who had beaten down the boy god, calling him a poor loser.

The laughter that escaped the two creatures was carried by the desert wind and raced through the forest.

By the time that wind reached the royal capital…

"What is thisss."

The Little One was holding her head in her hands.

The monster troop couldn’t even find lodging in the town just before the capital. The princes had tried to negotiate, but the town, which had already been informed of the king’s death and the Crown Prince’s accession, had flatly refused them. They were now in the middle of setting up camp for the night.

"I am sorry for my lack of power."

They were criminals who would be executed once the Crown Prince ascended the throne. It was only natural that the town would want nothing to do with them. Consoling the two downcast princes, the members, who were used to camping, began their preparations with high spirits.

But then, a single honeybee arrived.

Taking the letter the honeybee held so carefully and reading it, the Little One couldn't help but crumple to the ground.

To Chihiro,

Are you well? I hope you haven’t been overdoing it. A new fact has come to light here, so I am sending this letter in haste.

Do not, under any circumstances, touch the blackish-purple magic crystals. They themselves seem to be monster eggs. I don’t understand it well myself, but it seems that even the curse of solitary confinement you mentioned was just bait. The marquis and the others were merely used. In reality, the plan was to use the magical power and grudges of many monsters to summon something of unknown origin from somewhere. The catalyst for that is the blackish-purple magic crystal. I don’t know what will happen if you touch it.

I repeat, do not touch it!

You’re too late, Romel. That "something" is cheerfully fighting with Nīni, nyo.

"Aaargh, it’s so annoying!"

Her brother was shouting and yelling all by himself. Since his consciousness had stabilized, they took the opportunity. The Little One and the others asked the boy god himself various questions. He had no memory of his past and had simply been nestled against Chihaya’s soul in a daze. His clear awakening had come when the Little One received the blackish-purple magic crystal from the gnome. The magic power and some sort of memory leaking from it had jolted the boy god’s mind. He then realized that he couldn’t come out because of Chihaya’s soul and had plotted to cast Chihaya’s soul into the abyss.

"I know how to use the abyss. The magic told me."

The someone declared nonchalantly.

And now, when Chihaya let go of his consciousness, such as when he slept, he could come out easily.

The someone would wake the sleeping Little One and embrace her.

"You are cute. If you exist, this world is not so bad."

Perhaps influenced by his doting Nīni, he too seemed to be attached to the Little One.

"Ah, I’m used to it now. Let’s just sleep for now, okay? I’m sleepy."

As the Little One yawned, faaah, the someone in her brother’s form nodded and snuggled into the blankets, still holding her.

"We were always like this. Why did you leave? ...Hm? Left? When?"

The someone questioned himself with a puzzled look. Patting his head, pon pon, the Little One murmured in a sleepy voice.

"I’m right here, nyo. Time for sleepy-bye, nyo, Nīni."

Smiling a smile that could rival any flower, that someone also fell asleep.

Unaware that Zack and Adonis were watching the two innocently sleeping faces with complicated expressions. Or that beside them, Dorfen was gripping the hilt of his sword with a dangerous air.

"What are we supposed to do about this? That thing inside isn’t Hāya, is it?"

"I don’t know. He doesn’t seem dangerous for now, but…"

The three of them had tensed up, ready to restrain him if anything happened, when they noticed Chihaya sit up and climb into the Little One’s bed. But things had ended so calmly that it was anticlimactic.

They had thought he was something malicious, but he wasn’t?

From the Little One’s attitude, they couldn’t sense any such aversion.

The three adults stayed up all night without a wink of sleep, and the next day, the party took off for the royal capital.

"An envoy from Frontier? We have not been informed of such a thing."

"My presence alongside them is proof enough! Let us through!"

Prince Masahad argued with the guards in front of the royal palace. Unable to obstruct the prince’s actions, the gatekeeper reluctantly let the party through. The Crown Prince had not yet ascended the throne. Therefore, the two were still undeniably royalty of Donautil. It should be fine to let a single carriage pass.

Though their flame is about to be extinguished.

The gatekeeper’s lips twisted into a cruel smile.

Glancing at him, the Little One looked at the princes.

"The situation is at its worst. The consort’s hand will likely reach us soon, nyo. Be prepared."

"I know. But if it has come to this, the other princes and consorts should also be on the brink. I believe we can gain their cooperation."

Once the one to take the throne was decided, the other princes would also be executed. Furthermore, any consorts currently pregnant would be executed along with their unborn children. In that case, there would surely be those who would cooperate with Masahad, pinning their hopes on a slim chance. The nobles who supported each of those princes, and the relatives who backed the consorts, could be expected to be a considerable number.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to break the long-standing evil custom.

While the princes retired to their quarters to plot their strategies, an invitation for tea from the First Consort was delivered to the Little One.

"Here we go."

"Chihiro… I’ll go with you."

Declining Marrow’s worried offer, his face tense, the Little One asked Hyrulia to help her change into formal attire.

She wore a dress of visibly high quality and simple design at the décolletage, adorned with chrysanthemum-themed fabric flower ornaments. The dress, with these ornaments arranged just so, was a masterpiece. Furthermore, she wore the tiara she had once received from Wilfe, and a sash slung over her shoulder like a kesa was in the colors of the Frontier royal family, red with gold trim. A single sash ornament, embroidered with a complex pattern, proclaimed her status. And completing her noble appearance was the Little One’s graceful demeanor. She snapped open a lace fan of East-West Blend design and cast her eyes down with a wistful look, her long eyelashes fluttering.

"I shall go and see what kind of person she is. Everyone, do not neglect your preparations."

The men were left speechless, captivated by the gracefully moving girl.

"...This is a scam, isn’t it."

"Don’t say it. This is nothing new."

Indeed. The members who knew her from ten years ago were well aware of the Little One’s TPO. She was a frighteningly precocious child who could freely manipulate her attire, tone of voice, and demeanor to suit the occasion. She failed sometimes, but she had been this kind of creature since long ago.

So struck by his sister’s transformation, Chihaya had once asked her.

"What’s tee-pee-oh?"

"Totally Perfect Offerings. It’s something that doesn’t really matter, but it’s useful to remember."

Though different from the actual meaning, it was an apt expression.

At the time, Chihaya had just let it go with a "huh," but now the meaning of those words struck him to the core.

There’s nothing to lose by learning. Often, things become useful later on, or you regret not having learned them. Chihaya was now realizing that his sister’s voracious attitude toward learning had actually been correct.

"Well then, I shall be off."

With a crisp salute, the Little One headed for the royal palace, accompanied by Dorfen and Hyrulia.

Watching the girl walk off, teketeke, her nostrils flared with determination, mun, someone couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

"She hasn’t changed on the inside."

"Of course not."

"My sister is cute no matter what form she takes."

"I agree, but don’t just pop out whenever you feel like it!"

Seizing the moment his sister had been captivated, the someone kept peeking out.

"Geez, you’re annoying, a pain, and confusing! Don’t you have a name?"

The someone in his head fell silent, as if taken by surprise. Then he murmured in broken phrases.

"...Cesare. I have a memory of being called that."

"Cesare? That’s a good name, isn’t it? I’ll call you that from now on."

"Mm."

The people around them smiled wryly at the scene, which looked like Chihaya was putting on a one-man show.

However, when the Little One heard about it later, her eyes widened and she froze.

"...Cantarella’s deadly poison?"

Hearing the ominous word, the people looked on in suspicion, but they did not know the meaning of this term.



		
			Chapter 78

			The Foreign Royal Palace and the Little One, Part Two

			"The Borgia family’s deadly poison? Surely not."

In the long-ago history of Earth, it was a famous potent poison. The Borgia family had made a name for itself through assassinations using it.

One of the Pope’s illegitimate children born into that family was Cesare. He was ambitious and, in his quest to seize every glory he could, he used even his own sister, Lucrezia, as a tool. He used her as a pawn in all sorts of political marriages, and from what is known, his sister was forced to marry multiple times.

However, these were white marriages.

Since sexual relations were not permitted, divorce was easy, which created the nightmare of her being married off to yet another man.

A saving grace, if one could call it that, was that Lucrezia eventually found a good match and was blessed with many children.

For such fierce actions and strategies, and for fully utilizing the authority of his father, the Pope, Cesare, who wielded conspiracies and intrigues, was called Cantarella’s deadly poison by the people of his time, a name that echoed the Borgia family’s poison.

"The timeline doesn’t match, does it? How many years does it take for a star to be born and humanity to spread? It has to be at least a few billion, right? Even if the guide was sent from Earth, the time lag with Earth is at most a thousand years. Hmm, yeah, I’m probably overthinking it."

It was an unusual name, but there were others with the same name, like a soccer player. It would be hasty to associate him with that historical figure just because their names were the same.

As the Little One pondered, Hyrulia, while serving her tea, murmured with a rare look of disgust.

"Chihiro-sama, are you going to let her get away with that?"

Even her figure, biting her lip in frustration, was lovely. The balls of light circling around her also flickered indignantly.

"That was for the best. She’ll show her true colors on her own."

The Little One grinned broadly.

The story returns to a few hours earlier.

"Thank you for your invitation, First Consort-sama."

"You have come from so far away, you must be tired. Please, have a seat."

At the consort’s words, Hyrulia’s eyebrow twitched.

Looking down on us and saying we must be tired? You are merely a consort, not yet a queen or empress.

The customs of Donautil were rough. Countless women were prepared, and if the king laid his hands on one, she became a royal concubine. If she became pregnant and gave birth, she became an official consort. It was also in the order of birth. Since status and other factors were not taken into account, it was possible for even a slave to become a consort.

The consort before them was one such person. She had been one of the ladies-in-waiting in the inner palace, but she had happened to catch the king’s eye and, through a night of passion, had become a consort on a whim. She must have received some education after becoming a consort, but it was clear that it was all just a veneer.

She didn’t study seriously, did she. You’ve had decades since the Crown Prince was born.

She had given birth to a prince, her child had become the Crown Prince, and his children had also been born. She must have considered her own spring to be secure and had avoided all sorts of troublesome matters.

Hyrulia, though chewing on a bitter bug, did not let it show on her face. But from her slightly twitching eyebrow, the Little One could clearly see her thinly veiled smile and true feelings.

Hyrulia was originally a royal princess, after all. She probably doesn’t appreciate this kind of rudeness.

However, seeing what was placed on the table, the Little One’s eyes lit up.

Whoa?! That’s right, of course! This is an Islamic beverage, isn’t it!

In the small cup before her was a jet-black liquid. A modern-day demitasse cup. And its contents were, without a doubt, coffee.

How many years has it been? Wow, this smell, I can’t get enough of it!

Watching the Little One savor the aroma with a wave of her fan, the First Consort’s eyes widened in surprise, and she gritted her teeth. This was a specialty of Donautil. They didn’t export it anywhere else. She had brought it out to mock her for not knowing what it was, but to her surprise, the girl seemed completely familiar with it.

"What a lovely aroma. I shall partake."

The Little One drank the coffee, gently skimming the surface. As she had thought, it wasn’t filtered, and fine grounds were floating in it. There were probably some at the bottom as well. It was a boiled type of coffee.

Still, it’s amazing that they even roast it. I don’t think I could drink the raw juice.

Coffee was originally eaten as a medicine. The methods were countless, from grinding the raw beans to boiling them.

Perhaps that guide taught them an effective extraction method. If so, they should have taught them how to drip it, too. Nyu.

Though she grumbled in her mind, the Little One savored the coffee she hadn’t had in so long. Black coffee was not something a child could normally drink. The consort had expected her to choke or grimace, but that expectation was also dashed.

"Coffee is a drink for nobles. Is it not bitter for you?"

Apparently, the First Consort disliked coffee. She was the only one drinking tea. This also irked the consort.

"The bitterness is what makes it so addictive. It is even more delightful when enjoyed with sweets. As a thank you for your invitation, I have brought some sweets from Frontier. I do hope they are to your liking."

At the Little One’s words, Hyrulia placed the basket she was holding on the table. Inside were freshly made financiers and jam crêpes. These crêpes were thin cookie dough baked and rolled, with seasonal jam, an idea from the Little One, filled inside. Taking one of the rolled, stick-like cookies, the consort hesitantly took a bite. The crisp texture and the fruity aroma filled her mouth. Above all, it was sweet. There was a tartness, but the piercing sweetness made the consort’s eyes widen.

"It’s sweet? Huh? How do you make something like this?"

Smiling at the bewildered consort, the Little One hid her mouth with her fan.

"It is sugar and honey. Are you not familiar with them?"

Sensing mockery in her tone, the First Consort’s eyes filled with anger.

"I am familiar. Honey is nothing more than monster feed, how filthy."

Though she said this, she didn’t let go of the crêpe. Glancing at her, the Little One let out a small laugh and requested another cup of coffee.

"Is that so. I was thinking of offering it as a tribute, as it is a specialty of Frontier, but if you disdain monster feed, it would be rude. We shall choose something else."

Honey was a valuable commodity even in Donautil. It was relatively easy to obtain due to the proximity of the borderlands, but it required commissioning adventurers to collect it. Considering the middleman’s markup, it became incredibly expensive.

It was far too valuable a product to lose over a slip of the tongue. But the words had been spoken. She also had her pride as a consort.

"Very well. It is convenient for bestowing upon the lower classes. I shall accept it."

Fighting back a laugh at the consort’s haughty declaration, the Little One got to the heart of the matter.

"Is that so. That is wonderful. By the way, there is something I wish to discuss."

Staring at the Little One, whose eyes curved into a plump arc, the First Consort felt a sense of foreboding.

"What is it?"

"I hear His Majesty the King has passed away. My deepest condolences. In relation to that, it concerns the fourth prince."

The First Consort also knew of the prince who had gone to study abroad against the palace’s wishes. If the Crown Prince were to ascend the throne as things were, that prince would be left unchecked. It would be easy to demand his return from Frontier, but if they knew it was for an execution, they might refuse. Therefore, she had intended to have her subordinates abduct him and bring him back by force, but that had apparently failed.

"I do not know if you are aware, but in Frontier, studying abroad is set for three years. During that time, the student’s safety is guaranteed by Frontier. At present, the fourth prince is a person of importance that Frontier must protect."

As she said this, the Little One’s eyes glinted sharply.

"I am aware of the laws here. So, before you make a foolish request, a word of warning."

Overwhelmed by the child’s presence, the First Consort was speechless. The Little One then smiled like a blooming flower and delivered the final blow.

"If you come near Marrow with a ridiculous reason like an execution… I will turn you into mincemeat."

"What?"

To the stunned consort, the Little One repeated herself.

"I said I will turn you into mincemeat. I forbid you, and anyone from Frontier for that matter, from coming within a two-hundred-meter radius of our party. I came all this way because I wanted him to attend his father’s funeral, but once that is over, we will return home. Until then, you will behave yourselves."

At the Little One’s brazen declaration, the First Consort’s furious roar erupted.

"What insolence! Someone! Seize this person!"

At the consort’s cry, soldiers gathered around. However, seeing the girl’s unmistakably noble appearance, they hesitated to lay a hand on her.

"What are you doing! If a child like this disappears, we can make any excuse we want! Oh, yes, once this is over, I shall marry her off to one of my grandsons. A royal from Frontier would be convenient. We could extort all sorts of things."

A royal from Frontier?!

The soldiers, who correctly understood the consort’s leaky inner monologue, faltered even more.

Sensing this difference in temperature, the Little One let out a small sigh.

"A fool is a fool no matter what you say."

With that murmur, the Little One snapped her fingers, pachin.

Instantly, countless honeybees appeared. The soldiers, knowing that these honeybees, each as large as a baby, were disaster-class monsters, all turned pale.

"Our discussion is over. Well then."

Followed by the honeybees, the Little One calmly walked out the door. The consort shrieked insults at her, but the soldiers desperately held her back.

Ignoring them, the three of them returned to the second prince’s palace.

"Saying she would disappear, or be married off, and even that she would extort Frontier!"

Dorfen nodded vigorously at Hyrulia’s words.

"But we were the ones who provoked her. If she does something rash, it’ll pay off, nyo."

At the Little One’s wicked grin, the two were at a loss for words.

And so that night, a mountain of soldiers, chased by honeybees and captured by frogs and spiders, was formed, but that is a story for another time.

No one could stop the Little One as she ran with a beaming smile.

Thus, until the day of the funeral, the First Consort’s agonizing shrieks would echo through the royal palace.

My condolences♪



		
			Chapter 79

			The Foreign Royal Palace and the Little One, Part Three

			"Hah, now it’s the Crown Prince."

Before the Little One was a single envelope. The letter inside was an invitation to a banquet from the Crown Prince.

"Wasn’t the Crown Prince sick?"

"He is often bedridden, but he is not immobile. He can handle official duties and light walks."

I see. Of course. I hear his children are around our age, so he has to keep going as a father.

Prince Masahad was flying around to all corners. Moving energetically, he had managed to win over a considerable number of allies. The king’s funeral was just around the corner. He had to overturn the evil customs of the Donautil royal palace, no matter what it took. For that, he needed numbers.

"The second prince is doing his best, so maybe I’ll give him a little push."

The Little One chuckled.

Ah, it’s the usual. Once Chihiro-sama gets like this, there’s no stopping her. Her reasons and actions are a mystery, but we’ll understand what she was thinking a little later. Even if we ask…

Hmm? Just a feeling?

…is how it would end.

It had always been that way. It probably always would be.

Dorfen let out a resigned sigh, but his face broke into a smile.

"That was delicious."

"I am glad it was to your liking. It seems my mother was rude to you, and I am truly sorry."

Eating the arrayed dishes with her fingertips, the Little One was thoroughly satisfied. The banquet with the Crown Prince’s family proceeded with idle chatter. It seemed the Crown Prince had heard about the incident with the First Consort and had hastily arranged a meeting to apologize. The Little One, stating that she had also acted willfully, accepted his apology, and the Crown Prince issued an order forbidding his soldiers from interfering with the Frontier party. And then there was the food. Delicious food is innocent. This is a universal truth♪

In Donautil, meals were primarily eaten by hand. The dishes were cleverly prepared to keep one’s hands clean, and there were finger bowls and napkins.

The Little One’s cheeks puffed out, mochamocha, as she wore a blissful smile.

Many of the dishes had a sweet flavor, and she was surprised by things like grilled chicken coated in something like peanut butter.

But it’s quite delicious. A new discovery.

This isn’t bad at all. In Frontier, I’d probably be scolded for having bad manners.

Several large platters were placed on the floor with various small dishes. After eating until her stomach was full, ponpon, the Little One felt a little stuffed.

These sweet dates are delicious. I want to bring some for Nīni. These are honey-preserved, right? That old hag was just spouting nonsense.

A glance at the dishes revealed that most of the sweet seasonings were honey.

How could she say it was monster feed?

When the meal was over and drinks were served, the Crown Prince finally spoke.

His name was Dīvadatta. Needless to say, the Little One nearly burst out laughing.

From their conversation, the Crown Prince seemed to be a gentle and unambitious person. He had only one consort and already had three sons, so he said he needed no more wives.

At that, the Little One tilted her head slightly. What would happen to the inner palace then? The deceased former king had over a dozen concubines and up to a seventh wife. When she casually mentioned this, the Crown Prince furrowed his brow in a troubled manner and said he would dismantle it.

"As you can see, I am often ill. I do not have the stamina to keep many women."

Beside the consort were two children. The eldest son, Prince Tepia, was nine, and the second son, Prince Aristro, was seven. Here too, as in Frontier, it seemed children were not allowed to leave the inner palace until they were seven.

"Then Tepia-sama will not have to execute his brothers."

At the Little One’s nonchalant words, the faces of the Crown Prince and his consort froze.

"Envoy-dono, such topics are not for children…"

"Why not? Do you intend to raise them without telling them the reality?"

The Crown Prince was speechless at the Little One, who scattered poison with a soft smile.

Is this really a seven-year-old child? To come as an envoy of a nation with official documents, to toy with my mother, and to capture and pile up soldiers?

She didn’t look the same age as Aristro at all. She was far more composed than Tepia. Ignoring the stunned Crown Prince, the Little One spat out even more venom.

"You will be the one to kill them, won’t you? All your brothers, because it is the custom of the country. To protect the singular royal line. Without question or mercy."

"That is the rule! The royal line has been protected this way for generations!"

Staring at the Crown Prince, who shouted as if spitting out the words, the Little One glanced at Prince Tepia. The young children’s eyes were wide with curiosity.

"Then you should tell the princes with your chest held high. That you became king by slaughtering all your brothers."

A faint, dark smile spread across her face, and the Little One waited for the Crown Prince’s response. The Crown Prince, his grayish-silver hair swaying, looked at his consort.

"It couldn’t be helped… I don’t want to die either. But I don’t want to kill either. But if I don’t, my own children will be killed. …What am I supposed to do?!"

"Think."

The Little One stood up, walked over to Dīvadatta, and stared him straight in the face. Her deep, verdant eyes were like a calm water surface. Dīvadatta’s thoughts were ensnared by her unwavering, sincere gaze.

"Think. You will become king, will you not? You should have discretionary power. You will be able to do things you couldn’t as Crown Prince. So think. What you can do, and what you should do."

People must not stop thinking. Especially if they have status and position.

"On your shoulders rests every citizen of Donautil. Among them are your brothers. Think. What is the right thing to do?"

Unconsciously placing a hand on his own shoulder, Dīvadatta was dumbfounded.

The countless lives on his shoulders.

"Do you know why Marrow went to study in Frontier?"

The Crown Prince shook his head. He had been a temperamental and selfish younger brother. So the people in the palace had thought it was just a whim.

"He said it was to learn magic to protect the people from floods. He said he wanted to be of use to his brother who would become king."

The girl’s eyes narrowed challengingly. Her eyes told a story.

Marrow is trying to do what he should and can do as a royal.

What about you?

The eyes say more than the mouth.

Dīvadatta hung his head and looked at the floor. With a small nod, the Little One bid her farewell.

"Never forget. You will ascend the throne. There are things that only a king can do. Do not let the opportunities you can seize slip away."

What on earth was she trying to say?

Dīvadatta couldn’t understand what the Little One was getting at.

"Oh, that’s right. May I have some dates? The ones preserved in honey. They were delicious, so I’d like to bring them as souvenirs for everyone."

The Little One beamed, nipaa.

Snapping back to his senses, the Crown Prince had the dates wrapped. Watching the cheerful girl leave with them held by a lady-in-waiting, he pondered her cryptic words.

Things to do, things that can be done, things that should be done. Things only a king can do.

"Hmm…"

Can you tell the princes with your chest held high?

A shiver ran through him, and Dīvadatta continued to think.

The Little One’s riddle was not yet over.



		
			Chapter 80

			A Foreign Palace and the Little One

			"A large army is heading this way?"

"Yes. We had reports that forces were gathering on the Flowers side, and the reconnaissance we sent out confirmed that many more knights have joined them."

"Whose are they?"

"...Crimson with a golden six-pointed star. It is the banner of Frontier."

"..............."

This was the royal palace of Donautil. The heads of various departments, led by the general in charge of national defense, had gathered for a secret meeting.

"Are they planning to wage war on us?"

The reported army numbered around twenty thousand, not including the forces from Flowers. It was said that numerous cavalry units had assembled to form a single army. At this rate, it would only be a matter of time before they crossed the desert and brought Donautil within their range.

"Could this be related to the envoy from Frontier currently staying at the palace?"

"I hear she is a small child. According to a lady-in-waiting who saw her, she was wearing a red sash with gold thread embroidery."

"Is that not one of Frontier’s noble colors?!"

The general had heard that story as well.

She had come to Donautil to act as guardian to the princes. Had she not also sharply told the First Consort not to lay a hand on them?

The bearded general let out a soft laugh.

Everyone had been forced to swallow their pride because of that consort. She flaunted the fact that she was the mother of the legitimate heir, meddled in politics she knew nothing about, and did as she pleased under the protection of the king’s authority. The king, too, had been at her beck and call, as he had no other princes. It took ten years for the second prince to be born, and with no time to wait for him to grow, the first prince became the Crown Prince. He was of frail health but had a gentle personality and was a good listener. He was blessed with children, and it seemed there were no problems.

That is, until the second prince began to distinguish himself.

Prince Masahad rapidly displayed his rare talents, handling difficult civil engineering projects and state affairs in Donautil. Unlike the mediocre Dīvadatta-sama, who diligently carried out his duties, Masahad’s energetic presence as he traversed the country captivated the people. He also gained the support of many nobles, becoming a force that divided the nation.

Considering the future, losing Prince Masahad would be a great blow.

No one had expected His Majesty the King to pass away like this. The king himself had been torn between Dīvadatta-sama and Masahad-sama.

It was obvious at a glance which was more suited to be Crown Prince. Only the insurmountable factor of age had decided their fates.

Dīvadatta-sama, being neither good nor bad, could probably manage as king.

However, no one could resist the brilliance of Masahad-sama, who made one feel that a new era was dawning.

If only the two of them could work together, the nation’s governance would be rock solid. The inward-facing Dīvadatta-sama. The outward-facing Masahad-sama.

But it was also crucial to unify the royal line. That was the best way to prevent others from harboring treacherous ambitions.

How vexing.

The general heaved a deep sigh.

"I will try to speak with the envoy-dono. Arrange for a preliminary notice."

According to what he had heard, the issue was the fourth prince. His country had sent an escort to protect him during his studies in Frontier. They were aware of Donautil’s laws and were here to prevent Prince Marrow from being executed.

It could be considered interference in domestic affairs, but many lives were at stake. If this became known to other countries, Donautil would not escape criticism.

Most nations were indifferent, as Donautil had little interaction with others, but if Frontier were to speak up, many countries would take notice.

That was the kind of country Frontier was.

A nation that had saved many countries from starvation in the past and openly declared its policy of non-aggression. A tolerant nation that maintained a unique magical civilization and willingly shared the benefits of its various magical tools with others. A country with a superior culture, elegant and refined.

If Donautil were to make an enemy of Frontier, which every country respected, the consequences would be dire. Flowers, which had friendly relations with Frontier, would be the first to turn its back on them. It would be a huge blow to our nation, which depends on technology from Flowers. Our carriages, water wheels, and many other things rely on their parts. The same goes for our weapons and armor.

Donautil, with its rudimentary ironworking skills, was a fragile country among the nations of the world. If Arcadia were not a continent of independent states, it would surely have been destroyed by another country long ago.

He had heard that the Crown Prince had apologized to the envoy-dono for the First Consort’s rudeness. That was the reality of Donautil’s situation.

The First Consort, with her elitist mindset, could not see reality. The nobles who followed her were the same.

The world is constantly changing.

"From what I’ve heard, the envoy-dono seems to be a sensible person. ...We might receive some good advice."

Donautil was being left behind by the rest of the world. Prince Masahad had also been terribly worried about that.

‘The world is moving forward! We are the only country that can only provide its soldiers with light armor! How many soldiers could have been saved with proper equipment?! A country where the people rebel has no future!’

The rebellions started by the starving populace were countless. It was not uncommon for many soldiers sent to suppress them to die. It was a normal occurrence. It was just another day in Donautil.

Prince Masahad said that this was what was wrong.

The general, being an old-fashioned warrior, had not understood Masahad’s words.

He understood the meaning.

If the people did not starve, they would not rebel. But how? The harvest depended on the weather. The weather was the domain of the gods. There was nothing humans could do.

With iron armor, the soldiers sent to suppress rebellions would likely not die. However, iron armor was expensive. Almost all of it had to be imported from Flowers. It was impossible to purchase enough for all the soldiers.

None of it was realistic.

The general, looking up at the sky with a melancholic expression, asked an attendant to prepare a letter of notice.

"The envoy-sama is a child, so perhaps we should send some sweets."

At those words, the general blinked his eyes.

That’s right, that was what he had heard. That she was a small child.

Such a child had come representing her country? Could such a thing be possible in other lands?

If so, it was a terrifying thought.

The general, who secretly felt a shiver run down his spine, would soon have his rigid way of thinking shattered to pieces by the Little One.

All was well in the world.

No matter where she was, the Little One is the Little One♪



		
			Chapter 81

			A Foreign Palace and the Little One

			"Now then, I wonder how they’ll play their hand?"

Today was the day of the former king of Donautil’s funeral. Normally, all the princes would be bound in ropes to attend, but the Little One’s participation had apparently allowed them to avoid that. They likely wished to avoid displaying their wicked customs in front of a foreign envoy.

However, that did not mean the princes’ fate would change.

You’re coming, right? I have ways to do this flamboyantly with magic, but if possible, I want to resolve this with human hands.

The Little One looked up at the sky, which ought to be connected to Frontier, and quietly waited for the time to come.

"There are so many of them."

"They’ve brought out their full force."

The scene changes. This is the Donautil border. An army of seventeen thousand sent from Frontier was at a standstill before the assembled Donautil army. Their numbers were roughly thirty thousand. The Frontier side was centered around the Royal Capital Unit led by Harold, with a mix of other units from various feudal lords, like a volunteer army.

The orders the Little One had left behind were to lead as many troops as possible and march on the Donautil royal palace. Moreover, it was an incredibly absurd command to do so as bloodlessly as possible.

"She is a child who knows nothing of war. She must be painting a fantasy based on ideals alone."

As the knights smiled wryly, Harold could not hide his own bewilderment. The Lords of the Forest from Flowers had joined them as reinforcements. Frogs and bees flew about the area, constantly on alert. Even so, it would be impossible to win against those numbers without bloodshed.

As a troubled Harold pondered the situation, someone approached.

A familiar figure, hanging from a bee and soaring through the sky.

"Chihaya-sama?!"

Chihaya leaped down nimbly in front of the astonished Harold and fixed him with a sharp, ice-cold gaze.

"What are you doing! Are the knights of Frontier so weak as to be stopped by such a disorganized mob!!"

A blackish-purple magic power flared up. Before the speechless Harold, Chihaya twisted his lips into a ferocious smirk.

"Look closely, most of their soldiers are in light armor. And in such a spread-out formation. There is only one thing to do!!"

The knights stared wide-eyed as the boy pointed at the enemy formation and shouted.

"Rally the troops! We’re breaking through the center!! You frogs, you understand, do you not?"

As if startled by his words, the frogs scattered.

"You bees as well! You understand, do you not?!"

The bees wheeled in the air as if to say they understood.

Watching them, Chihaya let out a low chuckle. kutsukutsu.

"It has been long. This excitement. Advance with me!! Our goal is the royal capital, the palace!! Do not fall behind, you hear?!"

An overwhelming presence emanated from the young child. A clear sense of elation, like a poison, slowly seeped into their own bodies. A thrill of joy ran up their spines, and shivering with excitement, the knights let out a war cry.

As if controlled by something, the knights’ expressions turned fierce.

Amidst it all, Harold, the only one who remained calm, stared at Chihaya with eyes that looked upon something unbelievable.

"Who... are you?"

His eyes widening slightly, the person in Chihaya’s form narrowed his sharp gaze.

"Hoh. You can tell. ...I am Cesare. A general who led mercenaries and achieved many victories in numerous battles. For the sake of my sister, in this life, I shall ride forth!!"

Amidst the cheering knights, Harold stood alone, utterly dumbfounded.

Rewind to half an hour earlier.

"It seems Harold and the others have arrived, but they’re being blocked by the Donautil army and can’t advance."

The ever-familiar bee mail.

"The order to be bloodless is likely the sticking point. If you’re surrounded by a large force, you have no choice but to attack."

I understand that. But harming the common people will leave behind ill feelings. Most of Donautil’s soldiers are conscripted civilians. I thought they could be outmaneuvered if they were knights, but perhaps they are powerless against the sheer force of numbers.

As the Little One groaned, hmm, Chihaya raised his hand.

"Cesare is pestering me to let him out. Is it alright if I do?"

Surprised by the unexpected words, the Little One decided to at least hear him out and had him bring Cesare forth.

"In short, neither Frontier nor Donautil knows war."

The Cesare who emerged also shared Chihaya’s memories. The knight order’s job was primarily to subjugate monsters and magical beasts. They rarely engaged in interpersonal combat. Because each country was geographically isolated, they had almost no experience with war and did not know how to command troops, Cesare said.

"Come to think of it, you quit being a cardinal to fight on the battlefield, right?"

The Little One casually baited him. If he answered yes to this, her bad feeling would be spot on.

"A cardinal? This person was a clergyman?"

The Little One gave a grand nod to the surprised Dorfen. He was infamous, but he was a man who had risen through the ranks, achieving many military honors with his skillful command of troops.

Smirking at his sister who seemed to understand, Cesare tilted his head slightly and showed his teeth.

"I shall go. A mere rabble is nothing to speak of. The monster units are with them, are they not? I will scatter them and bring the army here to show you."

That would be helpful, but.

"Nii-ni, are you okay?"

"If it’s for Hiiro, it’s fine."

Chihaya floated up gently, fuwa, but Cesare immediately took his place.

"I am your brother, too!"

"Nii-ni? No... Onii-sama?"

Cesare’s heart pounded loudly. Chihaya, synchronized with him, felt a bad premonition about it.

"...Good. You may call me that. I am your Onii-sama."

"Understood. I’m counting on you, then, Onii-sama."

A soft, warm smile. Something nostalgic swelled up inside Cesare, buwari.

When was it? He felt like he had experienced a similar, bashful feeling somewhere before.

"Leave it to me!! I am Cesare Borgia!! A veteran general!!"

Ah. Confirmed.

Watching Cesare fly off towards the Frontier army, hanging from Tarō-kun, the Little One had a suspicious look in her eyes.

I had my suspicions from his expression when I mentioned the cardinal bit, but to think he’d come out and say it. He probably doesn’t realize it himself.

Cantarella poison from the Borgia family, huh. Another intense one has arrived.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, jittori, the Little One prayed to the heavens that things would not get out of hand.

And expectations, more often than not, are shattered.

"Left!! The barrage is thin!! Make more, smaller flames!!"

At his command, the mages created multiple flames, each about the size of a pinky nail, and sent them flying around. The flames were just strong enough to pierce the light armor, and when they did, the inside would catch fire, causing the soldiers to hastily remove their armor to try and put it out. It seemed they could not simply ignore the magic that was slowly searing their skin.

Thanks to this, the movements of the Donautil soldiers were sluggish, and they were startled by the charging cavalry, scrambling about clumsily in a panic.

"To think they were this fragile. Is this truly an army?"

To the dumbfounded Harold, Cesare laughed as if greatly amused.

"If you judge them by your standards, these soldiers are no better than amateurs. They are farmers who have been conscripted and received only hasty training."

"Conscripted... I have heard of it, but to think they would actually make civilians stand on a battlefield."

No wonder they were so fragile. In Frontier, it would be unbelievable to send the very people they were meant to protect to a battlefield.

"To be held up by this. You are still just a fledgling yourself."

An indescribably awkward atmosphere filled the air. However, Cesare-sama, who would not read such an atmosphere, berated the slow-moving mages.

"You there! Why can you only produce two! Make more flames!!"

"Two is my limit! There’s no way I can make that many!!"

Magic was something to be deployed on a large, efficient scale. They had never fought using small flames before.

"What, you are not much of a mage, are you. The little brat from Donautil could easily produce ten."

At Cesare’s words, the mages’ faces froze.

Huh? Ten? Eh? Multiple activations are ridiculously difficult, you know?!

Leaving the speechless mages behind, the Frontier army advanced like a gale and reached the royal capital.

Once they broke through, the infantry-centric Donautil army could not keep up with the cavalry-centric Frontier army. Furthermore, the frogs guarding the perimeter had prevented any major clashes. They scattered the enemy with long-range magic attacks alone, and the bees blew away the scattered enemies with wind magic.

As a result, a path opened for the Frontier army to charge through.

"The gallop ends here. From now on, advance slowly and with dignity. Like honored guests who have been invited. That is all that is required."

Following his orders, the Frontier army aligned their steps and strode down the main street. The people of the capital watched in silence the imposing figures of the knights, who looked as if they were returning in triumph.

Just as promised, your Onii-sama has brought them, you hear? Chihiro.

And so, with all the actors assembled, the funeral, which was likely being conducted with great solemnity, was about to reach its finale.

If things proceeded according to the Little One’s plans, everything should be resolved peacefully.

The Frontier army surrounding the front of the royal palace simply remained silent, watching to see how events would unfold.



		
			Chapter 82

			A Foreign Palace and the Little One

			"His Highness Crown Prince Dīvadatta, or rather, His Majesty King Dīvadatta. Congratulations."

The First Consort gazed at her son with a face full of emotion.

Ah, with this. Finally, I can become the most noble woman of all. I, who have been looked down upon for so long.

Within the First Consort’s view, a solemn melody echoed through the hall. The retainers began to walk silently in time with the music.

However, Dīvadatta, who should have been descending from the throne along with them, did not come down. He remained motionless, as if contemplating something. The retainers turned back and spoke to him in low voices.

"Your Majesty? It is time for the parade. The people are waiting."

Dīvadatta stared at the puzzled crowd and shouted in a loud voice.

"Masahad! Come here!!"

The second prince pushed his way through the murmuring crowd and approached the throne, wondering what was happening. Seeing his brother’s complicated expression, Dīvadatta’s brow furrowed sadly. He removed the crown he had just received and placed it on the head of the kneeling Masahad.

A stir, zawa, ran through the hall’s atmosphere.

Ignoring the thorny air that crackled like static electricity, Dīvadatta adjusted the crown he had placed on his brother. Looking at his brother, who was frozen in shock, Dīvadatta embraced Masahad for the first time in his life.

"I have always wanted to do this. Forgive your cowardly brother."

"...Brother?"

"I thought about it. I agonized over it for many days. How could I save myself, and all of you as well."

Yes. Ever since he had been told by the envoy-dono.

Even as king, he could not save his brothers. His mother would surely kill them all. The retainers who valued the old customs would surely agree with her. He did not have the power to resist them.

But what about Masahad?

What about his brother, who always read ahead and looked to a world far beyond?

It was fine if he died. But he wanted to save his wife and children.

The answer that Dīvadatta came to after much anguish.

It was to ascend the throne and then yield his position to the next king.

As a puppet of his mother and the retainers, the only right he possessed was the ability to choose who to pass the crown to.

He had lacked the strength to refuse the throne despite the opposition of both sides. He had also lacked the strength to yield the position of Crown Prince to his brother.

But as king, he could exercise absolute authority. The girl’s words had made him realize that. And that chance would only exist immediately after his coronation. The more time passed, the more his circle would solidify, and he would be unable to do anything. Just as he had been kept in semi-confinement until now under the pretext of his frail health.

"Here and now, as king, I declare. I designate my younger brother Masahad as my successor and shall abdicate this throne to him. Will you accept it?"

"Yes. I am overjoyed, brother."

Retainers soothed the frantic First Consort. Masahad gave them a sharp glare, then received the king’s kaftan from his brother and put it on.

"With this, the coronation is complete!! I am Masahad II!!"

Masahad untied the cord holding his hair and threw it aside. His silver hair spread out, buwari, and rippled in the air. In this country, only the king was allowed to wear his hair unbound towards the heavens. The crown glittered in his lion-like mane. The ornate circlet adorned his forehead as if it had been made for Masahad himself.

Everyone fell silent, their eyes wide at the sight of his majestic, brilliant figure.

Splendid.

The Little One offered her praise in her heart.

They had found and carved out their own path. With this, the dark clouds hanging over this country would likely clear. There was no need for such evil customs.

But things would not end here.

"That’s invalid! It’s not allowed!"

The First Consort screamed, half-crazed.

"Who says it is not permitted? Do you object to what the king has decreed?"

Masahad narrowed his sharp eyes. In this country, the king’s command was absolute. That was why they killed all the siblings to narrow down the royal line. To not distribute power to others. Just for that alone.

Just for that alone, they were killed. All the siblings.

A dark anger swirled, dorori, in Masahad’s chest.

The lives of his young brothers, almost taken for something so foolish. How much had they cried and screamed? How desperately had he pleaded with his father, the king?

To save Marrow.

His brother was already the Crown Prince. At that time, he thought he had no choice but to appeal to his father’s mercy. But his father, the king, had said it.

Then you become king.

If you wish to save Marrow, you become king and oust your brother.

It had been a devil’s whisper. He had been blinded.

The current Masahad was deeply ashamed of his own ugliness in trying to oust his brother at his father’s behest.

"An Imperial Decree."

Gasps, ha, as people’s faces shot up.

A Gyoku-rei was the very first command given by one who had ascended the throne. It was something that could not be overturned for all eternity, no matter the reason.

"The custom of destroying the brothers of the one who becomes king is hereby abolished. No member of the royal family shall be deposed without just cause."

The hall fell into a dead silence, shin, which was then followed by a cry like a war cry.

Masahad’s brothers exchanged glances, their eyes wide.

"Are... are we saved?"

"We’re saved?"

"We don’t have to be executed?! Ahhhh! Thank you!!"

"Thank you, brother Masahad!!"

Words of joy at their narrow escape from death tumbled from their lips. Hearing this, Masahad embraced Dīvadatta.

"Thank you, brother. Your wise decision saved not just us, but all our younger brothers.......... no, all future generations of siblings."

Seeing the two embrace, the cheers grew even louder.

"Thank you! Brother Masahad! Brother Dīvadatta!!"

"Ahhh..., I am truly grateful, Dīvadatta-sama! Thank you for saving my son!!"

The other consorts broke down in tears. Some were cradling their large bellies.

Me? Masahad was the one who saved them. I couldn’t do anything. I didn’t even have the courage to abolish the custom with an Imperial Decree.

Masahad embraced the dazed Dīvadatta’s shoulder and looked at him with a mischievous expression.

"We’re in this together now, you know? I’ll have you work hard, you hear? Brother?"

Dīvadatta’s eyes went wide at his brother’s broad grin. It was the first time he had seen Masahad like this. His brother, who had always worn a cold expression with sharp eyes, was smiling, his face full of joy.

"You all too! If you’re grateful, then work!!"

Masahad shouted, his eyes shining, and the younger princes nodded vigorously.

"""""Yes!!"""""

The hall was filled with smiles. The retainers must have had their own conflicts. While thinking they should uphold the custom, they must have had a conscience that was not at ease. However, in that space filled with joy, there was a group chewing on bitter herbs. They were the retainers who had planned to suck the sweet nectar by making Dīvadatta their puppet.

Surveying the hall with its stark contrast in moods, Dīvadatta’s face finally relaxed.

Ah, I was not mistaken. Is that not right? Envoy-dono.

Dīvadatta, who glanced at the Little One, widened his eyes at the girl’s face.

She wore a strange, troubled smile.

The Little One, who knew what was to come, knew that this kind prince’s heart would soon be in pain.

At that moment, the royal guards burst in. They glared at the First Consort with stern faces and knelt before Masahad, the new king.

"Based on a report from an attendant, and with the head lady-in-waiting of the inner palace accompanying us, we searched the First Consort’s room and found this."

What the guard brought was that very pill. It seemed the consort had not even destroyed the evidence.

"That’s!"

Ignoring the panicked First Consort, the attendant continued his story.

"I saw the First Consort-sama switching the medicine and wondered what it was... and then His Majesty the King’s riding accident occurred immediately after." The Little One and her party already knew the facts. It was a charade, but Masahad nodded earnestly, prompting the attendant to continue.

"So I thought there might be something wrong with the switched medicine and consulted with the Lord Chamberlain... but I was almost killed and had to go into hiding."

The hall stirred, zawa.

Receiving the focused fire of everyone’s gazes, the man who appeared to be the Lord Chamberlain desperately tried to defend himself.

"No, that’s not... It was so absurd, and disrespectful as well, so I was only going to put him in a cell..."

The Lord Chamberlain’s eyes darted about wildly as he stammered.

"Hoh? The possibility that the king was assassinated is absurd? Why did you not investigate immediately? Even the suspicion is high treason, is it not?"

The Lord Chamberlain was at a loss for words.

"And what was this medicine?"

The guard glared at Dīvadatta’s mother with disgust and muttered as if spitting.

"It was a muscle relaxant."

"To my father before he went riding? Why would you do such a thing? Consort-dono."

Presented with irrefutable evidence, the First Consort’s face was ashen. Dīvadatta, hearing this for the first time, was indignant.

Here, for the first time, the truth of the king’s assassination would be told.
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			"You’re disinheriting Dīvadatta?!"

Informed so suddenly, the First Consort was aghast.

"Yes. He is doing an adequate job, but that is all. He has no notable achievements or talents. The retainers, too, are loud in their calls for Masahad to be made Crown Prince. I intend to make the healthy and popular Masahad the Crown Prince. Do you have any objections?"

With that, the king told the First Consort to prepare herself and left the room. Trembling with rage, the First Consort glared at the door through which the king had disappeared. Her eyes glowed dimly with a dangerous light.

..........I will not let that happen!!

She had feared such a situation. She had schemed to do away with Masahad somehow. Fortunately, many flocked to Dīvadatta, the current Crown Prince. With their cooperation, most things had gone well.

And yet, while she was biding her time, the situation had begun to change drastically.

The king’s command was absolute. That is why he had spoken of disinheritance, never thinking that the First Consort would oppose it.

Without a doubt, he had assumed she would kneel in submission.

But she was more foolish than the king had thought. He had surely not considered, not even as much as a drop of soup spilled from a spoon, that she, who could only see what was right in front of her, would bare her fangs at the king.

And so, to bury the talk of disinheritance in darkness, the First Consort plotted the king’s assassination.

"How could you... How could you do such a thing, mother!!"

Hearing the story, Dīvadatta stood there, stunned. Shigyaku was a capital crime, no matter the reason. It included not just the third degree of kinship, but the entire clan. Naturally, that included Dīvadatta and the others.

The setting was the coronation ceremony.

With all the major nobles gathered, a great incident was brought to light. Trapped in an inescapable pitfall, the First Consort had lost all color in her face and hung her head. The nobles who had likely abetted her were also bound and kneeling before the royal guards.

Among the relatives of the princes who had just escaped death by a hair’s breadth, it was discovered that some were also involved, and the executioner’s rope once again grazed their chins.

Masahad, seeing the situation grow so large and unmanageable, was tormented by anguish.

After closing his eyes tightly for a moment, he murmured the answer he had reached.

"The royal family will not be included in the joint punishment. Only those whose guilt is clearly confirmed will be beheaded."

The hall stirred, zawari, and the murmur spread out like a great ripple.

"Such a lenient measure!! This is shigyaku, you know?! You must pass a much stricter sentence!!"

An old man raised his voice, and the nobles nodded slightly as if in agreement. But Masahad silenced them with a sharp glance and opened his mouth gravely.

"Have you forgotten the Imperial Decree? I will not permit a royal to be deposed without just cause. ...Instead, I permit joint punishment for the others. Eradicate them to the last man."

Ahh, so that’s how he’s going to play it.

The Little One looked up at the sky.

It was a passable answer for a monarch. However, it was a failing grade for a statesman. Should I say something, or should I not? These were the old customs of Islam, which would make Machiavelli flee barefoot. A world where killing one’s children and siblings was commonplace. Strangers were not even worth considering.

It would be difficult to change this all at once. It could also become a seed that sows unnecessary conflict.

I suppose I’ll just have to hope for their future.

The Little One chose silence.

Their worldviews were different. The Little One’s sense of justice did not apply to everything, and this world had its own justice.

But the Little One was greedy, so she would not simply overlook it.

She lightly opened her fan, cleared her throat, and drew the gazes of Masahad and the others.

"In that case, might I be permitted to take the criminals?"

"Huh?"

"What did you say?"

Dīvadatta was dumbfounded, and Masahad’s eyes widened.

"Of course, I do not mean all of them. Please punish the clearly guilty. But if you are to execute the rest through joint liability, would you not give them to my country? We are always in need of more serfs."

As the girl chuckled, kufuri, the people around her looked at her as if she were something strange. To them, the girl who declared she wanted criminals as serfs looked like an incomprehensible monster. True, they were criminals awaiting execution. But they wanted to protect their minimum dignity. To debase them as slaves should not be allowed.

The people murmured, zawazawa.

Masahad looked suspiciously at the smug girl and opened his mouth.

She had saved his life. It was thanks to her that he had been able to ascend the throne. So, Masahad wanted to grant her wish, if she so desired. However, Masahad also thought the same as those around him. That even criminals should not be disgraced before their death.

It was the selfish sentiment of the elite. Had the Little One heard it, she would have turned up her nose in a grand display of scorn.

"I cannot permit that. You say something outrageous."

Looking sharply at Masahad, who was growling with a face like he had swallowed a bitter bug, the Little One’s eyes glittered.

A signal bee was flying in the sky above the hall.

Just in time!!

At that moment, the military police guarding the gate burst in with a great clatter. They stumbled and fell, kneeling in the center of the hall in a fluster.

"I have a report!! There is an army before the royal palace...!! A crimson banner with gold thread, it is the Frontier army!!"

"What?!"

In the flustered Masahad’s line of sight, the girl’s lips curved into a bewitching smile, niiii. A smile filled with a pleasure unimaginable from her childlike appearance. As a shiver ran down Masahad’s spine, zokuri, the military police’s report reached his ears.

"Their numbers are around twenty thousand! Our army was scattered, and it appears they have marched all the way to the royal capital!!"

As the military policeman shouted, Dīvadatta murmured, "Ah."

"Come to think of it, I did receive a report that they were dispatching an army. ...I left it to the feudal lords and my mother."

The report reached the Crown Prince, but not Masahad.

If only I had known, I would have done something!!

A time lag had occurred between one connected to the king and one who was not.

"Shall we not talk? This is not a bad proposition for Donautil, you know."

"...And if I refuse?"

"By force♪"

A smile as radiant as a flower.

With no other choice, Masahad arranged for a meeting.

Unbeknownst to them, amidst the murmuring nobles, there was one old man whose eyes were wide with terror.

"To think it would actually come to this..."

The general had had an audience with the Little One a few days ago.

She was a small child, just as the rumors said, but the perceptive light that colored her eyes possessed a depth that belied her age. Not befitting her years.

The veteran old general, who had seen through her at a glance, asked the Little One the reason for the Frontier army gathering at the Donautil border.

"That is insurance."

"Insurance?"

After stressing that the old man must keep it a secret, the Little One spoke in a steady voice.

She said that Masahad would probably ascend the throne.

The old man’s eyes widened, and the Little One smiled wryly.

"Crown Prince Dīvadatta will surely realize it. That as king, he can freely abdicate the throne. And that his only chance to do so is at the coronation ceremony."

Masahad, having been granted the throne, would surely abolish the wicked custom of killing his brothers.

"I see... That is something we would also wish for. We are grateful."

"But it does not end there."

The girl’s face turned serious.

Seeing her expression, the general felt a bad premonition and held his breath.

According to her, there was no telling what the enraged First Consort and her faction might do. So, she intended to expose the consort’s crimes at the same time to seal off their rebellion.

It was then that the old general first learned of the shigyaku, and he clenched his back teeth so hard a sound could be heard.

That woman!! How could she!! Tearing her limb from limb would not be enough!!

While the old man trembled with anger, the Little One let out a small sigh.

"If that happens, there will be many casualties due to joint punishment, won’t there? If Masahad-dono makes a good decision, this will end as a needless worry, but I do not think it will go so smoothly."

In this world, joint punishment was the norm. It was not uncommon to take advantage of it to debase and eradicate political enemies.

"That is what the insurance is for. If it comes to it, I was thinking of using military force to snatch away the young people and children at least♪"

The girl said she had summoned the army to save those who would be sacrificed by joint punishment.

"But I believe it will likely work out through discussions. You need not worry."

The old general, his fighting spirit drained by the girl’s bright smile, had taken his leave, but as the one responsible for national defense, he could not overlook it. She called it insurance, but there was no guarantee she would not use that insurance.

Thus, the general had sent a large army to the border, but from the military policeman’s state, it seemed it had been meaningless.

All that was left was to entrust it to King Masahad.

To think that things would turn out exactly as that girl had said.

The general felt an indescribable terror towards the child who seemed to see the future.

Masahad-sama, I beg of you. That is a person you must not make an enemy of.

While the general prayed, the world’s first international summit was about to take place.
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			"Now then... here, no strange beaks can interrupt. What is your intention?!"

"Well, you see~, I just thought it was a waste of human resources~~"

In the prepared reception room, with only their close aides remaining, the two of them suddenly got brutally honest. Masahad’s aides stared, their eyes wide with surprise. They had not accompanied their master on his goodwill visit to Frontier and had stayed behind to guard his home. In contrast, the few who had accompanied him gazed into the distance with enlightened, lukewarm eyes. It was a scene they had seen countless times on their journey here.

...Ah, it’s started again.

Their true thoughts did not escape their lips.

"To reduce them to slaves is an act unbecoming of a human being! Are you a demon?!"

"I won’t deny it, but what good comes from dying! I’m just saying let’s take in the people who aren’t directly involved! In Frontier!!"

She’s not denying it..........

Well, she is a demon, after all.

Dorfen and Hyrulia exchanged suspicious glances.

After a round of shouting their respective arguments at each other, the two took a break with coffee. Then, the Little One suddenly looked up.

"Oh right, there’s this too. This drink, I can make it taste even better, you know?"

The girl grinned, and the Donautil side stared in astonishment. This was a specialty product of Donautil. They had not distributed it elsewhere.

She dares to critique something in which they undoubtedly had the upper hand?

Masahad put down his cup and pierced the Little One with a probing gaze. However, she was not one to be fazed by such a thing. Heaving a great sigh, haa, he beckoned with his finger for the Little One to speak.

"It’s true... this is completely different."

"Right?♪"

The Little One beamed, nipaa, and savored the newly brewed coffee. She used some washi paper she had on hand to create a simple something for drip brewing.

I believe the size of Melitta’s hole was patented, wasn’t it?

The famous coffee lady, Melitta. She had experimented with ways to quickly prepare coffee during the busy morning hours and created the Melitta coffee dripper, which would be loved by the world for a long time.

If the hole is too big or the osmotic pressure too high, neither aroma nor flavor is born. The Little One adjusted the hole to be smaller to allow for a proper steeping, letting the coffee drip out potapota, and brewed a cup.

It was a success, and the coffee, now free from the unpleasant taste of fine grounds, impressed even Masahad and his men.

"Including things like this, Frontier will fully support Donautil with the technological assistance it lacks, you know? At least for as long as I’m alive. How about it? Give me the people from the joint punishment in exchange."

So it all comes back to that.

"Why do you desire slaves so much? Is there something more to this?"

Seeing Masahad’s probing words, the Little One finally realized his misunderstanding.

"Bwahah, ah, I see. That? It’s just a figure of speech."

"A figure of speech?"

"Yup yup♪"

Holding a cup of the first delicious coffee she’d had in a while, the Little One explained.

If she had just said she would take them in, the retainers would not have agreed. She had thought that if she said she was making them slaves, it would in a sense be a punishment and would be more readily accepted, so that’s what she said.

"I didn’t think they’d oppose it so much~"

"Of course they would, you fool. Donautil has no law to reduce a noble to a slave. Those of high birth have the right to be granted an honorable death."

The Little One’s lips twisted into a grin, niyo.

A right, huh? Once you’re dead, everyone’s the same, right? It’s the end, right? Well, I suppose for commoners, being tortured to death is a common form of execution. So I guess that leads to that kind of thinking, but it runs deep.

It was a country where taking a life in one stroke was an act of mercy. The difference in values was insurmountable.

"Well, for that reason, the people I take in will live as commoners. Whether they can live in luxury will depend on their own efforts from now on, but I’ll give them an ordinary life, you know?"

Masahad held his head in his hands for a moment and fell silent at the girl’s casual declaration.

It was not a bad deal.

Executions cost money, and if it meant eradicating a whole clan, the amount would be enormous. The management of the criminals, the associated labor costs, food expenses, and so on. The more he thought about it, the more attractive the girl’s proposal seemed.

"...Can you promise they will never set foot in Donautil again?"

"Leave it to me. I’ll make them work and eat so much they won’t even have time to get homesick."

The Little One gave a thumbs-up, cha. King Masahad was annoyed by her overly smug face.

In the end, an agreement was reached, and Donautil secured technological assistance from Frontier in exchange for handing over many of its criminals.

"Was it alright for you to make such a promise on your own?"

"It’s fine, it’s fine. It’s only for things I have the rights to."

As for the rest, if she passed it off to Katsumi, he would surely teach Donautil useful technologies that posed no problem for Kilfan.

"Ahh, I’m tired. It’s over. Let’s do some sightseeing and then go home."

The Little One smiled brightly.

And so, the great commotion that had decided the fate of a nation came to a close.

Though there were joys and sorrows of all sizes, they were of no concern to the Little One.

It would take time to identify the criminals and capture their entire clans. It seemed the executions would be carried out after everyone was caught, and the criminals to be sent to Frontier would be escorted in batches as they were gathered.

In between, King Masahad was kept busy, running around after the girl who was out sightseeing and had even gotten her hands on some coffee seedlings.

"I told you we don’t export themmmm!!"

"Just for me!! I’ll keep it a secret, so give it to meeee!!"

Just as the Little One, holding the seedlings, tried to fly away with Pochiko-san, Marrow’s snake caught her. It wrapped around her, nururi, snatched the seedlings, and Marrow burned them right in front of the Little One’s eyes.

"Waaaahhhhn!"

Seeing the Little One genuinely crying, Marrow wore an awkward expression and knelt down.

"I’m sorry. Please don’t trouble my brother, Hiiro."

"Weeehhheeen!"

As the Little One would not stop crying, Marrow grew flustered. Hearing the cries, someone descended from above and kicked Marrow in the back.

‘You! How dare you make my sister cryyy!!’

It was Cesare who had jumped down. He let out a furious roar and embraced the Little One.

"Onii-samaaa, my seedlingsss!"

‘There, there. Just wait. I will turn a country like this to ash.’

At Cesare’s words, the people of Donautil were horrified. Everyone knew that he had led the charge and marched on the royal palace.

"Ah, let’s not do that."

The crow that had been crying was already laughing.

It would be a waste to have such a culturally different country turned to ash.

Seeing his pouting sister, Cesare immediately nodded.

‘I see, I understand.’

While the people let out a sigh of relief, ho, Masahad smiled wryly and promised to send the Little One coffee beans regularly, though he could not give her seedlings.

And so the days passed, and on the eve of the Frontier party’s return, a ball was held.

To showcase the culture of the central region in the grand hall, the dressed-up Little One and Marrow in Donautil’s formal attire performed a dance. The people of Donautil, who had no culture of dancing, were extremely curious.

"When you’re dressed like that, you look like a prince too, Marrow."

"You too. Well, looks aren’t that important, though."

The smiling pair made for a well-matched couple. The people around them watched with warm smiles. Their gliding feet were flawless as they danced two waltzes and received a great round of applause.

After returning to her seat, Masahad handed the Little One a drink and spoke to her with a slightly thoughtful expression.

"Ah... now that our countries have finally established diplomatic relations, I was wondering if you would consider forming a bond through marriage?"

"A bond?"

The Little One tilted her head, kyon.

By the time Dorfen and Chihaya, who had noticed the conversation, could rush over, it was too late. Masahad had already said the crucial words.

"For example, how about you and Marrow? Your ages are not far apart, and if you wish, Marrow could even marry into your family."

It was Marrow who answered the beaming Masahad. He stood there with an uncomfortable air.

"Brother, Hiiro has a fiancé."

"What? It seems to have been decided quite early. However, would not a marriage with a royal be more beneficial for her family?"

"Hiiro’s fiancé is royalty. You know him as well, do you not, brother? He is His Highness Prince Romel."

King Masahad spat out the contents of the glass he had been about to drink, buh.

"That man?!"

"That man."

An ice-cold atmosphere that needed no explanation. For some reason, Romel seemed to have the impression of a demon king in every country. The sharp-witted man of power who ruled Frontier from the shadows.

Well, that’s not wrong, though~~

At the mention of Romel’s name, Masahad’s spirits sank, and he slumped his shoulders. Watching him with a wry smile, the Little One enjoyed her last night in Donautil.

Having pried open a sliver of the world’s secrets, there would probably be many more things to come.

Today, too, the Little One is full of energy♪
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			"Well then, shall we head home?"

The Little One’s party boarded the Honeybee Carriage and soared through the sky. The people of Donautil saw them off with cries of admiration, uooo.

Come to think of it, that girl can do just about anything.

She can use magic, control monsters, her carriage flies through the sky. It’s all too absurd.

Masahad tried desperately to rouse his eyes, which felt like they were about to glaze over. It was Dīvadatta who spoke to him. He was somewhat haggard and smiled weakly.

"It’s over."

"...Yes, it is."

His brother had lost his mother.

Even if there was just cause, the shock to his heart was immeasurable. For the originally frail Dīvadatta, it was like a fatal blow, and he began to spend more time confined to his bed. Today, too, he had pushed his weakened body to come see the Little One off.

"No. Perhaps it’s the beginning. I’m counting on you, Masahad."

"Of course, brother."

He couldn’t let Dīvadatta overexert himself. He had to make the country prosper, together with their other brothers. As Masahad thought this, he suddenly remembered Marrow.

His younger brother, whose study abroad period was not yet over, had persuaded the reluctant members of the palace and had headed to Frontier with the Little One’s party.

"About that... it’s a shame, isn’t it. That she has a fiancé."

Masahad, who knew Marrow’s feelings, didn’t know how to console him. A clumsy brother who could only offer blunt words. Marrow showed him a bright, cheerful smile, nika, and shook his head.

"It’s not like I’ve given up, you know."

"Eh?"

Masahad’s eyes widened.

"It’s just an engagement. It’s obviously political, isn’t it? If I make Hiiro fall for me, don’t you think things will change?"

His younger brother snorted, fufun.

No, I think the real challenge isn’t the Prince Royal Brother, but that girl.

The tales of His Highness Prince Romel were famous throughout the world. And so was the fact that there were no women around him. He had only one concubine, no consorts, and no official wife. He was a coveted partner for women of status from all nations. Rumors of his engagement had reached them, but he never thought it would be to a seven-year-old girl.

However, after meeting her, he understood. The one more dangerous than the Prince Royal Brother with his inscrutable, calm mask was the count’s daughter. The exceptional young lady who bossed around the Prince Royal Brother, passed orders to the knight order with a single shout, controlled bees, and flew through the sky.

After seeing that, any awe for the Prince Royal Brother vanished. Now, Masahad even felt a sense of pity for him, seeing them as kindred spirits struggling with their respective countries.

He had only made the marriage proposal for Marrow’s sake. He had thought it a shame that Marrow had fallen for such a strange girl, but if Marrow would be happy, he had tried to offer marriage.

But to think she was the Prince Royal Brother’s fiancée.

The combination of the man renowned as a demon king and the mysterious girl who had struck fear into the heart of Donautil was, by any measure, the worst possible. In fact, the image of her being the demon king who commanded monsters, with the Prince Royal Brother as the strategist supporting her, naturally came to mind.

That’s a thorny path, Marrow.

To think he would challenge those two.

Masahad prayed from the bottom of his heart for his reckless brother’s safety.

"Beeans, beans, coffee beans~♪"

Singing a silly song, the Little One was in a great mood. The phrase, though heard for the first time, had a nostalgic ring to it that caught the ears of those around her. She transferred the coffee beans she had received in a sack into a jar, then hugged it and rolled around, gorogoro. The Frontier party and Marrow silently watched over her.

"Nfufu, with this I can make jelly, and candy, and even tiramisuuuu, unyaa~n♪"

The sight of her lying on her back and kicking her arms and legs, batabata, would normally be endearing, like a child of her age throwing a tantrum. But the Little One Squad, who knew what was inside, began to worry about the girl’s state of mind.

...Did she break?

Adonis and Dorfen looked on anxiously. But only Zack was listening intently, funfun.

"So this is the coffee you were talking about, Miss. It’s bitter, right?"

"It’s bitter, but that’s what makes it addicting~♪ When you pair it with something sweet, the bitterness stands out... unih, it’s irresistible~~♪"

The Little One danced around, wachawacha. The little ogres watched her with curiosity. Noticing their gaze, the Little One suddenly looked around the room.

"Eh? Aren’t we missing a little ogre?!"

There should have been three little ogres, but one was missing. His presence was so faint that she hadn’t noticed until now. Because he had always stayed inside the carriage and never came out.

"Where did we drop him? We have to find him...!"

As the Little One hurriedly tried to turn back and opened the window, the little ogres pulled on the hem of her skirt. Seeing them shake their heads, a terrible premonition, as if her heart was being squeezed, ran through the Little One. And as if to confirm it, a blackish-purple magic power burst from Chihaya. The one who appeared was, of course, Cesare.

‘If you mean that one, I have devoured it. It was a sacrifice, was it not?’

"Hah?!"

The girl glared at Cesare, moving only her eyeballs, giro. Overwhelmed by her ferocious gaze, Onii-sama instinctively recoiled.

‘It was a catalyst sent by the O-saki to release my power. Did you not know?’

I did not know.

The Little One was dumbfounded.

‘It seems my power and memories have been divided. Into five... no, seven pieces.’

Cesare muttered casually.

Wait a minute. Does this mean a little ogre gets eaten every time?

The blood drained from the Little One’s face, zaa. A life lost without her knowledge.

While the Frontier party stood in stunned silence, Legion was weeping in the borderlands of Flowers.

‘My master... welcome back. Forgive me, my king. This is what we exist for.’

The little ogres looked up at the constantly weeping Legion, hotahota, with concern.

He did not yet know of the future where the Little One would storm in and smack him on the head.

"So what you’re saying is?!"

Making the incoherent Cesare retreat, the Little One glared at Chihaya. Just as Cesare, who had been with Chihaya since birth, shared his memories, Chihaya could share the memories that Cesare had recovered.

"Um... a dying star? From there? Someone ordered it? And they carried... seeds of life? To Arcadia. What got mixed in was a black-purple magic crystal. And... he ordered a monster to bury it in the earth and raise it."

It seemed there were many memories Chihaya couldn’t understand, but apparently, the horns on the little ogres served as a catalyst connecting the magic crystal and Cesare. The little ogre whose horn was used as a catalyst was converted into magical power and absorbed by Cesare.

"So he didn’t die?"

‘It was a life I created to begin with. It merely returned to being a part of me. How ill-sounding.’

Then don’t use such strange phrasing! It’s bad for my heart!!

Come to think of it, I heard that the children of a queen who is undergoing a generational change are absorbed by the queen when their lives end and become new eggs. It must be the same as that.

‘I do not lay eggs, though.’

Stop reading my mind!

"So, why did you go to such lengths to preserve your memories?"

Cesare looked at the Little One with a difficult expression. The complex colors in his eyes reflected the contradictory hues of joy and anguish cohabiting.

‘I do not know. I may understand when I have recovered all my memories, but for now, I do not.’

Even as he said this, a faint air of melancholy, as if he did not wish for that, surrounded Cesare.

‘...Gods cannot save people. Only people can save people. That is why... I...’

Cesare muttered as if in a trance. Hearing this, the Little One tilted her head.

"What? What’s wrong, Onii-sama?"

Cesare snapped back to reality, ha, and shook his head lightly.

‘No, it is nothing. It seems I am a little confused, having just recovered new memories.’

With those words, he disappeared, and Chihaya returned.

"..............."

For some reason, Nii-ni was silent.

Each harboring complex thoughts, the Honeybee Carriage headed for tonight’s campsite at the Flowers border. There, Prince Marcello, still unaware of the outcome in Donautil, remained encamped, restlessly awaiting the Little One’s return.

Her head aching from the lingering traces of ancient times that only brought more mysteries, the Little One was, today as well, dancing around wachawacha.

As long as the Little One is dancing wachawacha, Arcadia is at peace. It is, it is♪



		
			Chapter 86

			The Beginning of the End

			‘No one notices.’

Madness and truth, piled up and woven together like gently falling snow.

No one knew where the lost magic power drifted and ended up. No one had noticed that it had opened its sleepy eyes and its pupils had squirmed, gyorori.

Not even the gods.

The die was cast.

The people of Arcadia knew not where the thing that had raised its head would end up.

"That makes three, right? Onii-sama, how are your memories feeling?"

Another year had passed since the incident in Donautil, and the twins were now eight years old. They would turn nine the following autumn. It was almost here.

Since then, the Little One had spoken with Prince Marcello of Flowers and visited Legion in the border forest.

"You should have told me important things like the little ogres being catalysts from the beginninggg!!"

The crisp sound, spaaan, was made by the shoulder bag the Little One always carried. Chihiro, carried into the air by Pochiko-san, had jumped from there and, with all her might, had slammed the bag down on Legion’s head.

The ogre Legion looked with sad eyes at the Little One, who had landed on the ground in a perfect 10.00 posture, schatt.

《...I apologize. I am... before being a Lord of the Forest, I am my master’s O-saki. ...I am sorry for keeping silent.》

According to the dejected Legion, when he was appointed as one of the guides, the young god had entrusted him with the black-purple magic crystal, having considered the worst-case scenario. In the event that Heislepe was lost, the young god had apparently intended to take over Arcadia. All the animals living here were created by the young god of the past. Although they were raised in Arcadia, their creator was him. The lives held in the palm of his hand until he was stripped of his divinity. If something were to happen to Heislepe, he would perish along with it. That is why he had set up an insurance policy.

To raise the magic crystal, in which he had sealed his memories from when he was human, in Arcadia.

The memories the young god sealed when he became a god. Even if he could abandon his divine self, he could not bring himself to discard these memories alone. If he lost the gamble, he would surely be stripped of his divinity and fall to a human. And that soul would most likely be reincarnated not into a world with no ties or connections, but into Arcadia, where the life from Heislepe lived. To lay the groundwork for that, the ogre Legion had made a pilgrimage, visiting the Lords of the Forest and planting the magic crystals. While leaving behind legends of the young god’s revival in various places. The reason those legends resembled the holy scriptures was simply because Heislepe’s guides were people who had come from Earth. For Heislepe, which had only the one young god, it must have been an easy teaching to become familiar with.

《This place was originally supposed to be the final land. It was the place to be visited last, after gaining memories from the other magic crystals. Because you visited here first...》

"A paradox was born, I see?"

《...Indeed.》

In other words, the revered one in the old legends was the young god Legion. It was a foreshadowing he himself had laid out, predicting that he would be reincarnated in Arcadia. A foreshadowing spread among the people of Arcadia beforehand so that when he regained his memories and power, he could seize control of humanity and rebel against the gods.

《When I came to Arcadia, my master had sealed new memories and power into the magic crystal. He said he hoped it was a needless worry.》

Neither the Little One nor the ogre Legion knew what that needless worry was. It seemed the young god had had some idea.

"So that’s why there were two lords in the Donautil border forest."

One was the original Lord of the Forest by the creator god. The other was an envoy from Heislepe that the ogre Legion had left behind during his pilgrimage. A guardian placed to watch over the growth of the magic crystal.

When the ogre Legion saw Chihaya, he had recognized the young god within him at a glance. He had desperately suppressed his desire to kneel and had made a pact with the Little One.

I see.

Cesare had his memories from when he was human purified and became a god of Heislepe. The memories he couldn’t completely erase were sealed into that magic crystal. Then, on the verge of Heislepe’s end, he poured new memories and power into that magic crystal and had his O-saki bring it to Arcadia. It was an insurance policy, and if he had won the gamble, he might have planned to collect it along with everything else in Arcadia.

But that very contingency had occurred.

Moreover, that soul has been purified and is now inhabiting Chihaya. Without the creator gods of Arcadia even knowing.

What on earth are those so-called higher beings thinking?

It was all a complete mystery.

Having thus obtained a certain amount of information, the Little One returned to Frontier.

"Isn’t it a bad idea to leave that as it is?"

Romel, who heard the report of the matter at the royal palace, tilted his head slightly.

"But we don’t know what will happen if Cesare regains his memories and power, you know?"

The Little One thought it was a bad idea to take Chihaya on the pilgrimage. There had to be Dark Magic Crystals somewhere along the way. Cesare’s memories and power would assault Chihaya one after another. There were eleven border forests remaining.

While holding the Little One, who was sucking her thumb, chuchu, on his lap, Romel spoke to her in a placating manner.

"I understand how you feel, Chihiro. But don’t you think that might not necessarily work against us?"

The Little One looked up at Romel with a complicated expression, as if looking at someone unbelievable. The girl’s eyebrows were slightly furrowed, her eyes wide, and her mouth hung open, pokan.

What are you talking about?

As the Little One’s face screamed those words, Romel’s cheeks couldn’t help but break into a broad grin, niyoniyo.

No, I understand what you want to say, but what’s with that face? It’s insanely cute!

Romel, who let out a light chuckle, bufu, cleared his throat lightly and explained his thoughts.

In short, he was saying that rather than unknowingly stepping on a landmine, it would be better to recover them after making predictions and preparations beforehand.

"He’s a former god, you know? We don’t know what will happen."

"And furthermore, he was originally a human from your world, wasn’t he? In that case, wouldn’t it be possible to have a proper dialogue and reach a mutual understanding?"

No, he’s the deadly poison of Cantarella, you know? He’s a man who became the byword for that Borgia family, you know? Ahh, how am I supposed to explain this!

Ignorance is bliss, as they say.

Romel did not know of the Borgia family. She had explained, but in Arcadia, which had a similar medieval feel, it was not considered unusual and was laughed off.

But maybe his suggestion isn’t so bad?

While bickering with Romel, the Little One somehow came to understand what he was saying. Running away wouldn’t start or end anything. Regretting something after doing it might be better than regretting not doing it. They say a wise man does not court danger, but they also say to not do what is right when one sees it is to lack courage. In the current situation where she didn’t know which was correct, it was better to have all the information she could get.

And so, the collection of Cesare’s memories began, doubling as the Little One’s pilgrimage.

"This makes six, I guess? The pilgrimage is going smoothly."

Having traveled from the Flowers borderlands to Donautil, the Little One had also visited the forest between the two countries and was steadily visiting the border regions.

The Lord of the Forest between the two countries was a squirrel.

A human-sized squirrel.

It goes without saying that the Little One went into a frenzy of delight.

After rebuilding the forest, she next visited the border forest to the northeast of Donautil. The forest was in a wasteland that bordered another country. The one who greeted the Little One and her party was, of all things, a centipede. The knight order screamed, but only in their hearts, at the sight of the beaded creature writhing about, washawasha.

In the center of a vortex of centipedes of all sizes was a giant centipede, looking down on the Little One’s party from a great height.

《Welcome. We have been waiting for you.》

The border forests, which were pseudo-connected by the magic stones the Little One sent, were now able to make faint contact with each other. It was the same as Frontier’s Golden Ring. And so, the border lords, having heard of the Golden King’s visit, had been waiting eagerly.

Having visited the border forests one after another, the Little One’s party finally found a forest where a Dark Magic Crystal had been planted.

Far to the east of Donautil. In a position that would be due north from Frontier, lies the Sucaraba Kingdom. In a forest on the border between the wilderness and the sea near there, the magic crystal in question was growing. Because she had taken a large detour, the Little One ended up visiting only countries near the border regions. If not for the groundwork laid by Frontier and the support of Donautil, which was technically a neighboring country, things would not have gone so smoothly. To cut through the central region, she would have had to pass through many more countries, so the Little One preferred to use the detour route. She had the Honeybee Carriage. If she flew, it would be over in an instant. It was much faster than clumsily traveling by land.

The Sucaraba Kingdom, with letters from Donautil and Frontier, also let the Little One’s party pass through, saying they were free to do as they pleased as long as they did not enter the country.

It was a great help.

"We’ve come to make a pact~"

A giant chicken smiled faintly at the approaching Little One. And with it, surprisingly, a giant mantis.

Ah, before she could even think, the Little One and her party were swallowed by the ground. There were two lords. This alone told the Little One that a magic crystal was here. The green land, which at first glance seemed to be covered in vines, was actually an entrance to a cave with holes everywhere. The destination they were carried to after being swallowed by the vines was, as expected, a cave of a Dark Magic Crystal.

"This has become a standard pattern, hasn’t it? Is this also information from the other lords?"

The chicken and the mantis nodded at the wryly smiling Little One.

《We heard it was necessary.》

《Master... It has been a long time.》

The mantis knelt before Chihaya, and tears flowed, hotahota.

‘I am sorry. My memories are insufficient. I do not remember you... but you have served me well. I thank you.’

《Such gracious words.》

Dark magic power burst forth from the magic crystal behind the lords and enveloped Chihaya with a roar. At the same time, Chihiro let out her golden magic power, canceling out the dark magic. The entangled magic was instantly sucked into their respective needle crystals. The golden magic into Chihaya. The dark magic into Chihiro.

Cesare, who had been closing his eyes for a while, suddenly blinked, fu, and looked at the Little One.

‘I see, I am Cesare Borgia. I went from cardinal to soldier. ...I was aiming to become Pope, yet why? I wonder?’

Cesare tilted his head.

The Little One knew the historical account. He could not become Pope because he was an illegitimate child. Although it was only speculation by later historians, it was written that Cesare, in despair over this fact, had killed his legitimate younger brother and thrown himself into a bloody conflict. That his desperation and despair were the cause of his violence towards his sister as well.

The past Cesare, who had cursed, destroyed, and ruined everything.

When he remembered that again, what would become of him?

Furthermore, she had heard that his memories from when he was a young god were also sealed. And his power as well.

What would Cesare, who had regained all of that, choose to do? Chihiro prayed that Cesare’s madness would not be directed at Chihaya. If, by some chance, he were to harm Chihaya, she would cut Cesare down without mercy.

However, the Little One, who was staring at her brother with a dangerous glint in her eyes, had forgotten.

That the Dark Magic Crystal had once been a seed. That the Dark Magic Crystal towering before her now was the grown form of that seed.

And the purified boy had also forgotten. The reason he knew how such a method of power inheritance was possible. The fact that he was about to tread once more upon the ruts of the abominable calamity that had once befallen Heislepe.

Known only to the higher beings, the end of the world was now beginning.



		
			Chapter 87

			The Beginning of the End, Two

			"Ughhh... I want to be healed."

The Little One rolled around, writhing. This was Count George’s residence. Chihiro, who had been rushing around on pilgrimages during her consecutive long breaks, was starving for some healing. Her frayed heart could not be soothed even by the sweets Zack made.

What is this? Really. Ever since the revival of the spirits in Flowers, it’s been one thing after another, the succession dispute in Donautil, the revival of the young god, and the fact that he’s the deadly poison of Cantarella. Isn’t my life a bit too grim?

With a dry laugh plastered on her face, the Little One stroked Pochiko-san, mofumofu. While enjoying the soft, fuwaa, fur, her troubled heart coiled up, ujiuji. It’s not enough. There’s not enough healing.

I want to stroke a big ball of fur, buwa, like a dog or a cat, something warm and soft and fluffy.

She glanced out the window and saw a pure white spider spinning a web between the roof and the eaves. That one was also fluffy, mofumofu, but it felt hard and cold, somehow different.

Maybe I should ask to pet a horse at the knight order. It’s not fluffy enough, though.

As the Little One rolled around, ujiuji, pondering such things, she heard the clamorous sound of footsteps. Just as the girl sat up, wondering what was happening, the door to her room opened, and Chihaya, panting for breath, burst in.

"Hiiro... hah, j-just... outside."

Tilting her head at her brother’s dangerous-looking frown, the Little One went downstairs.

"U... waaaahhh!!"

Stepping out of the entrance, Chihiro couldn’t help but let out a cry of admiration.

Lined up there were the envoys sent from the border lords.

Squirrels ranging from the size of a toddler to the size of a palm, centipedes, scorpions, and lined up on the backs of those scorpions were large chicks. Seeing the chicks, ranging from palm-sized to the size of a dodgeball, the Little One leaped at them with all her might.

"Waaaahhh!"

So cuuute!!

"What? Is this!"

Hugging a chick, Chihiro looked up with a tearful smile and noticed Katsumi among the assembled adults.

According to him, who looked down with a lukewarm smile, this group of monsters had apparently been racing down from the north, and because they had crossed the magically depleted central region, they had suffered from magic deficiency and had collapsed just before reaching Kilfan. The bees, sensing the monsters’ magic, had discovered them, protected them, and brought them to Kilfan.

"Yeah, I was surprised. I mean, they’re clearly monsters, right? I was thinking of getting the details from them."

"Um... I did tell you about the pilgrimage, right?"

"Yeah, but I don’t recall hearing that monsters would collapse just before Kilfan. It caused a huge commotion, you know?"

A vein throbbed, pikipiki, on Katsumi’s temple, his smile dark.

Uwah, this is bad.

Startled by the dangerous atmosphere, the Little One recoiled, pya, and asked a bee to call Merda for her.

Merda arrived, froze for a moment, let her eyes wander over the monsters, and then got the story from the largest centipede. Then, after nodding several times, she translated for the Little One, who was hugging a chick and not letting go.

《It seems they brought the next generation here because they were born.》

"Heah?"

The girl tilted her head, kyon. Seeing her still not letting go of the chick, Merda let out a light chuckle, bufu, and explained further.

The reason was simple. In Frontier, the Golden Ring had been completed. In that case, if they entered the ring, the lords could move freely. Seeing the Golden King who had rebuilt the border forests, the border lords had thought that perhaps she could create new forests for the next generation, and so had sent them.

"Eeeh? I’m not going to do that. Why would that happen?"

Sensing the Little One’s distress, the border monsters looked at each other anxiously.

《If the border’s Golden Ring is completed, most of the inland area will be filled with magic. The current forests do not rely on golden magic, and it might be an option for the next generation to settle in a forest on a land they like, you know?》

Ah, the Little One nodded in understanding.

The current lords’ forests did not require golden magic. They were just ordinary forests that subsisted on the lords’ own magic. They were connected by the pact, a relationship of mutual aid. In that case, if there was a land they liked and the people of that land allowed it, it was certainly possible to make it a new lord’s forest. With the Little One’s help, it could be rebuilt into a deep, rich forest.

"If that’s the case, maybe it’s worth looking. Prince Marcello did say there was a good forest in the capital of Flowers."

The border monsters became elated with joy, buwa. Their feet stomped, wachawacha, in an endearing way.

"Well then, until then, you can all live at my house, okay?"

As the Little One beamed, nipaa, the adults let out a great sigh and smiled in resignation.

And so, the monster unit became an even larger family, and it was a charming sight to see the royal palace tremble in fear.

"You, that’s enough! The palace is not a monster sanctuary, you know?!"

It is a side note that Wilfe, having received a report from the knight order, came flying over.

"It’s not my fault..."

The adorable sight of the girl leaning against a large squirrel and hugging a chick made the hearts of the adults flutter, and it was a given that the matter was glossed over.

"There’s no way we can win, right?"

"Hiiro is the strongest, after all♪"

Theodore and Fatima exchanged wry smiles as they watched Wilfe fidget at the sight of his cute sister.

The Little One, having unexpectedly obtained the fluffy things she had longed for, was extremely pleased. While breaking into a slight cold sweat at the sight of Pochiko-san clinging to a corner of the ceiling and staring intently, she enjoyed the fluffiness to her heart’s content.

And in the autumn, the two turned nine and made plans for the future.

Most of their academy subjects were exempt, so other than the New Year’s prom and the spring entrance ceremony, there were no events they had to attend.

"We’ve covered pretty much due north, right?"

"Yeah. Next, let’s go from the western forest area and take a big detour through Castrato."

Spreading out a world map, the twins and the Little One Squad discussed their next pilgrimage. As autumn deepened and the footsteps of winter approached, the only thing on their minds was the pilgrimage they would undertake the following spring.

The academy’s New Year’s prom.

The Little One, who had never imagined she would be squeezed into a night dance party that only the middle school division and above were qualified to attend, thanks to her royal status.

"Hah? Isn’t it just a tea party and a luncheon?"

The Little One, who was trying on a prom dress at the royal palace, was astonished by what Miltisia, who was also trying on a dress, had said.

"Oh? You haven’t heard? The royal family has to attend, regardless of age."

"We didn’t have it last year, right?"

"That’s because you were at the royal palace’s ball last year."

"Ah."

That was right. The academy’s prom and the royal palace’s ball were held on the same day. Until one graduated from the academy and made their social debut, the New Year’s prom was the young people’s ball. Until the middle school division at age ten, it was only a daytime tea party and luncheon. From the middle school division onwards, they could also participate in the night dance party.

Last year, as the partner of Marrow, a state guest, the Little One had attended the royal palace’s ball, so the invitation had not come. Since Marrow had finished the remainder of his study abroad period and returned to his country, this time, participation in the dance party as part of the royal family was mandatory.

Ugh. No way. What a pain.

While the Little One was feeling dejected, Fatima, also trying on a dress, brought up the topic of the dance party.

"It’s an official party, so we need an escort. Who are you going to ask, Hiiro? Chihaya, I suppose?"

It seemed Prince Marcello would be coming to escort Fatima. The royal palace’s ball was also an option, but Prince Marcello, who disliked stuffy affairs, preferred the academy prom. So, the available twin, Theodore, would be escorting Miltisia.

"Hmph," the Little One murmured and thought. Normally, she should ask her fiancé, Romel, but the age difference was too great, and he was an indispensable figure at the royal palace’s ball. In that case, it would be most appropriate to ask Chihaya.

"That’s true. I guess it’ll be Nii-ni."

"I thought so."

"I’m looking forward to seeing Chihaya in formal wear♪"

The ladies-in-waiting, who were helping the three of them into their respective dresses, looked on with warm smiles at the lovely princesses who were chattering away, kyakya, ufufu.

Fatima wore a soft, powder pink sopraveste. The accent color was white, and it was an elegant dress with delicate lace and frills appropriately placed.

Miltisia wore a vivid scarlet cotardi. It was a dress with a sleek, sharp impression. The long sleeves were a characteristic feature, and the accent color was black. Her attire was the complete opposite of Fatima’s.

And the Little One wore an orange, knee-length furisode with black spats. On top of that, she wore a long haori made of light yellow muslin. The front came down to hide her knees. It grew longer towards the back, and the tail end reached her ankles. The haori had fine pleats and was a beautiful creation that swayed gently, fuwarifuwari, with every movement. The slightly transparent fabric made the pattern of the formal wear underneath show through, creating a truly fantastical appearance.

"It’s lovely. The costumes of Kilfan are very unique and beautiful."

"Truly. I would like to have one made for myself. Could you ask for me, Hiiro?"

The Little One, praised by the two who sighed, hou, became a little shy and fidgeted, monyo.

"I can put in a good word anytime, you know."

Smiling at Chihiro, who answered with a bright smile, nipah, the three of them requested minor adjustments and finished their fitting.

Winter began, and the New Year approached.

Chihiro, who was thinking of going to Kilfan for the first shrine visit of the year again, somehow found Cesare floated in her mind’s eye.

Her other brother, with Chihaya’s face. The Little One felt a vague sense of unease about Cesare, who had recently become more talkative, pushing aside the now quiet Chihaya to come to the forefront.

Nii-ni, you’re okay, right?

Shaking off the bad premonition that had suddenly crossed her mind, the Little One fell asleep with her newly added fluffy companions. She didn’t even notice Pochiko-san forcefully squeezing into the gaps, and the night at the count’s residence deepened.



		
			Chapter 88

			The Beginning of the End, Three

			"What is that?!"

"It’s so adorable!!"

"Wait. They’re twins, right? Isn’t the one escorting her a bit tall?"

Ladies and gentlemen, your polite facades are slipping. Look, the teachers’ smiles are turning dark.

This was the grand garden of the academy.

The garden, spacious enough to seat the entire student body at tables with room to spare, was kept at a constant temperature by a barrier spell and adorned with colorful flowers everywhere. There were flower stands and flower baskets, all living floral decorations made using materials like you would find at an oasis on Earth.

They don’t seem to use things like kenzan flower frogs. I suppose it takes a knack to secure flowers with those.

The garden, blessed with fine weather, was bustling with activity when the Little One entered the tea party venue, escorted by Chihaya.

The luncheon had ended, and the students were enjoying pleasant conversation. As this was also a lesson in social etiquette, everyone was on their best behavior, acting the part.

But when the Drago family twins appeared, every eye in the venue focused on them at once.

They wore the unique kimono-style clothing of Kilfan. Haya was dressed in a kariginu hunting robe with a shorter outer coat and hakama trousers. The deep indigo fabric was embroidered with a shippo pattern in thread of the same color. Hero wore a white under-robe with a scarlet collar piece. She also wore scarlet hakama and a thin over-robe called a chihaya. The white fabric of her over-robe, embroidered with a silver-threaded kanoko fawn spot pattern, shimmered with the light. Both outfits were arranged in a modern, shorter style. Visible below their knees were white silk stockings. Even their thick-soled zori sandals were of an ornate weave, drawing much attention. Everyone’s eyes were captivated by the thin over-robe as it fluttered and swayed, catching the breeze.

"Well now. What a curious style of dress. Where is it from?"

At the royal table where the twins were guided, Fatima and Prince Marcello were already seated and having tea.

"They are from my mother’s homeland. It is attire derived from Kilfan."

Prince Marcello stared intently at the seated twins, then narrowed his eyes.

"You’ve grown so much. The first time we met, you were still so small."

At the prince's nostalgic words, the Little One’s smile deepened, and she too narrowed her eyes.

You’ve grown as well. The first time we met, you were just a boy with a lingering air of innocence. How quickly time passes.

Remembering the events of over a decade ago, the Little One found herself lost in a moment of reflection. Just as tea was brought to this table of differing sentiments and the twins had brought the warm cups to their lips, a great commotion erupted behind them.

Turning to see what the matter was, the Little One’s eyes fell upon a small horse. It looked very much like what would be called a pony on Earth, and it was pulling a small, flower-adorned carriage.

"What’s that?"

"Oh, that’s a flower carriage. They’re pulled by donkeys or ponies," Fatima replied, smiling fondly at the Little One, whose eyes were sparkling. Prince Marcello also nodded, his eyes softening at the sight of the girl’s age-appropriate, childlike demeanor.

"The amusements at these kinds of events are the same everywhere. It’s a popular ride in Flowers as well."

However, the Little One was not staring at the decorated carriage, but at the pony pulling it. Physically, she was still unable to ride a horse. For some reason, Chihaya was receiving riding lessons from the knights, but those same knights were less than encouraging toward Chihiro.

"You’re about ten centimeters too short."

"I don’t think your feet would even reach the smallest stirrups..."

Crushed by the knights’ hesitant pronouncements, the Little One had given up. For months, she had watched her brother ride with dashing skill, her gaze filled with resentment.

Why can big brother handle a horse so easily?

Chihaya’s riding was so skillful it made even the veteran knights’ eyes widen in surprise.

Of course, no one around him knew he had a private instructor.

‘Lift your hips more. Move with the horse’s motion.’

"Like this?"

‘Relax your shoulders. For now, it’s fine to just feel like you’re being carried. Horses are intelligent creatures. They will understand how you feel.’

"Yeah, thanks, Cesare."

He was being taught by a seasoned warrior who had galloped across battlefields in the past. There was no way he wouldn’t improve.

Unaware of this, the Little One was gnawing on her fingers in frustration.

But the small horse before her now. Couldn’t even she ride that?

Even big brother is riding a large foal. Until I can ride a foal, maybe a pony would be a good start?

Just as the Little One’s face lit up, a large shadow suddenly passed over. Several shadows darted across the garden lawn, and when the startled people looked up at the sky, they saw countless giant bees flying there.

"Kyaaaahhh!!"

Starting with one female student’s scream, the specially prepared garden erupted into a maelstrom of chaos. The teachers were speechless, and the Little One was dumbfounded.

Landing before her was the one and only Merda-sama.

"Chihiro-sama, something strange has happened in the western forest!"

With that message, Merda grabbed Chihaya and Chihiro under each arm and soared into the sky with a sound like *babyun*. The bees vanished from the sight of the dumbfounded onlookers in the blink of an eye.

"What on earth just happened?"

"Wasn’t that a disaster-class monster?"

"That was so scaryyyy."

Students clamored, jumping on their teachers, who had no idea how to explain the situation. Compared to other nations, Frontier was more accustomed to monsters, but that was strictly outside the city walls. The children of nobles, who rarely even left their own estates let alone the city, had no immunity to monsters whatsoever. If anything, commoners had more opportunities to see monsters, as they would go into the forests to gather plants.

Leaving behind the crying children and the students frozen in a daze, Prince Marcello also rose from his seat. He bid Fatima farewell, intending to head for the royal palace.

"Something may have happened. I might not be able to attend the dance party, but..."

"Of course. I will go as well."

Looking up at the thoughtfully murmuring Prince Marcello with a clear gaze, Fatima also stood. A glance revealed that Theodore and Miltitia, who had been sitting at a table a short distance away, were also on their feet.

We’re all thinking the same thing.

With a faint smile, Fatima and the other palace officials hurried toward the teleportation circle.

"What happened?"

Soaring through the sky, the Little One got the gist of the story from Merda.

The western forest exists within a canyon. Apparently, the bottom of that deep canyon had collapsed, and a new canyon had been discovered. What’s more, when they tried to send the Lords’ Kin to investigate, they were repelled.

"You mean they couldn’t get inside?"

"Yes. Joker also reported a presence stirring within."

Chihaya, who had been listening intently to their conversation, bit his lip.

...Has it begun?

‘...Perhaps.’

When Cesare released his third memory, Chihaya saw destruction.

People swallowed by a wicked torrent, racing headlong toward their own ruin. Humanity would be destroyed by humanity. He would not forget the abominable events that occurred in Heislepe, a world without the principles of magic.

The origin of magic is the four elements. The ones who govern the four elements are the spirits.

Even in Heislepe, which had no principles of magic, the spirits existed. Though unnoticed by humans, they were there, by their side.

And yet... because humans failed to notice them.

Tragedy struck.

Will that be repeated?

‘I will not allow it. That is why I am here. That is why I brought my power and memories here.’

For Cesare, who had lost Heislepe, the life of Arcadia was like his own child. With his memories as a boy god returned, Cesare was stunned. He wanted to praise his past self for attempting to steal everything from Arcadia while simultaneously setting up an insurance policy in case of failure.

‘The gods only watch over the world. They cannot save people. ...Only people can save people. So... let’s do this, Haya.’

..........Yeah!!

Arcadia had faced the threat of destruction in the past. He had heard that it was averted through Chihiro’s efforts. In exchange, she had lost everything. Even her own young life.

Fortunately, she was reborn as Drago’s daughter and now lives with a warm family, but in the past, everything was undoubtedly stolen from her.

This time, I will be the one to protect her.

Because he shared memories with Cesare, a flood of knowledge poured into Chihaya. Cesare knew what had to be done. But he was merely inhabiting Chihaya. For the most part, Chihaya would have to cooperate and shoulder the burden.

I’ll do it. For Hero’s sake, I’d even pick a fight with the gods.

‘That’s the spirit.’

No one noticed the ferocious twist of Chihaya’s lips.

The abyss that had once tried to swallow the Little One had opened its jaws wide once more. The people of Arcadia had not yet noticed the eerie pitfall, its sharpened fangs glistening slickly, its crimson tongue dancing.
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			The Beginning of the End, Four

			"We’re moving the schedule up! Can you get ready to move?"

After being carried to the royal palace by Merda, the Little One mounted Canon and called out to the knights before heading back to Count George’s residence.

Too impatient to wait for the door to be opened, she burst inside, changed into her usual salopette trousers, and flew back to the palace with Chihaya. Pochiko-san, who just a short while ago had been jealously intimidating the other fluffy creatures, was now completely friendly, and a small chick sat atop the Little One's head. With Mi-chan on her left biceps, a palm-sized squirrel on her right shoulder, and a chick on her head, the twins burst into Romel’s office through the skylight, a sight that made the palace staff do a double take.

"Chihiro!"

"I heard the gist of it. Is there anything else?"

Romel scooped up the girl as she rummaged through the documents on his desk and carried her out of the office. Chihaya followed Romel out of the room.

"Sorry, there’s someone I need you to meet first."

"Someone you want me to meet?"

Romel carried the bewildered Little One to the reception room located on the border between the royal palace and the rear palace. The knights standing before the door bowed respectfully, relayed a message to an attendant, and the door to the reception room was opened. Relaxing inside the elegant, spacious room was a single boy. At first glance, he looked like an adventurer, but his refined features and demeanor spoke of his noble birth.

The boy stood up, placed a hand on his chest, and bowed his head.

"My name is Augfel. I have discarded my family name for certain reasons. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Hmm? I feel like I’ve heard a similar line somewhere before.

As the Little One tilted her head in thought, she heard Romel’s weary-sounding voice.

"He says he’s Lady Hyrulia’s cousin."

"Hyrulia’s?!"

"You know Hyrulia?!"

Three different voices, saying three different things, flew across the room.

"I have been searching for her for so long."

As he spoke, Augfel explained the general circumstances to Romel. He had immediately pursued Hyrulia after she was exiled. He had traveled through the towns near the wilderness on the Castrato border, using the Roullelia borderlands as a base for his search.

"I never dreamed she was being sheltered by a count’s family in the royal capital."

While searching, Augfel had been making a living as an adventurer and was one of the witnesses to the recent strange phenomenon. He said the fissure that appeared in the western forest’s canyon had split the earth wide open, extending beyond the defensive walls surrounding the forest.

"A fissure just went *gagaga* right where a carriage was running, and in the blink of an eye, it divided the east from the west."

Augfel and a few other adventurers, who had taken on the job of guarding that carriage, had witnessed the fissure form. It was in the process of reporting this that Augfel heard the name he had been searching for.

"The Lord of the Forest might make a move. The last time was about two years ago, wasn’t it? I wonder how the Count’s daughter and Lady Hyrulia are doing."

At the Border Count’s murmur, as if lost in distant thought, Augfel’s eyes widened, and he pressed for the details. Then, when word came that the royal palace wanted to hear the details from an adventurer, he had become unable to sit still and had come all the way to the royal capital.

"Huh. Strange connections can be made. Hyrulia’s doing well."

"Thank goodness... May I see her?"

"If Hyrulia says it’s okay. I’ll ask her."

Thanking the Little One for her small nod, Augfel faintly furrowed his brow, his eyes clouding over.

I have to stop my father the king’s scheme. I must inform Hyrulia that she is being targeted, and if possible, we must flee far away together.

Augfel recalled a letter from his brother, the Crown Prince. It said their father was desperately searching for Hyrulia to make her the Crown Prince’s consort. He wouldn't even mind if she was found dead. If Hyrulia's death could not be confirmed, the Duke's family fortune could not be seized. That was the only reason.

He wanted to go to a remote region beyond their father’s reach and live quietly together. He was confident he could make a living as a bodyguard or whatever it took to provide for them. If possible, he wanted to marry her, have children, and live a peaceful life. His thinking was worldly for a former prince. The commoner skills Augfel had cultivated over the past two years were on full display.

Just as he was about to achieve his goal, the person he had longed for appeared before him.

"My goodness! It truly is Augfel-sama! It has been so long!!"

Two years had passed. Hyrulia, who had been fourteen, was now sixteen, and had blossomed into a maiden of breathtaking beauty. She was the talk of the royal palace, and since she was a lady-in-waiting to a countess, many nobles, assuming she must be from a respectable family, had proposed to her one after another. But Hyrulia dismissed them all with a laugh, thinking it was a lot of trouble for a girl of unknown details, and refused every one.

"Ahhh, Hyrulia!! It really has been a long time! I’m so glad to see you’re well."

Augfel embraced Hyrulia with a beaming smile.

"I heard you were searching for me. For what reason?"

Hyrulia was an exile. She couldn’t understand why. Sensing the question marks floating in Hyrulia’s mind, Augfel hesitated, wondering if he should explain. He glanced around quickly before looking back at Hyrulia.

"I want to talk. Could we be alone?"

"I refuse. I am Hero-sama’s lady-in-waiting."

Hyrulia’s sharp refusal made Augfel’s eyes go wide. Letting out a small laugh, Hyrulia straightened her back and answered.

"I have no intention of keeping any secrets from Hero-sama. Even though I was a suspicious girl, Hero-sama hired me as her attendant without asking a single question."

In the end, Romel had seen through her, and her identity was revealed, but even then, the Little One had sheltered her. She had no intention of keeping secrets from such a master. Hyrulia’s eyes said that it would be the same whether they spoke alone or right here and now.

They had known each other since childhood. Augfel, who knew Hyrulia’s stubbornness well, quickly waved the white flag.

"The truth is..."

As Augfel hesitantly recounted his story, not only Hyrulia but Romel as well couldn't help but look to the heavens.

"Well, I’ll be. Being falsely accused is common enough. But to search for Lady Hyrulia, even her corpse, just to keep the ducal house from falling into the hands of a political rival. Your king is quite something."

"It has been two years. Even my father must no longer believe she is alive or that he can obtain her body."

That was why he wanted them to flee far away together, Augfel said.

The Little One sensed a slight lack of frankness in his explanation.

"It doesn’t end there, does it? I can’t imagine your king is the type to give up on the ducal house just because Hyrulia wasn’t found."

He wouldn’t just stand by and watch as one of his two main pillars of support fell into the hands of a political enemy. There had to be some sort of scheme.

At the girl’s sharp words, the boy’s throat tightened. His reaction affirmed the Little One’s words. After a moment of hesitation, as if resigned, Augfel murmured softly.

"...If she is not found, he plans to provide my brother with a girl with silver hair and purple eyes and hold a funeral in Hyrulia’s place."

The room went cold.

In other words, Augfel explained, the plan was to have a woman resembling Hyrulia establish a connection with the Crown Prince, and once that was done, dispose of the woman, pretending she was Hyrulia, and take over the ducal house as if nothing had happened.

"I’m sure this kind of thing happens, but wow. That’s grim."

Castrato. The country-of-the-year you’d want to avoid if at all possible. But she had heard the story now. And having heard it, she couldn’t just look the other way.

After all, a person can’t lie to themselves.

If she stood by and did nothing, she would remember it for the rest of her life, every time something came up.

That there was a woman in that country who was sacrificed for Hyrulia’s sake. That woman’s child would inherit the ducal house. And become the next king. It was not something you could just forget. It would become a thorn that would prick Hyrulia’s and Augfel’s hearts for the rest of their lives. The same went for the Little One. And for Romel.

I was planning on taking a big detour.

Sighing, the Little One looked up at Hyrulia.

"You won’t be able to rest easy until this is cleaned up, right? The false accusation seems to have been cleared up, so for now, shall we do what we can?"

"Are you sure?"

The Little One nodded at Hyrulia’s astonished gaze. Feeling intimidated by the silent understanding that passed between the two, Augfel looked at Romel. Romel, catching his glance, shrugged as if to say it was out of his hands, further fueling Augfel’s anxiety.

Hyrulia had been watching the Little One for a long time. While often bewildered by her out-of-the-ordinary antics, she knew that the Little One was a compassionate creature who would not abandon the weak.

"I, too, was a princess of a ducal house. It would be against my will to overlook such a situation."

Hyrulia had received the education of a feudal lord since she was a child. Though her younger brother was to inherit, she had studied diligently to be able to assist him. Unbeknownst to her, her aunt and uncle had been executed, and their children remained imprisoned. If that was the case, she had to save at least her younger siblings. If possible, she wanted to resolve the matter before any sacrifices were made. For that, the Little One’s cooperation was essential.

"Alright then, let’s go. To Castrato."

"Yes!"

The Little One and Hyrulia grinned at each other.

Augfel, not understanding what had just happened, was in a fluster.

Staring with disbelief at the Frontier party as they began to walk off in perfect sync, Augfel watched them with wide eyes before chasing after them.

And so, a new commotion began, and the Little One and her companions found themselves heading to Castrato, a country with which they had a fateful connection.

What awaited the Little One in that blood-soaked country of swirling intrigue?

Not even the gods could say.
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			The Beginning of the End, Five

			"What is the meaning of this?!"

For some reason, the countess’s travel preparations were already complete. Augfel was surprised by the carriage pulled by a white spider monster, but he was even more surprised by the many monsters swarming around it. Then there were the people, led by the countess, who boarded the carriage one after another. It was a large carriage, but not nearly big enough to seat that many people. He had watched at least ten people get on. With no knight escort, the carriage set off alone to the west, and Augfel followed on his own horse, his head in a state of confusion.

And now, he was confronting the Little One and her party as they stopped for a lunch break at the Curious Tree Clearing.

He had explained Hyrulia’s situation. Why would they try to return to their dangerous homeland? The moment they returned, she would be captured and handed over to the king. Then she would be forced to become his brother’s bride. He absolutely could not let that happen.

Glancing at the menacingly approaching Augfel, the Little One muttered with an air of annoyance.

"To protect the adorable Hyrulia, of course. Who knows what your old man will do if we just leave him be?"

Old man? Does she mean my father, the king?

Her tone was unbecoming of a noble lady. It was a world away from her demeanor at the palace just a short while ago, and Augfel was flustered.

"Protect Hyrulia, you say?"

The girl’s words denied the worst-case scenario he had imagined. Unable to comprehend, Augfel looked at her with suspicion, and the Little One explained.

The matter was simple. All they had to do was let Castrato know that the heir to the ducal house was alive. Then Hyrulia would appoint a new administrator for the ducal house, and leave the rest to that person.

"If they know Hyrulia is alive, they can’t set up a fake, right?"

"I intend to entrust the ducal house to my father’s younger brother, the count. He is a just man. I do not think things will go poorly."

The two of them casually spoke of the worst possible outcome for the King of Castrato. If they did that, the king would be furious. He might even have Hyrulia’s head cut off on the spot.

As Augfel muttered this in a trembling voice, the Little One looked at him with mischievous eyes and pointed to herself.

"I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen. I may be at the bottom of the royal ladder, but I still hold the title of a Frontier princess."

Hyrulia was currently the Little One’s official lady-in-waiting, making her the Little One’s property. For any reason whatsoever, to lay a hand on her would be tantamount to a declaration of war against Frontier. The groundwork was in place for the Little One to go on a rampage without consequence.

"...Let us pray the King of Castrato is not a fool. If Chihiro-sama so desired, Castrato would be swallowed by monsters."

With a sharp glint in his eyes, Dorfen’s lips twisted into a cruel smile. Following his lead, the escort knights also showed ferocious grins.

A strange atmosphere descended, and a chill ran down Augfel’s spine.

It was the unique killing intent that only non-humans possessed. The way they looked at him, as if he were an insect, was genuine. It wasn’t the clumsy intent born of arrogance and pride like his father’s. It was the pure, undistorted killing intent possessed only by those who have truly waded through bloody battlefields. Having clashed with Castrato countless times since the Little One’s abduction over a decade ago, they no longer saw that country as anything but an enemy nation. There was no mercy to be given, no compassion to be had. If anything, they wanted to crush them completely.

"..........When I think of the battle from a decade ago, it is infuriating beyond measure. I suppose you would not know of it."

For Dorfen, who had allowed the Little One to be kidnapped due to his own failure, that battle was as clear in his memory as if it had happened yesterday. It was a bloody, desperate battle, rare in Arcadia. That was to be expected, since a force of about two thousand knights had fought an army of nearly twenty thousand. Though they had the protection of the frogs, their greatest asset, magic, was sealed, and the knights became covered in blood, even suffering amputations. Healing magic had erased all traces of their wounds, but how could they ever forget a battle that would have left them with horrific scars otherwise?

Even the younger knights who hadn’t been there knew of it. It was a battle still spoken of in vivid detail.

"I have heard of it... but wasn’t that battle started because Frontier attacked?"

Augfel knew of it as a historical fact. Frontier attacked, so they counterattacked. It was a battle for national defense.

At the time, Augfel had been about six years old and had not been told the details. It had been a plot carried out in secret by the king and a few nobles to begin with. There was no way he would know.

"Attacked... you say. Do you know the reason?"

"The reason?"

With a self-deprecating smile, Dorfen raised an eyebrow.

"Do you think our Frontier would attack without reason? At that time, Castrato had abducted our country’s princess."

Abducted royalty?!

Augfel’s face stiffened in utter shock.

"The deed was done by a Frontier noble, but it is clear as day that Castrato, who sent a large army to support and ‘rescue’ them, was the mastermind. ...This is the reason Frontier severed diplomatic ties with your country. Do you understand?"

Under the concentrated fire of the knights’ sharp glares, Augfel finally understood.

They weren’t heading to Castrato out of kindness. They were scheming to, if the opportunity arose, unleash their long-held grudge and vent the frustration that had been stuck in their throats for years. They were using Hyrulia as their justification. In a sense, they had been given a once-in-a-lifetime chance.

Suppressing the chill that crept up his spine, Augfel galloped out of the Curious Tree Clearing, ahead of the Frontier party.

He spurred his horse on, heading straight for Castrato.

I must inform my brother. We must not give Frontier an excuse.

Even setting Hyrulia aside, their seething killing intent had Castrato in its sights.

If the opportunity arose...

Their ferocious smiles told the whole story. Furthermore, the countess’s nonchalant demeanor, seemingly having no intention of stopping them, conveyed the existence of a chilling malice to Augfel with undeniable clarity.

This is bad, this is bad, this is bad!!

No wonder Hyrulia was so calm. He had never seen such fierce warriors. And on top of that, a demon-king-like girl leading a host of monsters.

Veteran knights. Exceptional magic. And countless monsters surrounding them.

Who in the world could stand against that? Even Augfel, who had only been with them for half a day, could keenly feel the threat they posed.

His thoughts consumed by the unexpected disaster befalling his homeland, Augfel raced across the wilderness, having forgotten his original purpose.

The uneasy feeling he had at the Frontier royal palace. Augfel now understood the true meaning behind the countess's departure, which the Prince Regent had seen off without a word. He accurately sensed that this was the consensus of all of Frontier. If anything happened to them, Frontier could openly lead a large army to invade Castrato.

We must not give them an excuse.

Since diplomatic ties with Frontier had been severed, they hadn't been able to replenish their magic stones, and their stockpiles were running low. The day when their magic tools would cease to function was near. Some nobles had privately hired Frontier mages, but it was like a drop in the ocean.

Something had to be done before they suffered a fatal blow.

Though he intended to discard his family name, Augfel was still a prince of Castrato. He had to avert the disaster that would befall his people, no matter what.

As the prince desperately wracked his brain, the Little One, having watched him go, received a meal from Adonis.

"Now then... I wonder how this will turn out."

The Little One pondered as she munched on her food.

Normally, one would try to avoid trouble. But doing so would leave a huge sense of defeat, so it wouldn't be surprising if they couldn't hold back. Above all, they wouldn't get their hands on the ducal house. If the king could act rationally with Hyrulia, whom he desired so badly he could taste it, right in front of him, then maybe there'd be some hope.

Thinking this and that, the Little One glanced at Dorfen.

"You provoked him on purpose, didn’t you?"

"...It is what I truly feel."

Dorfen’s eyes gleamed. All the knights at the same table had tense expressions. Adonis and Zack wore similar expressions, smirking. Even Hyrulia.

...Wow. The bloodlust is off the charts. Who brought this ready-for-a-fight atmosphere here?

...It was you.

Feeling as if she heard the voices of the gods from somewhere, the Little One unconsciously looked up at the sky.

Always ready for a fight, always ready to wing it. Her motto was, "Life will work itself out!!"

That fundamental stance of the Little One had firmly taken root in the Little One Squad. Placing the girl’s self-inflicted situation on a divine shelf to be ignored, the Little One Squad advanced with determination.

And so, a conflict no one had wished for began, the fuse lit with vigor.
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			The Beginning of the End, Six

			A long time ago, the Higher Beings created the gods out of whim.

The gods, possessing the power to create worlds, brought many into existence, much to the amusement of the Higher Beings. The Higher Beings, too, grew very fond of the miniature gardens their beloved children created, bestowing blessings upon them, and the celestial realm was filled with overflowing life.

...That is why no one noticed.

Light and dark are two sides of the same coin. That as the celestial realm of light was born, so too was the abyss. And that in tandem with the gods who received blessings, the spirits were also born. Spirits that dwell in all of creation. These dark things, which nestled quietly in the shadows of living beings, gradually grew in power.

The gods create the world, and the spirits maintain it.

The gods, close to the Higher Beings, and the spirits, who dwell in the earth, close to the world’s living creatures.

By the time the Higher Beings noticed those that lived in the darkness, it was already too late. They had already put down deep roots in the human world.

The spirits, who lurked in the darkness, also yearned for the humans beloved by the gods.

They were always by humanity’s side, assisting in their prosperity. Where there is light, there is shadow. The stronger and more dazzling the light, the deeper and darker the abyss becomes.

Worlds were born and destroyed, and having lost the humans they loved time and time again, the spirits’ despair deepened. No matter how much they loved them, humans would always perish. No matter what they did, humans would always make mistakes and head toward their own destruction.

The spirits, deeply emotional and loving humans from the bottom of their hearts, were overwhelmed with despair and suffered great anguish and torment.

And then, they had an idea.

Let’s tame the humans. Let’s make them dependent, spoil them, so they can’t think for themselves. If we do that, perhaps they can avoid their foolish demise.

A feeling akin to madness eroded and infested the spirits.

From then on, the spirits began to test humans.

Can these ones be tamed? Will they be docile and obedient pets? If not, we will wait for the next.

All of creation bared its fangs at humanity.

Eternity...

So, this world is a failure too.

Someone lurking in the abyss murmured.

Let’s place our hopes in the next world.

The someone in the abyss would sleep until a new world was born.

And the Higher Beings quietly watched that someone.

What a sad creature. We are the ones who made it that way. Therefore, we must do something about it.

The light is prepared. All that remains is the need for a perfected darkness.

The world the Higher Beings looked down upon was Arcadia. Reflected on the round sphere there was the Little One and her party.

Don’t be tamed by the world. Put an end to this negative cycle.

The Higher Beings, who should rule over the gods, watched the young siblings as if in prayer. The twins were heading straight for Castrato and were approaching the western forest.

"We should probably stop by Joker’s place on the way."

"Understood."

"Huh? Where’s Haya?"

"He’s sleeping. That’s rare."

Chihaya was asleep in a corner of the room, using Tarō-kun as a pillow.

As Adonis and the others watched with curiosity, Chihaya was being tormented by a nightmare.

"Flee! Take the magic crystals and flee!!"

Taking the brunt of the approaching heatwave, the boy god opened a gate. The boundary connecting Heislepe and Arcadia. A descent permitted only once to send the O-saki. Because he had hesitated in his choice until the last minute, the world was on the brink of destruction.

The boy god, having decided to send the O-saki demon along with its messengers, used himself as a shield to protect everyone from the world’s end. His body burned. It melted and festered, turning black in an instant.

‘Master!!’

Smiling at the O-saki’s anguished cry, the boy god closed the gate. He was a god, after all. Even if he suffered physical damage, he would fully recover in time.

Then, the boy god gazed at the world with a sullen expression.

A roaring explosion. A storm of flashes promising death enveloped the planet, and the world was filled with poisonous air. A viscous, scorching flame raced across the land, and with the exception of a few remote islands, almost all the land was reduced to ashes.

"Fuh... Fuhahaha...!"

The world he had set foot on for the first time in hundreds of millions of years was collapsing. Witnessing this, the boy god wailed, tears flying from his eyes.

"Are you satisfied now, you Higher Beings!!"

So that’s why the principles of magic were never born in my world. This world was just a miniature garden for the Higher Beings’ experiments. A mere material for trapping the thing that stirs in the abyss.

The friction in the boy god’s heart synchronized with Chihaya’s.

I was deceived. I was betrayed. Then I shall betray them in turn. I will steal the world of the gods that the Higher Beings love.

‘Without the principles of magic, they cannot manifest. In that case... I just need to nurture it.’

Grasping the dead earth, the boy god’s eyes held a sinister flame.

‘No, not yet... It’s still alive... I can still save it.’

The few lives that survived on the remote islands. The deeply built shelters were state-of-the-art facilities designed for self-sufficiency.

‘I must still... fight. Against them...!’

Muttering so, the boy god swayed to his feet and dissipated into the air.

Them...?

As Chihaya wondered, the boy god inside him simply watched over the humans.

‘It’s born... A new life. It seems they are managing to live peacefully. Good.’

In the small miniature garden left in the boy god’s world, humanity quietly continued its existence. But how long would it last? Licked by scorching flames, the land soaked thoroughly in poison showed no signs of recovery. If anything, those poisonous fangs were trying to extend into the shelters. It would be dangerous if it wasn’t purified. Energy to circulate through the world had to be procured from somewhere.

...I must get Arcadia quickly.

When the boy god made his wager with the gods of Arcadia, his own world was already on the verge of destruction. As the boy god worried that he had no O-saki to send to Arcadia from the few humans left in the shelters, the Higher Beings lent him a hand.

The one thing only the Higher Beings could manipulate. That was time.

They transported the boy god to just before the great war that destroyed Heislepe and tried to make him send an O-saki to Arcadia.

Suddenly sent back in time, the boy god stared wide-eyed at his still-intact world. Then he howled at the heavens with all his might.

"If you can turn back time, then stop the great war from happening!! Please, save my children!!"

There was no answer to the boy god’s anguished scream.

Left with no choice, the boy god sent the O-saki to Arcadia and was unceremoniously returned to his original timeline.

So this is how the Higher Beings operate. They toy with the gods for their own convenience, making them feel joy and sorrow for their own amusement. I will... make them see.

The gods around him looked on with concern at the boy god’s clouded eyes.

Heislepe, still beautiful before its destruction. He had spent the little time he had left rushing about with the O-saki, trying to stop the war. The O-saki, hearing that the boy god had traveled back in time, also saw it as a once-in-a-lifetime chance and raced around the world frantically. He gave oracles, performed miracles. He even manifested before the people.

...But still, the world did not change.

The boy god, having given up on humanity, abandoned his efforts to stop the great war and sent the O-saki to Arcadia.

Arcadia’s life would become his sooner or later anyway.

When that happens, I will rebel. My world, which the Higher Beings destroyed for their amusement, will break away from them.

Though the boy god swore this in his heart, he also understood that the chances of success were low. That was why he set up an insurance policy.

If, by some chance, things did not go as planned, he would love Arcadia. He would make Arcadia, which nurtured the life from Heislepe, his own child, and once the seeds had grown, he would collect them and show the humans the foolishness of the gods.

Gods cannot save people. Only people can save people.

His pride as a god shattered into a million pieces. Looking down at the boy god, sinking into the darkness of despair, the Higher Beings smirked.

The result is excellent. All that remains is to plant the seed of hope in him. When that hope is crushed, the boy god will fall into perfect darkness.

The Higher Beings’ goal was to take a human soul steeped in despair, reincarnate it as a god, plunge it into even greater despair, and transform it into a pure mass of hatred. If they then took this completely blackened soul, trapped in the sludge of darkness, and threw it along with the soul of light to that thing in the abyss, it would work. A fierce friction would occur between light and darkness. By that great power, that thing in the abyss would surely dissipate. Darkness is sufficient with just the abyss. The stirring thing is a mere byproduct. It would be better if it just disappeared.

For the Higher Beings, who love the gods and their children, humanity, the thing nesting in the abyss was nothing but an obstacle.

If that thing were gone, the spirits would also disappear, and they would no longer test humanity.

The Higher Beings attempting to eliminate that which harms humanity in order to properly protect the world’s order.

However, they do not understand. That the things they are using as pawns and materials are also human. Perhaps they know, but they do not comprehend. That even pawns and materials have their own egos and free will.

The boy god, the material of darkness they prepared, swore in his heart to rebel against them.

And the material of light they had already prepared, also...

Humans do not move as the gods wish. In the celestial realm, only Chaos and Abyss know this.

The Higher Beings of today do not know of the future where they will struggle with humans who bounce around like fava beans in a frying pan.



		
			Chapter 92

			The Beginning of the End, Seven

			"Earth is the same as always."

"It is the only world that wasn’t tamed, after all."

"I’m envious."

The gods gathered quietly.

Many worlds had been tamed by the spirits. Time flowed peacefully and happily in those worlds, with the spirits always present.

...Forgetting the gods.

It wasn’t so bad. Humans lived in harmony with their dark neighbors. Using magic and magical power, their calm days continued.

...Eternally.

"Why did it come to this?"

"Humans are creatures that dislike change. If they can live by inertia, they will drift in that direction."

"Gods do not give trials that cannot be overcome, and yet... they won’t even try."

"...They are completely satisfied. They will not move."

The spirits did everything for them. Work, childcare, even helping them dress and eat. The humans just needed to exist. If they did what they liked and lived happily, the spirits were pleased. The gods looked down upon the lazy, apathetic humans with sorrow.

People who composed and recited poetry, danced, sang, and lived in peace day after day. They amused themselves with musical instruments, painted pictures, and immersed themselves in reading or embroidery. A life that even nobles would envy, lived by a tamed humanity.

The gods lamented and suffered, seeing the fate of the children they had nurtured for so long.

Pained by this, the Higher Beings began to move. To slay the spirits that ensnared and seduced humans in the darkness.

Amidst this, the one world that resisted being tamed by the spirits with all its might was Earth. Far from resisting, it had in turn tamed the spirits, making them truly good neighbors.

The reason was unknown. But the spirits of Earth had evolved uniquely and had, of their own accord, cut off interference from the stirring thing in the abyss. And they had truly stayed by humanity’s side.

The Higher Beings thought.

There is the rare precedent of Earth. What was different from the other worlds? What was the reason its people were able to control the spirits?

And then they arrived at an idea.

Earth has no principles of magic.

Let’s test it.

And so, the boy god and Heislepe were born.

A world with no magic whatsoever. It was given an abundance of greenery, brought forth countless living creatures, and became a world with scientific advancements that rivaled any other. Only magic was not born, but it had technology that more than compensated for it. Without magic, they wouldn’t be beguiled by the spirits. The people of Heislepe shouldn’t be able to see or hear the spirits.

So thought the Higher Beings.

However, even if the people of Heislepe couldn’t see or hear them, it wasn’t as if the spirits that dwell in all of creation were not there. The spirits of Heislepe, who were ignored and treated as non-existent no matter how much they tried to interact, quietly sickened and broke.

Too much love turns to a hundred times the hate.

If you won’t see us, we’ll make you see. The spirits, weeping profusely, reached out from the abyss and began to play tricks on Heislepe.

Persistently, viscously, until it became a fatal blow.

The loneliness and sadness of the spirits reached their limit, and accidents and malfunctions began to occur all over Heislepe. A full course of natural disasters, forest fires, tornadoes, droughts, floods, and cold snaps, one after another. It went as far as tampering with core technologies, causing meltdowns and missile misfirings, and the humans, with no time to catch their breath, became paranoid about the unnatural accidents.

They believed someone was trying to sabotage them.

It never occurred to them that it was the mischief of spirits. That was natural, as they had never seen them. They failed to notice the spirits laughing wildly, their faces contorted in mad glee, and suspecting one another, they pulled the trigger for a world war.

Get involved, and you’re spoiled and led astray. Don’t get involved, and you invite ruin and wrath.

What is to be done?

As they watched Heislepe engulfed in flames, the Higher Beings puzzled over the problem. And then, they suddenly noticed. They saw the boy god, struck down by despair.

Of course, there was that way.

The Higher Beings smiled bewitchingly.

If the celestial realm was light, then the abyss was darkness. Two sides of the same coin, both were necessary. Leaning toward the light raised consciousness under the influence of the gods. Leaning toward the darkness weakened consciousness under the influence of the spirits. Humans with weakened minds easily became dependent on the spirits and were tamed. But if their minds were too strong, they would become dependent on the gods and be stained by their magical power. A careful balance, not too close and not too far, was crucial.

Let’s create that artificially.

A soul filled with light and a soul stained with darkness. If we create these two and throw them into the abyss, the stirring thing in the darkness will awaken. The soul of light will destroy the abyss filled with the power of darkness, and if the soul of darkness thrown in at the same time newly stains the abyss, that thing will lose its place and disappear.

That thing is the Spirit King.

He is the source of the trouble, who endlessly creates spirits and has tamed numerous worlds. There are guardians at the entrance to each world, and the Spirit King cannot go to any of them. All he can do is create spirits that slip through the cracks between the guardians.

The King of Nothingness, sealed in the abyss. That is the Spirit King.

A prisoner born with the abyss, confined to eternal darkness.

His only pleasure is to feel the lives of humans through the spirits he creates.

And he was greedy.

To obtain everything, he reaches for a new world. He was terribly disappointed by Heislepe, which had no principles of magic. The indifferent humans were hateful to him, and he felt a tremendous rage, using the spirits to destroy it.

Because if it was destroyed, a new world would be born. The Spirit King knew this. Worlds he didn't like could just be destroyed and remade.

And so continued the long battle between the gods and the spirits. Around the time most worlds had been tamed by the spirits' interference, the Higher Beings repeated time over and over to create what they desired.

The soul of light was obtained relatively quickly, but the soul of darkness was the problem.

They tried to reincarnate people who had committed evil deeds in various worlds and have them accumulate new evil deeds, but this did not go well. For some reason, they only ended up accumulating virtue and were released from the yoke of their karma. So the Higher Beings set their sights on the boy god of Heislepe.

The future his world would follow was fixed. If so, let's make it even more tragic and cruel. The Higher Beings repeated the destruction of Heislepe many times, ending it in the most miserable way possible.

As a result, the boy god's heart fell into darkness.

Through repetition, the Higher Beings also got the hang of it. They realized that giving hope and then shattering it to pieces deepened the despair. A nightmare repeated like an experiment on a mouse. The Higher Beings made full and effective use of the destruction of Heislepe.

But there was a miscalculation.

The boy god’s memories, which should have been reset with each repetition, gradually accumulated, and a fragment remained in his mind.

A fragment of a nightmare remaining in a corner of his mind. Piecing them together, the boy god realized that the Higher Beings were toying with the destruction of Heislepe.

It was an unforgivable act.

The boy god, vowing revenge in his heart, sealed those memories along with his divine power into a magic crystal and had it carried to Arcadia. The same thing would surely happen in Arcadia. It was a vague premonition, but for some reason, he was certain.

"It would be good if this is just needless worry..."

And so, reincarnated in Arcadia as he had imagined, the boy god, with the cooperation of the boy he possessed, Chihaya, shared their mutual memories.

"The gods are the enemy... I can’t tell Hero this."

His sister was on good terms with the gods. She would never dream that there was a possibility of being betrayed.

‘You of all people should know that my memories are not false.’

"...Yeah."

The other worlds where spirits bewildered and controlled humanity. That too was hard to believe, but it was reality. If it weren't, the Higher Beings wouldn't be seriously trying to eliminate the Spirit King of the abyss.

Spirits...

Chihaya waved his finger in the air.

*Kyau.*

*Hou.*

Two spirits popped into existence. Chihaya’s, or rather, Cesare’s, face twisted without him realizing.

‘...These things. They destroyed Heislepe...!’

"Don’t, Cesare. These aren’t the ones from your world. You’re the one who made them this way, right?"

For a moment, rage and reason clashed in his mind.

‘That’s right. Yes, I made them this way. Didn’t I? Gnome.’

The Gnome, though frightened, prostrated itself.

To the Gnome, Cesare was an absolute being. Conversely, the salamander, Jirō-kun, snuggled up to Chihaya.

‘Hmph. It seems the salamander has escaped my control.’

The Lords of the Forest had designated a graveyard for magical beasts and nurtured magic crystals on their nutrients. The spirits that manifested using the magic of those crystals as sustenance swore absolute obedience to Cesare. The fundamental absolute being for a spirit is the Spirit King. However, nurture is stronger than nature. A spirit considers the owner of the magic that raised it to be its absolute. Cesare, having been forced through a harsh past repeatedly, noticed this mechanism. And he decided to use it in Arcadia.

‘Having his spirit pawns stolen, the Spirit King must be furious right now. Fufufu, how amusing, how amusing.’

A loud laugh echoed in his mind.

Smiling wryly at it, Chihaya stroked Jirō-kun’s chin.

"Why were you on Frontier’s side from the beginning?"

Chihaya, tilting his head in wonder, did not know. He did not know that Frontier, where magic had not been lost, had maintained the Tower of David and continued to send out magical power. It was Frontier’s magic that had created and raised the salamanders. For the salamanders, Frontier was their home, their absolute.

And so, a story unknown not only to the Higher Beings but also to the gods and the Little One was about to begin.



		
			Chapter 93

			The Beginning of the End, Eight

			"Whoa, what is that?"

"This is quite..."

Arriving at the western forest, the Little One and her party were captivated by the sight of a black ribbon tearing through the earth. No matter how far they looked left or right, they couldn't see its end. It could only be thought of as something beyond human comprehension.

"How were you so calm with something like this rushing toward you, Augfel-kun?"

It was perhaps ten meters wide.

The fissure gaped open, and a wind unique to canyons blew up from it. Peering inside, they could not see the bottom.

It’s like the abyss of the underworld.

Remembering the cliff she had fallen from in her past life, a shiver ran down the Little One’s spine. Back then, she had been certain of Joker’s net, so she had felt no fear in falling, but she couldn’t possibly jump into this chasm now. Just as Joker had reported, the eerie fissure exuded an indescribable presence.

As if sensing the Little One’s fear, Pochiko-san, with Mugi-ta on her back, hovered inside the fissure. Pochiko-san carefully descended, little by little. Chihiro watched intently, not understanding what she was trying to do, when suddenly Pochiko-san’s movements became erratic. The direction of the wind inside the fissure changed, and the outside air began to flow inward. Pochiko-san, desperately trying to fly out, was gradually being pulled deeper into the canyon.

"Pochiko-san?!"

The startled Chihiro instinctively reached out a hand, but countless splatters of blood suddenly erupted from it.

"Hero?!"

Chihaya hurriedly pulled the Little One’s entire body away from the canyon.

"Let go, Pochiko-san is!!"

With a desperate expression, Chihiro leaned over the cliff and peered inside. Within her vision, Pochiko-san was flapping her wings frantically. But terrified by the sight of the two being slowly sucked inward, the Little One screamed. At that moment, countless threads shot out at Pochiko-san, entangled the two, and then dragged them out from inside the fissure. Pochiko-san came flying out like a bonito being pole-fished from the sea.

"That was reckless of you."

Turning at the familiar voice, the Little One saw Joker with the trussed-up Pochiko-san on his head and collapsed to the ground.

"Jokerrrr."

"Hey there, long time no see."

Joker casually tossed Pochiko-san aside. Countless spiders were scurrying around him. They began to spit out threads, covering the top of the fissure. The pitch-black chasm was sealed up in the blink of an eye. As the Little One stared at it with admiration, Joker sighed.

"There seems to be something inside. So for now, I’m trapping it."

The strength of Joker’s threads was greater than iron. The silver bed in the abyss proved that. He said that while he and his kin couldn’t enter the fissure, the fissure was sucking other things in. After seeing monsters being sucked in one after another and gruesomely torn apart, Joker had determined that the fissure was dangerous and had been covering its surface to seal it off from the western forest.

"You were lucky we happened to run into you. Don’t you be so reckless, either."

Joker poked the head of the dejected Pochiko-san.

Sucked in? Torn apart?

Hearing that, the Little One suddenly looked at her own hand.

There were countless thin cuts running across it.

The bleeding had already stopped, but what would have happened if she had jumped in without knowing? It seemed Pochiko-san had been protected by Mugi-ta’s ward and had escaped unharmed.

"This is bad. What is this?"

"...I don’t know. But we are repelled. I can guess from that, but I’m not certain."

You can guess?

Joker gave a wry smile to the girl looking up at him and shook his head lightly.

"I’ll tell you when I’ve figured it out. It has nothing to do with Arcadia."

Chihaya, hearing this, gave a start. Unaware of Chihaya, Dorfen grabbed the Little One’s arm and cast a healing spell.

"...Huh?"

An involuntary question mark escaped Dorfen’s lips. As someone with a strong affinity for the water attribute, his specialty was healing magic. Yet, no matter how much magical power he poured into it, the wounds on the Little One’s hand would not close. While Dorfen panicked, Hyrulia brought some medicine and treated Chihiro’s hand.

"Magic doesn’t work? Why?"

Joker and Chihaya quietly watched the stunned and frozen Dorfen.

...It has begun.

The same scene floated in both their minds. One had experienced the same thing in the past. The other knew of it through knowledge.

This is where it begins. The banquet of the wildly rejoicing spirits.

So for now, let’s just put a lid on it.

Joker issued commands to his children, and they continued to seal the fissure. The sturdy threads weaving the frayed earth tightly together must have sent someone, somewhere, into a panic. The O-saki, who sit at the lowest seat of the gods, have the power to interfere with the world. Joker’s existence was unexpected for the Spirit King.

And so, with a lingering sense of unease, the Little One and her party had their carriage fly over the fissure and headed straight for Castrato.

"I wonder what that was."

Looking at her bandaged hand, Chihiro recalled Joker’s words.

‘We are repelled.’

He said it as if they were something entirely different.

The difference between the Little One’s group and Joker’s group...

"Is it where we were born?"

The Little One Squad watched anxiously as Chihiro muttered to herself. Whenever the girl sank into her sea of thoughts, something outrageous was bound to happen. What’s more, she acted on instinct, so she couldn't explain it herself, giving only vague answers like "Hmm? Just a feeling?" or "Because I thought so?" A silent Little One was a cause for caution. The veteran knights, Adonis, and the others who knew this watched Chihiro carefully.

Ignoring the worried looks around her, the Little One thought.

A fissure that suddenly split the earth. Something stirring within it. A canyon that sucked in and shredded monsters. Wounds that magic couldn’t heal. The spiders, who had determined that something evil was inside, repairing it as if it were the most natural thing to do. They said it had nothing to do with Arcadia, yet their caution was plain to see.

Joker knew something and was keeping quiet.

"What does he know?"

Chihaya flinched at the Little One’s muttering. It wasn’t like Adonis not to notice. Zack did too. They casually surrounded Chihaya and sat him in a corner of the room, then peered into his face with sharp eyes.

"What happened?"

Adonis wrapped an arm around the slightly flustered Chihaya’s shoulder and pulled the small boy into his chest.

"You think we don’t know? You’re acting suspiciously."

"Well, you’re calm for your age. But you can’t fool your brothers. The young miss has noticed too, you know?"

Chihaya looked up with a start.

The Little One knew that her now silent brother was worried about something. But she watched over him without asking. She believed he would consult her if he needed to. The two had noticed the Little One’s anxious glances at Chihaya and realized something was off with him. That was all.

"It’s nothing..."

Before Chihaya could try to play dumb, Adonis murmured.

"Cesare, are you there?"

Someone other than Chihaya.

When called, Chihaya’s expression changed.

‘What is it?’

"What did you say to Chihaya?"

Adonis’s tone was certain. Zack’s eyes also shone sharply, affirming Adonis’s words. Chihaya had become less talkative. They could think of no other reason for the recent transformation of their brooding younger brother figure.

‘Hmph, this is no concern of yours. If you wish to know, obtain a spirit and ask for yourself.’

A spirit?

A voice came from behind the two, who were tilting their heads in confusion.

"A spirit? Is it related to what’s happening now?"

The Little One had appeared at some point, climbing up Zack’s back and peeking over his shoulder.

‘Ah... well, umm.’

Pushing the flustered Cesare back, Chihaya glared at the Little One.

"This has nothing to do with you, Hero!"

"Big brother?"

Chihaya quickly stood up, opened the carriage window, called Tarō-kun, and flew outside.

"Hey, Haya!!"

Adonis called to Chihaya from the window, but Chihaya was soaring high in the sky with Tarō-kun.

What’s wrong? Big brother.

The Little One’s shoulders slumped dejectedly. Those around them looked at the newly strained pair with pity, feeling a different kind of anger toward Chihaya.

No one realized that this was the beginning of the end.

No one but the gods.



		
			Chapter 94

			The Beginning of the End, Nine

			"...How troublesome. It’s still too soon. You should sleep a little longer, Spirit King."

As Joker repaired the vast fissure, he recalled the Earth of the past. The reason Earth’s spirits broke away from the Spirit King and underwent their own evolution. The gods of other worlds may not have understood, but Joker knew. Because he, too, was a part of it.

There was one aspect in which the people of Earth were superior to those of other worlds. It was their boundless imagination. In a sense, it could be called the power of fantasy, and using it, Earth had achieved numerous miracles. Joker, despite being a character from a story, had gained faith and taken physical form. He was acknowledged for this and became an O-saki, holding the lowest seat among the gods.

Such miracles happened everywhere on Earth.

The spirits sent to Earth gave birth to even more spirits. However, a miracle occurred where most of them rebelled against the Spirit King. The Earth-born spirits, having watched humans for a long time, cherished their efforts. Even if they failed, they looked forward without losing heart. They tried again and again until they grasped what they sought. They were captivated by the joyous smiles of humans who, despite struggling, panting, and losing their way, always managed to attain their ideals.

Suffering, crying, and laughing together, the spirits of Earth evolved to be more like humans. The principles of magic were ambiguous in the world of Earth. Very rarely, there were those who could see or feel the spirits.

That, too, was a miracle of imagination.

A sixth sense, born from the many mysterious legends and stories that took root in the world.

Such long accumulations gave birth to yet another miracle.

Earth created another world, one that possessed the principles of magic.

A multi-layered world. The people of Earth unconsciously believe in the existence of other worlds with different dimensions. Not different planets, but multiple family worlds existing on the same planet. Connecting those with strong feelings for each other, a miracle occurred. By obtaining a world of spirits separate from the abyss, the Earth-born spirits parted ways with the Spirit King.

There is no happiness in the world the Spirit King desires. A world that is only rich and happy is not happiness.

The spirits who had long been by the side of the people of Earth had their consciousness reformed and desired to be tamed by humans.

And so, many multi-layered worlds were born on Earth. A divine realm different from the celestial one. A demon realm different from the abyss. And others, like the spirit world, and the yokai world where fairies and monsters dwell.

Worlds unknown to the Higher Beings existed, overlapping with Earth. The gods created by the Higher Beings could only create planets. The living beings of Earth created new worlds on that planet. Humans, animals, plants, even the O-saki and their messengers, everything from Earth overflowed with imagination. The miracle that happened to the millions of O-saki created a divine realm, and for their messengers, a demon realm was born.

A secret from the Higher Beings and the other gods.

Because this is a precious treasure of the living beings of Earth.

Joker gazed at the heavens, lost in thoughts of the past.

It would be nice if one could be created here too. A paradise where everyone can live.

The principle of magic, which is common knowledge in Arcadia. Magic is imagination. A magic that increases in power and manifests through strong wishes. This is the gateway to miracles.

The foundation is there. Whether they can make it their own is up to the humans.

Letting out a small sigh, Joker began to spin his threads again to fill the fissure.

"...That’s the beginning I saw in the memories, isn’t it?"

‘That’s right. The beginning was from a cataclysm. It would be reasonable to assume that is what this is.’

From here, natural disasters involving many things would occur frequently. And then people would fight, creating countless corpses.

‘But Arcadia has no scientific technology. Even if they fight, it will only be with their bodies. It shouldn’t get too terrible.’

That much was fortunate.

In Heislepe, most of the world had vanished in an instant. Chihaya detested from the bottom of his heart the scientific technology that created such horrifying weapons. Sensing this, Cesare scowled.

‘Even a blade can be good or evil depending on who holds it. That is what a weapon is.’

"What can you protect with that? Swords and magic can be used to save people, but what can you save by using that?"

Originally, blades were an invention that evolved for people’s daily lives. From kitchen knives and axes, they had a wide variety of uses, most of which were helpful tools for people. A sword could also be used for evil, but it could also be used to save people. It all depended on the heart of the one who held it.

But that weapon that turned Heislepe into a sea of fire was different.

A tool made for the sole purpose of destroying the land and killing large numbers of humans. It couldn’t be used for anything else. A weapon of slaughter that brought nothing but misfortune to people, which the nations of Heislepe possessed as an insurance policy. What kind of insurance was that? He couldn’t understand the meaning of holding onto something that would only bring about the destruction of the world if the worst were to happen.

Chihaya’s thoughts were transmitted to Cesare.

Cesare thought so too. If only such weapons hadn’t existed, Heislepe would probably still be around.

‘People... are foolish. Even if they can understand the logic, their emotions will not accept it.’

I want what the other person has. I want to have it. Such emotions, filled with vanity, exist in various sizes. It was a selfish desire that should be suppressed by reason and self-control, yet Heislepe could not suppress it on a national level. It could only be seen as childish. Cesare’s planet, a young and hot-blooded world, met with the worst possible situation. If asked whether it was good or bad, one could hardly say it was good.

‘...It is a difficult thing. Even now, I do not know what the right answer was.’

The reason scientific technology developed in Heislepe was the harsh struggle for survival. Humanity, one of the weaker species among wild creatures, had no choice but to hone their wisdom through trial and error and confront them. That led to the building of a high civilization. No one would say this was a bad thing. Where had they gone wrong? Even Cesare did not know.

If the people of Earth had been there, they would have given him the answer.

That they lacked imagination.

What overturns any situation is imagination.

Even with something as simple as committing violence against another person, if you have imagination, you think about what comes next.

What if I injure them? What if I hit them in a bad spot? I might get caught by the police. I might become a criminal.

Such imagination deters crime. It prevents it before it happens. Most of the world is made of imagination, it would not be an exaggeration to say. You imagine success and strive toward your goals. You worry about failure and avoid disaster. You dream and your heart pounds with hope.

Imagination is involved in everything. If that is lacking, you cannot succeed, you cannot avoid disaster, you cannot even hold onto hope.

A lack of imagination. This is a fatal flaw in weaving the fabric of a world.

Cesare did not know this because he was a god. Because as a human, he had known only frustration and despair. He had cast aside feelings like holding a dream in his childhood. Furthermore, due to the machinations of the Higher Beings, his life was cruelly twisted. Having repeated the worst, Cesare, who had lived a miserable life manipulated by the Higher Beings, realized that there was no bottom to the worst.

Those bastards... they made me do things worse than a beast.

My sister, whom I had loved and cherished…!

Though he had used her politically, Cesare had loved Lucrezia from the bottom of his heart. He had wanted her to marry a good man someday and live a happy life.

The Higher Beings, manipulating Cesare who was desperately trying to protect his sister in the repeating nightmares, made him violate her.

One can only imagine the shock he received.

Cesare, who had despaired of people, gods, and himself, entrusted his sister to a man with a good heart and headed to the battlefield as if seeking a place to die.

I will never forget. The many lives you toyed with.

A grudge he could not forget even when reincarnated as a god. He sealed this in a magic crystal and, as a god who knew nothing, created Heislepe.

Without knowing that even that was part of their scheme.

Repeatedly toyed with by the Higher Beings who could turn back time, Cesare’s soul became stained with darkness.

The gods and the Higher Beings are not all-powerful. They can grasp the big picture, but they cannot sense the thoughts of individuals. Just as the Little One strayed from the path prepared by Chaos and Abyss and rampaged through Arcadia, they do not understand every single human being.

That is why they did not know. That the seeds of a small rebellion were steadily growing. What sprouted in the heart of Cesare, who vowed revenge on the Higher Beings, was hope. Even if it was from a wicked intention, it was undeniably a hope that shone with light.

A dazzling light that sprouted in the darkness.

Unaware of this, the Higher Beings began to move to bring their schemes to fruition. The Spirit King, stirring to get his hands on Arcadia. The Higher Beings, working in the shadows to stop and bury him. Cesare, burning with a fierce desire for revenge. Chihaya, trying to end everything for the Little One’s sake.

In the midst of a mire that would make chaos flee bare-footed, only the Little One barrels ahead at her own pace.

"No use thinking about it! What I don’t know, I don’t know!! For now, I’ll just deal with the problem in front of me!"

The carriage carrying the girl, who puffed out her chest with determination, had Castrato in its sights.

Countless threads tangled and intertwined, and the fate of Arcadia was once again placed on the scales of destruction.



		
			Chapter 95

			The Beginning of the End, Ten

			"This is a pretty lively town."

"It’s a large town for one near the border. I wonder how many hundreds of years it’s been since we came this far. It was probably around my grandfather’s generation."

The Age of Disappearance.

The Little One rolled the words, known to her only through knowledge, around in her mind. A time of madness when the earth lost its magical power, leading to chronic starvation, and the flames of plunder rose up all over the world.

Really. Food is important.

Crushing the long, superficial text of history, the Little One revised it into a concise sentence. The long-winded speculations of historians are short when summarized.

To feed their crying, hungry children, adults went to steal food from other places.

That was all.

The streets were bustling with people. Many of the houses lining them were made of dry bricks. The countries of Arcadia, lacking in greenery, primarily had brick or stone architecture. There was a checkpoint when entering the town, but for some reason, they were allowed to pass through without issue.

"We have been informed by His Highness the Prince. Welcome to Castrato."

The guards let them through the gate with awkward smiles. Their faces twitched at the sight of the spider pulling the carriage and the monster squad surrounding it, but still, she didn't sense any animosity. In Donautil and Bastok, they had been greatly feared. As the Little One tilted her head, Hyrulia giggled in amusement.

"In Castrato, high-ranking nobles keep monsters as pets. So while it may be unusual, the fact that you have monsters with you is taken as a sign that you are of noble birth."

Ah, the Little One’s face showed understanding.

She did say that. Hmm? Wait a minute.

"Right now, Castrato and Frontier have severed diplomatic ties, right?"

"That is correct," Dorfen answered coolly.

"...Without magic stones, you can’t keep monsters, can you? How do they get supplies?"

"Who knows? I have no desire to find out."

"They must have stockpiles, no? The Ansbach family was providing quite a bit."

"Well, those are probably running out by now. I wouldn’t know."

The escort knights cut the conversation short.

...They are really disliked.

The roots of this run surprisingly deep, the Little One thought with a wry smile. The knights were in full armor, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. Frogs sat on their shoulders as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and snakes were wrapped around their biceps. Inside the carriage, where they were all on standby, the Little One, scowling, was captivated by the sight of the fountain in the plaza they had entered. There was a familiar small stage-like carriage. A paper-story show was being performed on the stage of a carriage pulled by a cute donkey, the open doors revealing a picture of a familiar character.

"Isn’t that ‘The Wonderful Adventures of Nils’? No way, it’s spread this far?"

Standing next to the wide-eyed Little One, Zack and Adonis also looked on with round eyes.

The theater business, which began with the paper-story shows the Little One had conceived, was now on track and becoming a major industry representing Frontier. The paper-story shows and puppet shows based on fairy tales and legends had sent Frontier into a frenzy, and in the past few years, they had developed to the point of having a core fanbase. Furthermore, the theater was nearing completion. The theater, built on the outskirts of the castle town, was to be surrounded by a park where people could relax and enjoy the flowers of the four seasons. It would be lit up with magic lanterns, and security would be hired from the Adventurers’ Guild to provide a safe and secure park.

The theater was scheduled to have its premiere on the twins’ birthday. The first performance would be Hamlet.

When it comes to opera, you can’t leave out Shakespeare, right?

The girl couldn’t help but grin. For the time being, the main performances were planned to be stories from Earth that the Little One knew. It would take time to turn stories from this world into operas. First, the concept and mechanics of theater had to be understood, and people from all fields had to be trained to turn lines and emotions into songs. Over the past few years, the people who were finally taking shape were working hard. In the not-so-distant future, an opera produced in Arcadia would be performed.

For now, it was a time to nurture that concept.

"What’s that? It’s different from in Frontier."

The children watching the paper-story show were holding something that looked like bread wrapped in paper.

"Ah, that is Paon."

"Paon?"

The Little One had heard that word before. She recalled it was the Portuguese word that became the origin of the word ‘pan’ for bread.

Does that mean bread? No, in both Frontier and Castrato, bread is just called bread, right?

Hyrulia explained to the puzzled girl.

"It is a hard-baked portable ration for travelers. It is very salty, and thin slices of it are eaten with vegetables or fruits on top."

"I see, I see," the Little One said, listening intently, but Dorfen frowned.

"That is not something tasty, you know. It is a portable ration."

What? They give that to children?

The Little One was taken aback, and Hyrulia nodded with a troubled expression.

"It certainly isn’t delicious, but... it is also the staple food for commoners. Putting stewed vegetables or fruits on it makes it a feast."

It seemed the food situation in Castrato was not good. Furthermore, she learned that the paper-story show was free. It was a volunteer activity run by the local lord for the entertainment and charity of the children.

"The one who obtained that paper-story carriage is the Border Count. He is actively incorporating things from Frontier to contribute to his domain."

Good-hearted people are everywhere.

He probably wasn't looked upon favorably by the royal palace. Still, his stance of steering toward the best to aim for the best could be highly praised. The Little One smiled warmly, thinking she could become friends with the lord of this place. Passing by the excited faces of the children, the group discussed whether to take lodging or continue on and camp for the night. Of course, the Little One was not one to choose camping here. She looked up at Dorfen and the others with big, pleading eyes.

A familiar pout.

"Sightseeing, is it? Can’t we do it later? We can stop by on the way back."

The Little One fidgeted and squirmed. Zack picked her up and popped something into Chihiro’s mouth. A candy with a faint bitterness.

"This is coffee candy?!"

"Yeah. A sample. Is it good?"

It seemed he had evaporated the water from coffee, mixed it with skim milk powder, and made it into a candy.

When did he do that!

"It’s yummyyy~♪"

If it’s already this far along, I want that other thing.

"Hey, hey, instead of mixing this into the candy, could you make it into a paste and wrap it in a plain candy, like this..."

A classic coffee candy from Earth. As the Little One desperately tried to explain how to recreate it, Zack, still holding her, gave Dorfen a little wink. Dorfen nodded slightly and had the carriage move on. It becomes complicated when you consult her. If they just continued on the road and started camping, the Little One wouldn’t complain. It would end with a single "Oh, okay."

The Little One Squad knew this well.

Pique the Little One’s interest, turn her gaze elsewhere, and let things proceed by default. The knights smiled wryly at the two of them who seemed used to it.

Getting their way was originally the Little One’s specialty. The members of the Little One Squad were steadily learning it.

And so, as the Little One and her party gradually closed the distance to the Castrato royal capital, a cry rang out in front of the royal palace.

"Open the gate!!!"

It was Augfel, shouting at the top of his lungs. He looked like an adventurer, but there was no way the palace staff would mistake the prince himself. They hurriedly opened the gate and ushered Augfel in, horse and all.

"Where have you been all this time?! His Majesty the King has been looking for you!"

This was his first return since he ran away two years ago. Of course, his disappearance had been discovered, and the missing prince, a political pawn, must have shaken Castrato to its core.

But none of that mattered.

"I wish to have an audience with my brother! Send a messenger at once!"

Breathing heavily, the third prince jumped down from his horse. The gatekeepers looked at him suspiciously and sent word to various places.

That the third prince had returned.

From here, a commotion like a kicked beehive would erupt in the Castrato royal palace.

The Little One, who becomes the center of trouble whether she is present or not.

The King of Castrato would learn of the threat of the demon king, who was steadily closing the distance, a couple of hours from now.

Godspeed♪



		
			Chapter 96

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"I’m telling you, the princess from Frontier is coming! She’s a demon lord! She has a carriage led by monsters, with more than ten guards riding inside it...!"

"Alright, calm down a bit, Fel."

The Crown Prince, unable to comprehend even a tenth of the words being hurled at him, offered his younger brother some tea to calm him down. Augfel nodded and gulped down the tea in one go, then took a deep breath to organize his thoughts.

"My apologies, I was getting ahead of myself... The thing is..."

The third prince, his head finally clear, began his explanation, starting with his recent discovery of Hyrulia. The cause of it all was an anomaly that occurred in the Lord's forest west of Frontier. When Augfel witnessed this anomaly and went to the Frontier royal capital to report it, he learned that Hyrulia was serving as the princess’s lady-in-waiting. He wasn't sure of the exact circumstances, but he couldn't simply take Hyrulia, who was rightfully under the princess's protection. So, he tried to persuade her, telling her about the current state of Castrato in hopes she would escape with him, but the conversation took an unexpected turn.

"To allay Hyrulia’s worries, the princess is now heading for Castrato."

"Well now..."

The Crown Prince was at a loss for words.

She was coming to a country with which they had severed diplomatic ties, all for a single lady-in-waiting? The story sounded utterly unbelievable. Augfel gave a firm nod to the Crown Prince’s dubious gaze.

"It is perfectly understandable that you cannot believe it. But Her Highness is not someone who can be measured by ordinary standards."

According to what he had heard, this princess commanded monsters as her servants and traveled in a rather large carriage carrying several dozen people. She was incredibly mobile, and what’s more, due to past grievances, her escorting knights apparently made no effort to hide their brimming murderous intent.

The Crown Prince swallowed nervously, his face growing pale.

"I stayed in Frontier for a long time and witnessed their magic and technology. To be honest, I believe a single spell could destroy our country."

The only reason Castrato had survived this long despite such a hostile relationship was simply because Frontier had no interest in them. That country was a rare one that had declared both at home and abroad that it would not invade other nations. This was also a sharp, unspoken warning not to bring any trouble their way. Thanks to this, Castrato had been spared from falling into a crisis, but now an unexpected connection had been forged.

The Crown Prince held his head in his hands.

Augfel had seen it with his own eyes. There could be no mistake. In past battles, Castrato had been continuously repelled by the long-range attacks of mages alone. Ever since the large-scale battle over a decade ago, Castrato had been waging foolish fights, poking at Frontier only to get burned. While Castrato sent several battalions, Frontier countered by deploying just a few mages. The Castrato army was forced to retreat, helpless against the offensive magic that spread across the entire wasteland. They were no match for Frontier’s mages, each of whom was literally a match for a thousand.

The Crown Prince had come to keenly feel this in the few years he had been involved in politics. It was due to his counsel that Castrato had finally given up on dispatching troops.

Though, his father the king didn't seem to have given up at all.

The memory of their defeat still smoldered. After Frontier severed diplomatic ties, Castrato could no longer obtain food, technology, or even magic stones. In a panic, Castrato had clumsily attempted to negotiate, only to be curtly turned away.

It was only natural. There was no room for negotiation.

Until the Crown Prince began participating in governance, the king had persistently engaged in foolish battles, poking at Frontier only to get burned. If they could seize the area around the western forest, the situation would be overturned. The bounty of the rich farmland was certainly appealing. While it was near the Lord's forest, the Lords' Kin generally did not leave the woods. Moreover, western Frontier was about a week's journey by carriage from Castrato, making it much closer than other countries. He understood that its location made it an easy target, but picking a fight with a world-renowned magical nation was madness. The Castrato army was forced to retreat, helpless against the wide-area magic that filled the wasteland, facing a Frontier regular army where each soldier was literally a match for a thousand.

Putting a stop to these foolish expeditions that only led to attrition, the Crown Prince advised the king to focus on domestic affairs.

Things had calmed down for now, but he wondered just how great their anger was. The Crown Prince couldn't help but hold his head in his hands.

"So, what have you done?"

"For now, I have given instructions to treat the Mononoke Squad’s carriage with the utmost courtesy on its way to the royal palace. As for the rest, I thought I would consult with you and Father first..."

"I see."

The Crown Prince, grateful for his brother’s judgment, began to think. Could the arrival of a Frontier princess in a country with severed diplomatic ties be a stroke of luck? It wouldn’t be a bad idea to gently surround her, place her under house arrest without her knowing, and see if she could be won over. If she was a young child, a warm welcome and kind treatment might be enough to successfully manipulate her. If she returned home with a good impression, they could expect a relaxation of the import ban. No matter how many knights who were a match for a thousand or monsters she had, they had the Castrato regular army on their side. If it came down to it, he wouldn't hesitate to extend a forceful invitation.

Sensing an unpleasant premonition from the Crown Prince's various schemes, Augfel instinctively leaned over the table, placing his hands on it.

"Brother, whatever you do, do not even think of capturing or confining the princess. I believe you will understand if you see her up close, but that young lady is a monster."

A monster?

The Crown Prince’s eyes widened, and he blinked repeatedly. Augfel gave him a solemn nod, recalling the count's daughter he had witnessed.

The count’s mansion was within the royal palace grounds. Monsters roamed freely everywhere as they pleased. The palace staff remained completely unfazed, as if their presence was the most natural thing in the world. The young lady napped soundly, susu, using a squirrel as a pillow. The monsters loitering around her were also either sleeping or playing. Augfel had been astounded by the leisurely, idyllic scene. The monsters blended in, perfectly at ease. They each had their own unique forms. Though their colors and sizes differed, he could tell they were of the same species. They were undoubtedly the Lords' Kin. Most monsters in Arcadia were chimeras with no fixed species. While there were wolf-types or bat-types, they were all hybrid chimeras with no two individuals being identical. The only monsters in this world with unique forms were the Lords of the Forest. Led by the bees, who were considered disaster-class, they were all rare monsters with specialized abilities.

If even one of them went on a rampage, a city would suffer a fatal blow.

"The monsters that follow the princess are not tamed pets. They are monsters who show the same loyalty and reverence as her knights."

Yes, just like family. They were completely different creatures from the monsters of Castrato, who were chained and tamed, their eyes clouded with despair. The Mononoke Squad frolicked happily around the young lady, full of life. It wasn't hard to imagine that they would bare their fangs ferociously for her sake, tearing the country apart with nonchalant faces as if it were the most natural thing to do.

Listening to Augfel’s explanation, the Crown Prince’s face turned deathly pale. He couldn't help but shiver, goosebumps covering his entire body. Realizing that an intense, explosive, and utterly bizarre powder keg was slowly approaching the Castrato royal capital, the brothers urgently requested an audience with the king.

Into the great uproar of the Castrato royal palace, the Little One arrives.

Munching away, magu magu, on the various prototypes Zakk had prepared to win her over, she comes, techi techi. The Little One arrives.



		
			Chapter 97

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"This is the royal capital?"

"It is. We might be the only people from Frontier to have come this far."

In the old days, Castrato was a neighboring country with diplomatic ties, and they had even arranged a marriage with Count Ansbach. During the lost era, they had invaded Frontier, but were scattered by elite mages much like today, so it never amounted to a major war. Then, around the time Frontier's food aid had become established and things had settled down, they signed a peace treaty on the condition of a marriage into the Ansbach family. Apparently, the daughter of the Ansbach family fell for her suitor, and the peace was concluded in a somewhat haphazard manner.

But now that I think about it...

An image of the drug Cyril used floated in Dorfen’s mind. He later heard that it was a divine elixir, a mind-control drug that erased one's ego and made them completely obedient. The Little One, who possessed golden magic, had been unharmed, but normally, a single dose was apparently enough for almost complete brainwashing. If this had been used on the daughter or the head of the Ansbach family in the past, it would explain why the marriage was arranged so forcefully.

It was pointless to dwell on it now, though.

As Dorfen gazed melancholically at the city, he heard the Little One’s cheerful voice.

"Hey, hey! What are we doing for food? And lodging? It’ll still take another day to get to the palace, right?"

The Little One’s large eyes sparkled, her face shining with excitement. However, Chihaya, standing beside her, answered with his eyes narrowed dangerously.

"No. We’re not getting an inn. We’ll proceed directly to the palace."

"...You noticed, huh? They don’t seem like a big deal, though."

"The very fact that they’re stationed here shows their ill will. They’re underestimating us."

Something lurked in the city's shadows. Chihiro felt gazes from all directions and narrowed her eyes with a grin of amusement, while Chihaya made no effort to hide his irritation. The knights of the Little One Squad, who hadn't noticed, tilted their heads in confusion.

Covert ops, I see. They’re good at hiding their presence.

Come to think of it, Cyril and his group were also skilled at erasing their presence and aura. They must have been part of the covert ops as well. But from the perspective of the twins, who had been taught by Frontier’s "Wedge," the most skilled covert unit among all nations, this was mere child’s play. The spies, who thought they were hidden, were practically exposed.

"Should we use the Mononoke Squad?"

Chihaya gave a small shake of his head to the Little One, who suggested letting the honeybees do some cleaning.

"Those types have no consideration for their surroundings. If you carelessly dispose of them, twice as many good-for-nothings will come running."

Cesare twisted his lips into a cynical smile.

Ah, human wave tactics are a pain.

The two switched places as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Those around them didn’t even have time to notice who was who. For a time, the twins had a tense atmosphere between them, but it was resolved when Chihaya, worn down by the Little One’s reproachful gaze, made a concession.

In the end, he was a brother with a weakness for his sister.

"True enough. Hmm?"

As she surveyed the hiding spies, the Little One’s gaze was suddenly drawn to a merchant caravan. Several large cages were lined up, and inside them were creatures resembling large boars and wolves. But she could tell at a glance. The faint magic drifting from them told the story. They were undoubtedly monsters.

"Huh? What? Monsters in the middle of the city? Is that allowed? Look at that!"

The Little One Squad cracked dry smiles at the spectacular case of the pot calling the kettle black. Peeking out the window, Hyrulia wore a look of exasperation, an expression that also contained an unspeakable disgust.

"They are a cleaning service. They buy unwanted monsters and put them on display."

Raising monsters was considered a pastime for the high-ranking nobles of Castrato. It seemed that old monsters, long kept on a chain, were sold to sideshows and eventually sold off for their materials.

Well, what an enterprising spirit.

In Arcadia, where even humans were made into slaves, monsters were no different from livestock. The Little One felt pity, but she didn't harbor the arrogance of feeling sorry for them. As long as she accepted the eating of meat, such hypocritical feelings were presumptuous. Everyone cared most about their own circle. She couldn't spare any salt for those outside of it.

With a straight face, she thought such useless thoughts while glancing at the cages. Chihiro tried to be pragmatic, but reason and emotion were two different things. What was stated before was the opinion of reason, an unconscious warning. But the Little One was a creature of emotion. While swallowing the warnings of reason, she acted as she pleased.

"Hey, Hyrulia. Can I, like, buy them?"

Hyrulia’s eyes widened slightly in surprise at the question. She placed a finger on her lips and pondered.

"You can. However, I imagine they will be quite expensive. In Castrato, having a monster under your command is a status symbol."

If money can solve it, that’s a blessing.

The Little One had the carriage stop and trotted over to the caravan’s wagon, teke teke. Seeing the girl and her knightly guard run up, the men of the caravan began to stir. Her clothes were well-made. The woman at her side was also beautiful, and they looked every bit the aristocrats.

"Hey, hey, could you sell me these cages and all?"

Stunned by the beautiful, black-haired girl who pointed at the monster cages with an innocent smile, the caravan men exchanged glances, said, "Please wait a moment," and hurriedly dove into a tent. After a few moments of loud voices from within the tent, a young man burst out.

Seeing him, the Little One’s eyes widened. He had black hair and black eyes, and was dressed in a casual kimono, worn off his left shoulder. Underneath the kimono, he wore black silk garments that fit his body’s lines. His brilliant red kimono, with its elegant design of large peonies, was layered over purple. His appearance was that of what one would call a kabukimono in Japan, a flamboyant eccentric. Gold and silver jewelry dangled from his neck and arms. His knee-high long boots were also decorated here and there with jewels and gold chains. His long black hair was tied back loosely in a single knot, and his languid figure made him look like a consummate man of pleasure.

"You want to buy a monster, young lady? What a strange whim. Do you think you can train it?"

Narrowing his slightly drooping, almond-shaped eyes, he looked down at the Little One, clearly amused. You’re one to talk, she thought. Judging by your clothes, are you related to Kilfan?

Smiling wryly to herself, the Little One gave a big nod.

"Of course. How much?"

The man watched the girl’s beaming smile with amusement, placing a hand on his chin as if to appraise her.

"Let’s see. With the cages, that’ll be one hundred gold coins."

"What?!"

Dorfen, standing behind the Little One, cried out. A commoner’s monthly income was one gold coin, if that. Even for a noble, an average annual income was around fifty gold coins. Of course, that was the salary paid by the state and was separate from tax revenue. One hundred gold coins was a marquis-class salary. It was not an amount one should pay for such near-death monsters.

"You, are you kidding me...!"

The Little One lightly raised her right hand, stopping Dorfen before he could finish shouting.

"One hundred gold coins. Got it."

With that, the Little One ran back to the carriage and had two leather pouches brought over. Inside each were fifty gold coins. Handing them over, the girl grinned broadly.

"So these guys are mine now, right?"

Taking the bags of gold coins, the man stared at the Little One with an expression of disbelief. Then he noticed that her carriage was being pulled by a spider monster and that other monsters were swarming around it, and the color drained from his face.

"Alright then. You guys are free! Come on out!"

With a light wave of her hand, golden magic shot out from the Little One’s fingertips like ribbons. It traced an arc to each cage, and the moment it touched them, they burst into powder with a pop. The golden dust danced around the monsters and was absorbed into them. After a moment, the listless monsters stirred and rose to their feet. They looked around in a daze for a moment, then kicked their legs and began to smash the cages with their bodies. The posts and planks shattered with a loud cracking sound.

"Whaaaaaa?!"

Amidst the caravan men who screamed and fled in surprise, only the black-haired man stood there, dumbfounded. The monsters broke out of their cages and approached the Little One.

Snapping back to his senses, the black-haired man shouted in a panic.

"Run! I can’t believe they still had this much strength left! Hey, you lot! The magic stones...!"

Before the flustered, black-haired man, who had drawn the sword at his waist, the monsters knelt before the girl and bowed their heads.

...Huh?

Stroking their obediently lowered heads, the girl smiled like a flower.

"You’ve been through a lot. It was tough, wasn’t it? Let’s go home."

With that, the Little One mounted a large boar and began to move at a slow plod, poku poku, keeping pace with the carriage. The other monsters fell in line beside it.

Leaving the dumbfounded caravan behind, the party departed as if nothing had happened. The black-haired man couldn’t keep up with the sudden turn of events. What in the world had just happened?

His name was Kazuki Tachibana. He was the grandson of the old man the Little One had met in Kilfan. He was an eccentric who had left the newly reborn Kingdom of Kilfan to wander the lands and build his own merchant caravan. He disliked stability and dearly loved his current rootless existence, but the foundation of it all was the knowledge and technology of Kilfan. Using these things skillfully, he led a sizable caravan despite his youth.

Even the knowledgeable Kazuki had never seen a child like that.

...Wait? Have I seen her before? With her black hair, is she of mixed Kilfan descent? Is that why? Did I see her in the homeland I left? No, the age doesn’t match. I left Kilfan eight years ago. Back then, that girl would have been a baby.

While Kazuki agonized, the Little One proceeded on her merry way, doing as she pleased. With the long line of monsters, the carriage was now almost an afterthought for the Little One Squad and the Mononoke Squad. It was a foregone conclusion that the Castrato Royal Palace, upon their arrival, would be plunged into a crucible of shrieking chaos.

Namu♪



		
			Chapter 98

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"This is fun!"

The Little One was in a good mood.

"Is that so," Dorfen said, sitting dubiously.

"Well, it’s not bad," Chihaya remarked, unconcerned.

"..."

The knights, who had been raring to go but were let down, wore expressions of discontent.

As the distant royal palace drew closer, the shadows became more lively, and the honeybees and frogs were having a blast. Having already rolled up several dozen people and left them in a side alley, the Little One was delighted with her new fluffy companions. After Dorfen had washed and dried the monsters in a back alley, the Little One was clinging to the back of a glossy, fluffy boar, swaying gently, teko teko. There was one boar-type, four wolf-types, and many rat and bat-types. When she asked Hyrulia, she learned that smaller monsters like bat-types and rat-types were popular as introductory training monsters for children because they didn't take up much space and ate little. So, when a child grew up and got a new monster, the old one was cast aside. It was a harsh world.

"But they probably don’t have any magic stones left, so monster-rearing is likely on the decline."

The Little One murmured to herself. But her soliloquy received a reply.

"Hmm? It should be fine. There is a Lord’s forest in the caverns of this country, after all."

Cesare’s casually dropped bombshell instantly froze the air around him as he rested his cheek on his hand by the carriage window. Everyone stared, wide-eyed and speechless.

"Eh? A forest?"

"You did not know? It is underground, so the magic does not reach the surface, but a sufficient amount of it lies dormant."

"This is the first I’m hearing of it!"

As his sister’s eyes bugged out and she screamed, Cesare glanced around and gave a detailed explanation.

According to him, it was one of the places where the oni, Legion, had planted a Dark Magic Crystal long ago. It was in a subterranean lake deep underground, and at the time, it was the smallest one in the forests.

"I did not know until my memories returned, but I know now. It is directly beneath that royal palace."

"No way..."

Cesare pointed at the lights of the palace. Dorfen and the others stared blankly in the direction he indicated. Ha, it’s not just a fairy tale here, what you’re looking for was right under your feet. What an idiot, King of Castrato. Magic fills an area horizontally and seeps into the earth. If there’s a concept of gravity, then a forest deep underground would be sealed by the earth, preventing magic from reaching the surface.

Come to think of it, Flowers was the same. Despite the rich magic of the Dark Magic Crystal overflowing underground, that country’s magic had been depleted.

How interesting. If someone like Romel found out, he’d probably come flying.

As the Little One Squad proceeded, tying up spies along the way, the Castrato Royal Palace, which had received news of their approach, was in a great uproar.

"It’s a horde of monsters! Why are you not dealing with them?!"

"I have already told you, they are guests from Frontier! You are not to lay a finger on them unless something happens!"

"This is absurd! What does His Majesty the King think of this?!"

The area around the Castrato Royal Palace was a noble district. Many nobles had rushed to the palace as the horde of monsters approached. They were granted a collective audience, but it was impossible to restore order as everyone spoke their own opinions at will.

"His Majesty the King has fallen ill and is confined to his bed. I am acting in his stead for now. Do you have any objections?"

Seeing the Crown Prince seated in the audience chamber, everyone fell silent. Beside him was the third prince. The story was that he had been infiltrating Frontier for a long time and had returned upon sensing the current situation, but the nobles were not convinced.

Well, of course not.

Looking down at the nobles who were watching him suspiciously with a calm expression, Augfel slowly twisted his lips into a smirk.

"If you cannot follow the Crown Prince’s orders, then you are free to do as you please. That is, if you can handle that on your own."

He hadn't been an adventurer for years for nothing. A pure-blooded royal with the courage of an adventurer, his smile had a formidable air to it, and he was more than a match for these dime-a-dozen nobles. Intimidated by Augfel’s mocking, sharp gaze, the nobles shuffled out of the audience chamber.

Watching them leave, the Crown Prince let out a sigh of relief.

"You’re a great help, Fel."

"It’s only just beginning, brother."

"I know."

Leaning back deep into his chair, the Crown Prince covered his forehead with one hand. They had managed to inform the king, but the enraged king had tried to send troops against the Little One and her party. The princes had restrained him with all their might and confined their father to his room. They couldn't afford to have him interfere. The soldiers, who were fed up with a king who knew nothing of the front lines, cooperated, and the king was locked away in a detached palace at the edge of the royal grounds.

Of course, the nobles didn't know this.

"His Majesty doesn’t understand the terror of Frontier..." one of the unit commanders muttered.

The soldiers who fought on the front lines knew Frontier’s true strength far better than their clueless superiors.

"My apologies. It is all due to my lack of power."

Seeing the Crown Prince’s brows furrow in anguish, the unit commanders hurriedly raised their faces.

"What are you saying! It was you who stopped those pointless expeditions! Thanks to you, countless soldiers were spared from injury."

The men gnashed their teeth in frustration. Augfel lightly patted their shoulders and offered a mischievous grin.

"For better or worse, Frontier isn’t concerned with us. That princess will likely leave without incident once her business is concluded. It’ll be alright."

Nodding to the two princes standing side by side, the soldiers pledged to guard the detached palace like an iron wall.

However, it wasn't as if the confined King of Castrato was going to sit quietly. While imprisoned in the topmost tower of the detached palace, he was using spies from the covert ops who came to him to order the Little One’s kidnapping. Unaware of the covert ops who could sneak in anywhere, the princes, who were observing the situation, had no idea that a malicious hand was already reaching for the Little One.

Well, that hand had already been swatted away, but...

"Wait? If there’s a Lord’s forest in the subterranean lake, and a seed was planted there, then Cesare from his time as a god should have known, right?"

"That is correct. That is precisely why I involved myself with Castrato and delivered oracles."

Cesare answered matter-of-factly.

Hold on, hold on. Does that mean...?

"You were the one who taught them about that mind-control drug?"

"Indeed."

"And you were the one who spread the information about the Golden King?"

"That is so."

"...And you were the one who had me kidnapped?"

"...Well. Wait! Back then, I did not have my human memories like I do now! I was desperate to save Haze-Leve!"

Noticing the Little One gathering magic in both hands, Cesare hurriedly backed away.

"Do you have any idea how much I suffered when I was Fatima? And you were the cause!"

As Chihiro raised both hands high, Dorfen grabbed her in a full nelson. He held her from behind, his arms passing under her armpits to grab her own arms.

"Chihiro-sama, please calm down! It’s in the past! Are you trying to destroy the carriage?!"

It was a good thing Dorfen was riding the boar with her. While the knights inside the carriage breathed a sigh of relief, the Little One growled at Cesare, garururu.

"Because of that stupid drug, Consort Habilus and Fatima were sacrificed! And who knows how many more victims there will be!"

"Ah, so that is what this is about. In that case..."

Cesare smoothly raised his arm vertically and snapped his fingers. Instantly, Chihiro felt a blur, as if something had shifted, and was struck by a carriage-sickness-like nausea and dizziness.

"Uegh?!"

As the Little One involuntarily gagged, Dorfen held her and spoke with concern.

"What is it, Chihiro-sama?!"

"Do not worry. The golden magic is reacting to the world’s shift."

"...The world’s shift?"

"The main herb used in that secret medicine is something I brought from Haze-Leve. It is not of Arcadia and accepts my interference. So I shifted its principles."

Haze-Leve had advanced scientific technology. The mind-control drug of Castrato used a part of that technology and the gods’ recipe. If either of those was missing, it would become nothing more than a harmless headache remedy. He had apparently used his power as a former god to nullify the medicinal properties of that herb.

"It is not as if I had anticipated this, but it was the right decision to seal a little of my divine power in the seed."

Cesare twisted his lips into an uneven smirk. Seeing that smile, the Little One felt a vague sense of unease. It was undoubtedly the higher beings who had made Cesare’s soul a god and then cast him down to be human to possess Chihaya. Why were they allowing Cesare to regain so many memories and even acquire a fraction of his divine power? Wasn't this upsetting the world’s balance? It was a power far too cheat-like, even more so than Chihiro’s. Most of the Little One’s abilities were things she had acquired through her own efforts up to now. Except for the golden magic she could use to revive forests and monsters. Her modern knowledge could be called a cheat, but then there was Kilfan, which was far more of a cheat than her, so her own cheats were probably cute in comparison.

But Cesare’s power was different. It was a power that surpassed human capacity. And the one wielding such a power was just a normal human, Chihaya. Chihaya had also learned much alongside the Little One. It was probably working in his favor for now, but what would happen from now on?

A chill she had never felt before ran through her body. The Little One looked up at the royal palace, set against a sky that had darkened with twilight. And she remembered certain words.

"Humans who get involved with gods all meet a bitter end."

Words she had once heard from the gods in the Celestial Realm.

Don’t mess with me! If you pull any stupid stunts, I won’t forgive you!

The Little One glared daggers at the star-dusted sky and raised her fist. With her surroundings watching her, completely bewildered, the Little One Squad headed for Hyrulia’s mansion. Through the noble district, which had gone past shrieking chaos and was now frozen in silence, the Mononoke Squad plodded on, noshi noshi.

Unbeknownst to the Little One, a figure heard the commotion and looked down at the royal capital from a palace window.

"The princess of Frontier. Welcome, my bride."

The Little One, at that moment, did not know of the existence of the person who chuckled, fufu.



		
			Chapter 99

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"Brother, has my bride not arrived yet?"

"Charles..."

"..."

A young man had arrived while the Crown Prince and the third prince were discussing their strategy for dealing with the Little One in the Castrato Royal Palace. He was actually close to twenty years old, but his sickly thinness and childlike innocence made him look considerably younger than his actual age.

"Our sincerest apologies. We tried to stop him, but the nobles’ conversation could be heard all the way to his room..."

The attendants who had followed him hurriedly bowed their heads.

Those fools...

The Crown Prince pressed his lips together in frustration and stroked his brother’s silver hair. His fingers, as delicate as if handling something fragile, trembled slightly.

"The princess of Frontier has come on business. She is not here for a wedding, you know."

"Why not? Father told me. He said my bride would come from Frontier. Is she not here yet?"

Augfel also pressed his lips together tightly and closed his eyes. His innocent older brother, who knew nothing. When Augfel was old enough to remember, his kind second brother had always been by his side.

Augfel himself didn't even remember it. It was a story from over ten years ago. At the time, their father the king had apparently told his sons that a blonde princess from Frontier might be coming to marry into their family. The Crown Prince was not of a suitable age, so the offer fell to the second prince, Louis Charles. His dreamy, absentminded older brother, who had a cognitive disability, was overjoyed and had been looking forward to "my bride" ever since.

Even though it was a story from ten years ago, he hadn't forgotten it at all and would spend every day gazing towards Frontier from a castle window.

And when you compared it to the facts Augfel learned in Frontier, his father had probably intended to abduct the Frontier princess and force her to be a bride.

That was the reason for the last war.

The innocent second brother, knowing nothing, had been waiting ever since for the bride he was told would come from Frontier.

The sight of his back was unbearably sad.

Ah, jeez, maybe we should just never let him out again! That damn old man!

The castle was currently running smoothly under the Crown Prince’s management. In fact, things were running even more smoothly than usual without their arrogant father’s meddling. If Augfel assisted him, they could surely rule the country well enough.

Yeah, we don’t need him, that old man.

Watching the Crown Prince, who was at his wit’s end with the still whimpering and persistent Charles, with an affectionate gaze, Augfel was thinking up dangerous thoughts with a broad smile about how to drag his father down from the throne.

"Where is my golden bride?" Charles sobbed.

"Ah, I believe she is at the Frontier Royal Palace. Princess Fatima is said to be engaged to the Crown Prince of Flowers."

Whether he understood the Crown Prince’s hesitant words or not, Charles tilted his head and stared blankly at the window.

"Who is that? My bride is Chihiro-sama."

Hearing this, the Crown Prince and the third prince shot each other a look.

Come to think of it, that was what they had heard.

The princess coming from Frontier to marry was a golden princess. Her name was Chihiro-sama.

Pulling at the faint threads of memory, the two finally noticed that the princess’s name had changed.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"I do not know. This is strange."

Even they, who did not know the details of that time, knew the tales of the Little One. It was a name that came up everywhere when investigating Frontier. The Golden King who commanded monsters and soared through the sky. The name written alongside that title should have always been Chihiro-sama. But at some point, they stopped hearing the name, and after a long period of silence, it had become an old tale about a princess named Fatima.

And recently, various disturbances had occurred, and attention was once again being drawn to Frontier. Information only reached Castrato, which had severed diplomatic ties, through other countries, but the center of the commotion was a young girl.

"Her name was, I believe..."

"Chihiro La Jorje. Currently a count’s daughter. The one who should be heading this way now."

At Augfel’s reply, the Crown Prince’s eyes widened steadily. He remembered that name.

"...The princess Father spoke of as well. Baron’s daughter Chihiro La Jorje. She became the Frontier King’s adopted daughter and was made a princess."

"...?! The count’s daughter too! She is under the guardianship of the King of Frontier and is a princess by proxy through her foster parent!"

Was this a coincidence?

An undeniable suspicion arose in the two frozen princes’ eyes.

...The Golden King who commands monsters and soars through the sky? Isn’t that the current count’s daughter herself?

Augfel had confirmed it in Frontier. The girl lived in harmony with monsters. She flew through the sky as if it were natural, had them pull her carriage, and rode on their backs.

Only a limited number of people could do such a thing. Even the monsters trained in Castrato were only forced to obey by being given just enough magic to keep them from dying. Augfel felt as if he had caught a glimpse of the true identity of the girl who played with a horde of free and unrestrained monsters without any form of payment.

And with the realization that her true identity was something incredibly terrifying, the color drained from his face.

Charles, muttering about "my bride," remembered her name clearly. The bride’s name. And Charles did not know that this was a landmine that should not have been stepped on, one that had just plunged the brothers into the abyss.

New information dragged out from a detestable past. Castrato was on the verge of obtaining, by a stroke of luck, a secret known throughout the world only to Frontier and Kilfan.

Meanwhile, the Little One was in front of Hyrulia’s house. On Earth, it would be a mansion the size of a high school building, with a large garden that included a large forest. The gate was also magnificent. Hyrulia said something to the gatekeeper, who then opened it.

Ignoring the astonished gatekeepers, Chihiro, who was used to royal palaces, proceeded inside without any hesitation.

"It’s huge."

Adonis muttered, his eyes slightly wide. Zakk nodded in agreement.

"You think so? I find it rather modest for a ducal family."

Dorfen, the son of a true-blue marquis family, was unperturbed.

"My family’s creed is simplicity and frugality."

Dorfen nodded sagely at Hyrulia’s smile.

You guys need to go look up "simplicity and frugality" in a dictionary again.

The Little One wore a lukewarm smile. Well, these were their circumstances. This was what simplicity and frugality meant to nobles.

I’d like to know just how much others are splurging. In Frontier, they are flexible and only spend lavishly where it counts. Frontier kept a close eye on extravagant spending by individuals or the monopolization of profits in order to keep the economy moving. Such things tended to escalate. Human desire is limitless. It doesn't stop within the bounds of private funds, but inevitably reaches for public funds and taxes. The officials of Frontier constantly monitored the market without letting their guard down, believing it would be too late if problems were discovered only after they had reached a dead end. Therefore, even among nobles, those from Frontier were relatively modest. Having made a pilgrimage to other countries like Flowers and Donautil, the Little One was beginning to understand the reality of Arcadia.

Flowers was still better, but Donautil was terrible. Flowers was a country of technology. Even a commoner was respected for their skills and experience. The royals understood that they were the ones supporting the country’s foundation. It was probably because Frontier was nearby. They had that level of awareness. Still, the deeply rooted, absolute class difference was undeniable.

However, the next country she visited, Donautil, was completely different. The class difference was something for the lofty nobles. The commoners lived lives where they weren't even counted as people. One time, when she was walking with Marrow, a maid she hadn’t noticed failed to bow and appeared from around a corner. She was startled and prostrated herself, but it was too late. She had ended up crossing Marrow’s path.

"Cut off her toes."

Marrow said it calmly. The surrounding people silently dragged away the crying and begging maid. Chihiro had been too stunned to say anything, but she later nonchalantly asked Marrow about it.

"What did that girl do?"

"Hmm? She crossed my path, didn’t she? Unforgivable for a mere maid."

The Little One couldn't help but stare vacantly into space. Even Marrow, who had studied abroad in Frontier for years, was like this. The others were easy to imagine. Arguing here would be pointless. The Little One learned that the maid had her toes on both feet cut off and was cast out of the royal palace because she could no longer work, so she secretly went to her with Dorfen.

Chihiro found the maid huddled over her bloodied feet, and had Dorfen heal her. The girl whose toes were restored thanked the Little One by prostrating herself completely. She tearfully sobbed that she was the foolish one for incurring a nobleman’s displeasure, that she had committed an outrageous breach of etiquette.

This was the worldview of Arcadia. It wasn’t something that could be corrected just by trying. She had no intention of blaming Marrow. He had been raised with it being the norm, so there was nothing to be done.

Thinking such useless thoughts, the Little One was welcomed into the mansion at Hyrulia’s invitation. The lines of servants gave the party a grand welcome, and the night in Castrato deepened.



		
			Chapter 100

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"...?"

"Prince?"

"Where am I?"

Charles, who had been standing by the window, turned around with a vacant expression. As if waking from a dream, he shook his head from side to side several times and blinked his eyes.

"The princess... how many years has it been? How long?"

Staring at his trembling hands, he collapsed to his knees.

What is this?

His light, airy consciousness rapidly awakened, and a multitude of memories danced through Charles’s mind.

"I... to Father...!"

His twilight-colored eyes, which had been trembling in shock, were instantly colored with fury. Rising to his feet with an indescribable anger, Charles pushed aside the flustered attendants and burst out of his room. On his way, he visited the Crown Prince’s office, slammed both hands on the desk, and fixed his sharp gaze on his older brother.

The smoldering embers became a raging inferno, and the Crown Prince was stunned by his exceedingly sharp gaze.

"Brother... where is Father?"

Unlike the usual gentle Charles, his younger brother now exuded a formidable aura, as if possessed by hatred.

What happened?

Augfel, who was also present, was speechless, his eyes fixed on his transformed second brother.

At the same time, a commotion was erupting in the Frontier Royal Palace as well.

"Give me back my child! Cyril? Where is Cyril?!"

Consort Habilus ran through the rear palace. The attendants called out to her, but she didn’t seem to hear them, only screaming for Cyril.

"Where are my children?! Give them back!"

Hearing her painful cries, people gathered from all around. It would be a little while before Theodore and Fatima heard of the situation and rushed over. Until then, Consort Habilus continued her frantic search for Cyril and her children.

"Where is Father?"

The Crown Prince swallowed hard at Charles’s glaring gaze and opened his mouth.

"I’ve locked him in the tower... It would be bad if something happened to the princess of Frontier."

At that explanation, Charles’s eyes suddenly softened. They were his usual eyes. Eyes that held a dreamy, gentle light.

"Ah, you’re right. It would be terrible if something happened to my bride."

The Crown Prince, relieved that his brother’s mood had returned to normal, asked a question.

"What on earth happened?"

"What do you mean, what happened?! I remembered!"

Charles rolled only his eyeballs to look at his brother. The Crown Prince felt a shiver run down his spine again at his inhuman expression.

"Father... he intended to chain up the princess like a slave and imprison her."

At these unexpected words, the Crown Prince and Augfel exchanged a look. Glancing at them, Charles recounted the past.

"You must not do that, Father!"

"Silence! You will do as I say!"

Charles was led by his father to the top floor of the tower. It was a tower originally meant for imprisoning problematic royals.

Why am I in a place like this?

A suspicious Charles was led to a spacious, well-appointed room. It was, after all, a room for royalty. Naturally, it was prepared so that nothing was lacking. However, there was a long chain for a prisoner and a heavy shackle attached to the bed. The chain was long enough to allow for no inconvenience in using the toilet or bathing. But for a person of high birth to be chained and confined, even if only by one leg, would be an unbearable humiliation. As Charles stared sorrowfully at the chain, the King of Castrato uttered unbelievable words.

"This is the Frontier princess’s room. You need only visit her."

Charles couldn't believe the words that entered his ears.

My bride, here?

A freezing chill crept up his spine. He involuntarily shivered and looked up at his father. The King of Castrato surveyed the room with great satisfaction.

"You lie, don't you? My wife, here?"

"She is a consort in name only. In reality, she will not leave the tower."

Charles’s wide eyes wavered greatly.

"When the princess comes of age, you and your brothers can use her. Her being your wife is just a pretext. In reality, she is nothing but a slave. Anyone will do, as long as they can bear a child for the royal family. Even me."

At his father’s lewd grin, Charles felt a tremendous revulsion.

"You must not do that, Father!"

The King of Castrato brushed off his desperately clinging son with annoyance and struck him. With a loud thud, Charles fell onto the landing of the spiral staircase.

"Silence! You will do as I say!"

As he said this, the King of Castrato kicked the fallen Charles in the side repeatedly, and when his son still wouldn’t listen and begged him to stop, he drugged him.

With Cyril’s mind-control drug, to make him obedient.

The Crown Prince and the others were speechless upon hearing the story. It was a story from when he was just old enough to remember. At the time, Charles was only about six years old. The Crown Prince had not doubted his father’s explanation that his muddled brother had a cognitive disability.

"How could he...! And? Are you alright now?"

Embraced with concern, Charles gave a small nod.

"I don’t know why, but it seems the drug’s effects have worn off. My memories from before have come back clearly. Some are fragmented, but I think, all of them."

"Oh, thank goodness!"

Even in a dreamlike state, knowledge can be accumulated. It doesn’t just pass through. Just as Consort Habilus was able to remain a consort, Charles had also acquired the knowledge and etiquette of a prince.

That was precisely why he couldn't forgive him.

His father, who had stolen Charles’s future and made him waste his life.

He learned his father’s whereabouts from his brothers and headed straight for the tower. The Crown Prince, bewildered by the sudden turn of events, instructed his attendants to prepare Charles’s living arrangements. Even if his memories had returned, there would be many things he lacked. He had to arrange for tutors to help him catch up on what he had missed.

That good-for-nothing!

The Crown Prince, cursing his father in his heart, didn't notice. But Augfel did. And he remained silent.

The thick, swirling killing intent that dwelt in Charles’s eyes. Silently watching Charles turn on his heel with firm resolve, Augfel headed for the adventurer's guild in the royal capital.

I should at least help with the cleanup.

Unaware of his bloodthirsty younger brothers, the Crown Prince busied himself for Charles’s sake. By the time the very much first-born-like Crown Prince realized the situation, it was all over.

"Hmm? What? Consort Habilus?"

Despite having severed diplomatic ties, Castrato still had Frontier spies. The covert ops of Frontier, whose information transmission speed was instantaneous unlike other countries, immediately informed the Little One of the unusual events at the Frontier Royal Palace.

"She seems to have calmed down now. But for a time, she was in such a state of disarray that one would think she had gone mad."

The spy lurking in the shadow of the curtains reported matter-of-factly.

"Humph. Well, if nothing serious happened, that’s good."

"I wonder what happened."

Glancing at the perplexed Dorfen, the Little One muttered under her breath.

"Probably, the effects of Cyril’s mind-control drug wore off."

"""Eh?"""

The simultaneous question marks came from Dorfen, Hyrulia, and Adonis. Zakk seemed to have little interest.

"Cesare said he shifted the principles of the herb, remember? So maybe the drug’s effects on the people who were brainwashed were neutralized too."

The members of the Little One Squad looked at each other as if to say "ah." While the Little One Squad was nodding in understanding at the ducal mansion, their eyes wide with realization, someone else was staring with wide, stiffened eyes in a room in the Castrato Royal Palace.

"I...? What on earth?"

The King of Castrato, chained to his bed, opened his eyes to their limits, and goosebumps covered his entire body as countless memories flooded his mind. The foolish delusions he had been possessed by, the numerous blunders he had made.

"I...? Why...?!"

The King of Castrato trembled and collapsed.

Unbeknownst to the members of the Castrato Royal Palace, and of course to the Little One, something that was laughing at him deepened its shadowy smile.



		
			Chapter 101

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"Well, well... A pleasure to meet you. My name is Count Ibnsaud Al-Jaizary."

"...? I am Chihiro La Jorje. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The silver-haired, blue-eyed gentleman, who was the younger brother of Hyrulia’s late father, smiled warmly. His demeanor was the very picture of elegance. From his gentle manner, it was clear he was a civil official, and unlike a certain count, he didn’t seem to be the fighting type. But what was most curious was his name.

"Pardon my asking, but by any chance... um, is there someone from another country in your ducal family’s lineage?"

At the Little One’s words, the count’s fine eyebrows shot up.

"...Why would you think so?"

"Your name. It’s missing a first name, isn’t it?"

The name the count before her had given was a characteristic Arab name. Over there, names were a series of two or three names. One's own name, a father’s name, a grandfather’s name. They were usually the names of close relatives. Furthermore, when a child was born, one might change their name, adding something like Abu-so-and-so, connecting their child's name as well. If this were a typical Arab, it would mean "son of Saud, grandson of Jaizary," but this Saud was the tricky part. If the Little One’s memory served her correctly, a family named Saud had been royalty on Earth in Arabia. Ibnsaud. Son of Saud. This should be his father’s name. If so, his own first name, which should come before it, was not mentioned.

"...Why do you know that, Chihiro-sama?"

Hyrulia’s eyes widened. Count Jaizary’s eyes widened as well. Neither of them had an Arab appearance, but it wouldn't be strange if their founder was of that descent and they had intermarried within Castrato for generations.

"It seems we have no choice but to speak."

"Please ensure this does not leave this room."

From the two silver-haired individuals who exchanged troubled glances, the Little One heard their story.

Long ago, in the age of myths, when Castrato was not yet a country, a sage visited this land. The sage, who had silver hair and red eyes, brought much knowledge and technology, and created the prototype of the nation of Castrato in this land. He then took a wife and lived a long and happy life.

"That is the ancestor of the Jaizary family. From that point on, this name has been the name of the head of the family."

"And we have a tradition to keep our first names secret. It is a rule that they must never be known."

I see.

"Cesare. Is this in your jurisdiction?"

When the Little One called out to him, Cesare, in the form of Chihaya, tilted his head as if in thought.

"It may be. My memories are still incomplete, but it is likely one of the O-saki I sent. Or perhaps an emissary."

There must have been an Arab among the preceptors from Earth who came to Haze-Leve. One of their descendants probably became an O-saki or an emissary in Haze-Leve and visited Castrato. Something like that.

"But to keep the first name a secret. What could that mean?"

The Little One frowned, puzzled. Then she heard Cesare’s exasperated voice.

"One’s true name is something to be hidden, is it not? As are one’s birth and birthday. They are essential for curses."

"...That is what we have been told."

"Yes, my Hyrulia is also a middle name. Only she and her parents know her first name."

The members from Frontier stared with wide, surprised eyes at the three who spoke as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"Curses...?"

Dorfen asked with a somewhat strained voice. Hyrulia nodded firmly. Her attitude suggested it was a matter of course. The Little One couldn't help but hold her head in her hands.

Wait, wait. Curses and such, is that common in Castrato? And training monsters. Isn’t it quite different from other countries?

"Is this common knowledge in Castrato?"

The Little One asked with a wry smile. Count Jaizary shook his head.

"No, it is a tradition of my family. I have not heard of it elsewhere."

Staring at the count’s sincere gaze, Chihiro noticed something. The silver hair of Hyrulia and the count.

"Legion..."

Hearing the Little One’s murmur, Cesare tilted his head.

"What is it?"

"Not you. Legion the oni."

The route he, a former O-saki, took on his journey from Flowers, circling the frontier and returning to Flowers again, should have passed through Castrato and Frontier. And Legion had sent emissaries to the places where he planted seeds. That meant a human had been sent to Castrato. One with silver hair and red eyes. It was surely someone who became a believer or an emissary along the way. Someone from Donautil, perhaps. Silver hair was a characteristic of the northern lands. In the southern lands where Frontier was located, it was a rare color.

You should have told me these things beforehand! No wonder Donautil had an Ottoman Turkish feel. Being close to the frontier, it wasn't influenced by other foreign countries.

The Little One’s mind raced, her head boiling. That oni was hiding too much. The brilliant silver hair of Hyrulia and her family announced their origins. It was likely a remnant of their ancestor, but because Castrato was closer to the interior, European culture had completely taken root. Thanks to that, perhaps only the hair color remained.

But...? Does that mean...?

"That sage, isn’t he still alive?"

"Probably. I can feel him."

Cesare stared intently at the royal palace visible through the large window of the ducal family’s grand hall.

Are you serious?!

The Little One also couldn't help but stare at the royal palace. In the Lord's forest deep beneath it, the O-saki or emissary in question should be there.

As the ducal family members stared blankly up at the royal palace, a loathing that was on the verge of exploding was swirling in its tower.

"It has been a long time, Father."

Charles stood there, a shimmering presence. The King of Castrato was flustered by the sight of him, enveloped in a haze of magical power. There had been many silver-haired people in the past. To reclaim the silver hair, now a symbol of the ducal family, for the royal family, the King of Castrato had gone to great lengths. And thus, the silver-haired second prince was finally born.

He was happy. He was his beloved son. Even though the heir was the Crown Prince, he had thought of marrying Charles to a good princess and having him produce the next heir.

What had he done to that Louis Charles?

The King of Castrato’s expression twisted in agony as he remembered his past deeds. Unconcerned with his father’s inner turmoil, Charles entered the room and unceremoniously drew a dagger from his robes.

"Because of you, I wasted ten years of my life. Because of you, the country is in decline, and my brothers are suffering. ...But above all, your crime of looking down on and trying to defile my bride is grave."

A little over ten years since his childhood. For that long time, the bride from Frontier had occupied Charles’s mind. Compounded by the effects of being brainwashed, the bride he was supposed to welcome had become everything to him. A golden princess he had pathologically adored, yearned for day and night.

More precious and beloved than anything.

She was, literally, Charles’s life itself.

"Tell me, Father. Are you needed in this country?"

The second prince’s eyes glinted with a cruel smile. His pupils were dilated, flickering with an inhuman, eerie light. The King of Castrato backed away, the chains on his feet rattling. Looking down at the pathetic creature, Charles’s lips curled into a brutal smile.

"Let’s go to the palace for now. I need to apply for the delegation of authority to Count Jaizary, too."

The Little One changed into a dress and hurried into the carriage. Count Jaizary, swept along by the people following her, was surprised by the spaciousness inside.

"What is this...? It’s like a room."

The Little One offered a cushion to the dumbfounded gentleman and asked Adonis to prepare tea at the table. Hyrulia chuckled at her uncle’s astonished figure and narrowed her eyes nostalgically.

"I was surprised at first, too. It is apparently the effect of Frontier’s magical tools."

"Magical tools..."

Count Jaizary sat down, his mouth still half-open in amazement. Seeing Frontier’s technology firsthand once again, the count was filled with admiration.

Then, as everyone took their seats at the table and tea was served, the Little One explained the situation to Count Jaizary. That she had to travel the frontier at the request of the gods to create a great Golden Ring. That doing so would revive magic throughout the continent and establish the principles of magic. That various things were happening in connection with that, and that one of the suspicious elements was also in the caverns beneath the Castrato Royal Palace.

After a brief explanation, the Little One observed Count Jaizary’s reaction. Though his eyes were wide with astonishment, he was not flustered. He quietly lowered his gaze and stared at the contents of his teacup.

"If that is the truth, then you are..."

"The Golden King, I guess. In a manner of speaking."

The count felt a wave of dizziness at the girl’s nonchalant declaration. This was a matter that needed to be reported to the royal palace.

"So, you are heading to the royal palace to form a pact with the underground forest?"

"That’s part of it, but I have a strange premonition. It's an inexplicable feeling, like something is slowly building up in the pit of my stomach."

Ever since entering Castrato, the Little One had been feeling a subtle flow of magic. At first, she thought it was the magic she felt from the monsters being kept by nobles, but after buying the monsters from the caravan, she realized it was a different kind of magic. A sluggish, faint magic crawling across the earth. All of the thin, unreliable magic led to the royal palace. Cesare’s explanation revealed the source of that magic, and with it, a bad feeling reared its head in the Little One’s mind.

Something is strange.

Once she started thinking that, she couldn't sit still.

The fidgety Little One suddenly noticed Count Jaizary’s observant gaze on her. "Hmm?" she tilted her head and looked at the count.

"Ah, no. ...I was just wondering why you would tell me such an important story."

"Oh, that," Chihiro smiled and sipped her tea. "It’s not something I can keep hidden forever. Eventually, the whole world will notice, so it’s not really something to be kept secret."

Soon, magic would be revived in all lands. An era where anyone could use magic would arrive. But to achieve that, time was needed, and many collaborators were needed. If she tried to force her way through everything, it would surely cause trouble later on.

"If there’s a forest in Castrato, we need someone to protect it. I know the royal family can’t be relied on. So, I want to share this secret with you, someone Hyrulia trusts."

In Flowers, it was Prince Marcello. In Donautil, it was Marrow and Masahad. People who shared the secrets of the world and the gods like co-conspirators. If he was a person whom Hyrulia, who had been involved in one part of it, deemed trustworthy, then there could be no mistake. With that in mind, the Little One told Count Jaizary a secret that, once heard, could not be unlearned.

"Well, I’ll be..."

The count was speechless at her cunning. This was not the thinking of a child. Underestimating her would lead to a painful lesson.

"We’re halfway there. Until it’s complete, please keep it a secret."

The girl broke into a wide grin.

The ducal family held power second only to the royal family. But their main house was probably the count’s family. The Little One narrowed her eyes sharply. The count’s family, the lineage of the sage who visited in the past, who inherited the name. The ducal family was likely a shield to protect the count’s family. In some parts of Earth’s past, there was a custom of ultimogeniture. It was a variation of the patriarchal system where the older members protected the family from external enemies, and the youngest child protected the extended family. The entire clan protected the house. By that analogy, it made sense that Hyrulia’s father, the eldest son, became the duke and eliminated external enemies, while Count Jaizary, the second son, inherited the name and protected the extended family. The fact that the count inherited the sage’s name was irrefutable proof.

At the Little One’s explanation, the count raised his hands slightly as if in surrender.

"Your insight is admirable. Then shall we keep this a secret between us?"

"Yep. I’ll take it to my grave, so I’m counting on you, Count."

The Little One laughed, nishishi.

Nodding in agreement, the count and Hyrulia gave complex, wry smiles. They never thought the secret of their clan would be unraveled by a name alone.

And so, having gained a new ally, the Little One’s party headed for the royal palace. They did not yet know of the dark, malevolent something swirling deep within the palace.



		
			Chapter 102

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"Huh...?"

Arriving at the royal palace, the Little One doubted her own eyes at the sight before her. The magical power that had been extending from the palace grew darker and denser as they approached, and by the time they reached the gate, the rising magic was so thick that she could barely see ahead.

"What in the world is this...?"

Count Jaizary, who had disembarked with the knights, also stared up at the palace with a stiff expression. Hyrulia did the same. Only the knights from Frontier, accustomed to magical power, narrowed their eyes slightly as they gazed at the eerie, black rising magic.

"This is a magic power runaway. ...It’s surprising that someone in Castrato possesses this much magical power, though."

The members of the Little One Squad said it was rare but not particularly surprising. So this was a magic power runaway.

She knew of it in theory, but this was the first time she had seen it.

Dorfen gave a wry smile at the Little One's declaration.

"It happened when you shielded His Highness the Prince Regent in the Queen’s forest, too, Chihiro-sama."

"It did?"

The golden ribbon that Chihiro had unleashed when she covered Romel would have resulted in a disaster just like the one before them if the Queen and the honeybees hadn't absorbed it, he said.

"Such magic power runaways are often caused by children."

"They can’t control the magic they’re not yet used to. If left alone, they’ll lose consciousness from magical exhaustion. You know that too, right?"

The knights of the Little One Squad explained with grins.

Ugh. My embarrassing past is spreading.

"Well, it’s a good thing it wasn’t flame or water. When those run wild, many people get injured."

"However, this is dark magic, isn’t it? To think there is someone besides Cesare-dono who can use it."

At a question separate from the magic power runaway, everyone’s eyes turned to Chihaya. Unfazed by the focused gazes, Chihaya lightly closed his eyes and brought Cesare to the fore.

"This one is not using it. They are enthralled by it. It seems there is someone inside with a large vessel for magic, just like that girl there."

Cesare glanced melancholically at Hyrulia.

"Me? You mean me?"

"Ah. Come to think of it, people with lighter pigmentation have larger amounts of magical power, don’t they?"

Even if she was currently in a state of exhaustion, Hyrulia’s maximum magical power was probably high. Though flustered by the unexpected words, Hyrulia, upon hearing Cesare’s explanation, looked up sharply and turned back to Count Jaizary. Count Jaizary was also nodding with a grim face.

"There is one person who fits that description. The second prince, His Highness Louis Charles."

According to the two with serious expressions, the second prince had a cognitive disability and hadn't appeared in society for a long time. He was dreamy and unreliable, and if someone wasn't constantly with him, he would wander off somewhere.

Hmm? That sounds...?

The Frontier party gasped at the familiar description. And they all remembered the report from the covert ops that morning about Consort Habilus.

While the party was frozen in front of the royal palace, up in the top floor of the tower, Prince Charles was smiling to himself.

"Now I can rest easy. See?"

An eerie shadow floated around him, forming a large hand that gripped Charles’s body from behind. Stroking the black fingers, which were thicker than his own arm, Charles wore a blissful expression. He gazed into the air with an ecstatic look and let words fall from his thin lips.

"Oh, I see. You’re here?"

Suppressing a quiet chuckle, kusu kusu, Charles descended the tower. In the room he left behind was a large magic crystal. The man-sized crystal pulsed faintly, and the dew that formed on its cold surface dripped down like tears, potari potari. A shadow writhed as if licking the dripping drops. Only a penetrating silence and coldness remained in the room.

"For now, we have to do something about this."

As the Little One’s party looked up wearily, the sound of footsteps approached from behind them.

"Count’s daughter! What is the meaning of this?!"

It was Augfel, running up with soldiers in tow. He had been at the adventurer’s guild, so he had apparently escaped this calamity.

"What do you mean, what is the meaning of this? That's what I’d like to ask. I came to apply for the delegation of the ducal family’s authority to Count Jaizary, and this is what I find."

Seeing the girl shrug her shoulders dramatically, the soldiers who had apparently run to report the emergency also nodded gravely.

"Yes, it was sudden."

"Something like a mist overflowed from inside the castle and swallowed people up in an instant."

These soldiers were gatekeepers and had apparently witnessed the black mist crawling around like a living creature, swallowing up the people of the royal palace. And so, they had run straight to report to Augfel, who had said he was going to the adventurer's guild.

Listening to the soldiers’ story, Augfel looked up at the royal palace with an expression of disbelief. The magic leaking outside was just a small fraction. Magic was also leaking from all the palace windows he could see, and it was clear that the inside of the palace was filled with black mist.

"How did this happen? Are my brothers safe?"

Augfel muttered as if delirious. With a nonchalant smile, Cesare swung his arm. A gust of wind instantly blew through, clearing away the mist near the palace entrance.

"It is originally my magic. A few impurities mixed in are of no consequence."

Licking his lower lip, Cesare cleared away the mist with satisfaction. Following his lead, the Little One also released her golden magic, neutralizing the dark magic. It was something they had done every time they encountered a Dark Magic Crystal. They were both used to it.

But she could definitely feel the resistance of something else.

As the Little One stared at her own hands in wonder, Augfel knelt before her and pleaded as if in prayer.

"Please! Save my brothers!"

His face was twisted in anguish. Nodding firmly at his eyes, which wavered with anxiety, the Little One broke into a wide grin.

"You got it! Now, let’s hurry."

Ruffling Augfel’s hair, mosha mosha, the Little One helped him to his feet and stepped straight into the royal palace.

She did not yet know that here she would learn of a fate from her past lives and a conspiracy that was literally eroding the entire world.

"This should be about as far as I need to go."

Having completely repaired the fissure that had split the earth, Joker finally unburdened his shoulders and returned to the western forest, praising his children. Behind him, the border town of Castrato was visible.

He did not know that in the royal capital beyond, one end of the gods’ long-standing worries was secretly stirring.

"Ugh..."

"You can still move? Quite impressive."

Deep in the caverns beneath the Castrato Royal Palace. The large something lying there poked at a thing wrapped round and round in mist, clearly amused. The thing wrapped up was a human. An old woman with completely white hair was pinned to the wall, looking like she was in pain. Magic crystals grew from her feet. The crystals, which glittered like black quartz, were growing all over the old woman.

"It is not enough... You alone. Come quickly, emissary."

Something that had been huddled at the feet of the pinned old woman moved. It then approached the large shadow as if crawling.

"Please... stop."

It was a man with long silver hair and red eyes who squeezed out the words with ragged breaths. His sooty hair was stiff and creaky, his skin was dry and lifeless, and he looked up at the large shadow with vacant eyes that reflected nothing.

"Stop? We are just getting started, are we not? The Lord’s control that bound this country has finally disappeared."

As it said this, the large shadow spat out countless orbs from its mouth. The black orbs seemed to have a will of their own and flew about playfully.

"It is food. Help yourselves."

At its words, the countless orbs swarmed.

"Hyaaah!"

"Uagh! Stop! ...Ahhh!"

The magic crystals growing from the old woman were sucked away by the swarming orbs and quickly disappeared. They seemed to be sipping magic from the huddled man as well, and the man gradually lay down limply.

"Hmph. You should be honored to become food for my cute children. You, who are an O-saki or an emissary, are of no use."

Muttering this lowly, the large shadow looked up to the heavens.

"We are the ones who can truly save humanity and bring them happiness. Just you wait. It is almost time."

Do the gods not give humanity anything but trials? Apostles of such beings should just disappear.

In the caverns of the Castrato Royal Palace, the large shadow fell asleep.

In its dream was a young man.

"Ah, I’ve been waiting. I’m free."

"That is right. You are free. I shall grant you any wish."

The large shadow in the caverns took the form of a dragon and stroked the young man in the dream with its tail. The young man’s name was Louis Charles. Having been a resident of a dream world for many years, the gods’ elixir had made his constitution highly compatible with the otherworldly.

And he had seen it.

The Little One from ten years ago. He had watched the events on Joker’s silver bed until the very end.

That is my bride.

An adorable girl who had merged with Fatima, her black hair and golden eyes wide open. Charles rapturously murmured the memory, which was still vivid.

"She’s here, right? My bride. My cute, cute golden princess."

"Is that so? I do not sense her. But if you wish for her, I shall bring her to you immediately."

"Yes."

In the dream, filled with a blackish-purple mist, the two smiled to themselves. As his magic was being sucked away by the black orbs, the silver-haired man looked at the sleeping shadow and pressed his finger to the ground.

Please run, Lord. And you, Golden King! Run!

Before the man huddled with a tragic expression, the Little One will arrive. He does not yet know of the future Little One, who will appear, potepote, with her formidable companions in tow.



		
			Chapter 103

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			"Nnyaa, this is so annoying!"

The Little One swatted away the black mist that clung to her no matter how many times she batted it away. She batted it aside piece by piece as she followed Augfel’s lead toward the Crown Prince’s office. Along the way, people from the royal palace lay sprawled on the floor. It seemed they were merely asleep, their lives not in any danger.

‘It is a characteristic of dark magic. It brings peace and tranquility to the human heart, and as a result, they fall asleep.’

I see. Just because it’s dark doesn’t mean it’s evil magic, then.

But the gloom and coldness emanating from it must instill a sense of anxiety in people’s hearts, making them think it is something abominable. Swatting away the mist with a tei tei, the Frontier party opened the door to the Crown Prince’s office. There, as expected, lay the figure of the Crown Prince.

"Brother!"

Augfel rushed over in a panic. He placed a hand on his brother’s neck and chest to check his breathing, and then collapsed, hena hena, in sheer relief.

"Thank goodness... He’s alive."

With the help of the knights, they moved the Crown Prince to a sofa. Augfel decided to stay behind and said to the Little One, "I don’t know when he’ll wake up. I feel terrible for pushing this problem onto you all."

"It’s fine, it’s fine. This was our problem to begin with. If anything, it gives us a great excuse to head to the basement with our heads held high, nyo."

The Little One’s beaming smile drew a wry one from Augfel, and just as he was about to offer more thanks, a large hand appeared behind the Little One’s party. It was an eerie mass, like a gathering of blackish-purple mist.

"Lady Count! Behind you?!"

Dorfen scooped Chihiro up faster than Augfel could reach out. Having failed to capture the Little One by a split second, the hand turned to Dorfen with a ferocious air. Dorfen directed a cold gaze at the massive hand, which was as big as an adult, and the corners of his mouth curled into an uneven smirk.

"You think I’d let that happen so many times? I’m quite used to these situations."

Dorfen had lost sight of the Little One countless times in the past. The humiliation still pierced his heart deeply.

"What’s this?"

The Little One tilted her head while cradled in Dorfen’s arms. The Frontier knights, without panic or fuss, raised their weapons around Dorfen. Their composure was beyond calm, it was practiced. Augfel, not understanding what was happening, could only stare at the scene before him.

The mysterious hand and the Little One’s party stared each other down in silence for a while.

The hand was the first to move.

Having suddenly emerged from the floor, it vanished back into the floor just as it had come.

"What was that?"

"Who knows?"

‘It had no ill will. Should I have devoured it?’

A topsy-turvy battle of wonders was the Little One’s default setting. No one in her party was fazed by such things anymore.

"It came from the floor, didn’t it? Maybe it has something to do with the basement?"

"Could be. Let’s go have a look."

As if nothing had happened, the Frontier party set off for the basement.

Watching them go, Augfel once again realized that she was the Golden King. The golden magic she had displayed so lavishly on their way here was impossible to miss. No one who saw it could fail to notice.

"...No way."

No one could blame him for collapsing face-first onto the floor.

"Wow, this is something else."

Having been told there was a staircase to the basement in a corner of the palace, the Little One and her group dutifully descended the stairs. If Cesare hadn't been at the front absorbing the mist, it would have been pitch black just a step ahead. The first level had several rooms in a row. They were apparently facilities for the palace’s darker side, like interrogation and torture chambers. Below that was the dungeon, which was no different from Frontier’s royal palace.

The difference lay even further below.

Descending further from the dungeon, the Little One emerged into a small, hall-like area. A large mirror adorned the central wall, and large incense burners were placed on either side of something resembling an altar. The sweet scent wafting from the burners tickled her nose.

"Is this it? The Prophet’s Chamber that Fel was talking about?"

‘...How nostalgic. That old hag I used to communicate with. Is she still alive?’

Cesare narrowed one eye with a displeased fun.

But something was strange. Incense was burning, yet there was no one around. The Little One and her party looked around quizzically and began to explore the hall. Suddenly, the mirror slid aside, revealing something like a ramp. A spiral ramp opened its mouth, leading diagonally downward. The depths beyond were dim, and they couldn't see the end. The knights swallowed hard, goku, at the sight of the passage, which looked just wide enough for one adult to pass at a time. But while the others hesitated, the Little One jumped right in with a pyon.

"Chihiro-sama?!"

"I’m going on aheaaaad!"

Carried by the momentum of her jump, the Little One slid down with a shaaaa. Startled, Dorfen hastily followed her into the ramp.

"Please wait!!"

The rest of the Little One’s party followed suit.

After sliding a considerable distance, the Little One landed with a docha in a thick patch of grass. As the Little One writhed from the light bump to her bottom, Dorfen’s face appeared from the exit.

"Are you all right, Chihiro-sama?"

"I’m okaaay. Um, where is this?"

The knights who emerged one after another were speechless as they surveyed the dim surroundings.

Before them was a vast expanse of water and a host of strange plants that seemed to hang from the ceiling. A moss-like substance clinging to the damp rock walls glowed faintly, illuminating the massive cave with a pale, bluish light. The contrast created by the hazy shadows and light was a truly fantastical and beautiful sight.

"I guess this is Castrato’s forest?"

"Probably... It’s a magnificent sight."

The Little One looked up with a fuwaaa and began to walk pote pote, when a sinister shadow stirred nearby. The shadow fixed its gaze on the Little One, who had instinctively backed away, and its lips twisted into a faint smile.

《You have come. The other one has been waiting. Go and comfort them at once.》

It was Cesare who reacted to the shadow’s gleeful kufu kufu.

‘Huh? Who are you?’

《A child of man. Watch your words. I am one who promises human happiness.》

The black shadow’s gaze suddenly softened as it looked upon the twins with affection. At that loving gaze, Cesare’s expression turned thoughtful for a moment, then his eyes shot wide open.

‘It was youuuuu!’

A burst of rage sent blackish-purple magic flaring outwards. Seeing this, the large shadow also revealed its fury, as if it had realized something.

《Blackish-purple magic? Could you be?!》

‘So you remember! You remember the Haze-Leap you corrupted!’

Cesare’s arms shot toward the heavens. The moment they swung down, a tornado-like wind swirled and launched itself at the black shadow. The spinning vortex struck the black shadow head-on, and the shadow flinched as it took the hit.

《Why are you here? Weren’t you supposed to have vanished with Haze-Leap?!》

‘I was kicked out of the afterlife. No matter, if you lot are here, this world is no different from hell. Suits me just fine, wouldn’t you agree?’

With a sadistic smile, Cesare unleashed a continuous barrage of magic. The black shadow, which seemed to be struggling just to block the attacks, rapidly transformed into a giant dragon.

《Do not underestimate me, boy!》

The dragon swelled its throat and then unleashed its attack on Cesare with a ka. Several fireballs, like something out of a video game, flew out and blew large holes at Cesare’s feet. But Cesare dodged every fireball and, furthermore, solidified the air around him with blades of wind, launching them at the dragon.

The fierce exchange of magic went back and forth with a don don.

This sudden start to a giant monster battle left even the Little One’s party frozen in place.

How in the world did it come to this?

Smiling wryly, the Little One suddenly noticed something on the wall. It was a black crystal the size of a person.

Why is this here?

Tilting her head in wonder, the Little One touched the black crystal, only to snatch her hand back as if jolted. A faint, eerie pulse emanated from it.

"What’s this?"

As the Little One stepped back, startled, her foot hit something with a kotsun.

"Eh?"

When the Little One looked down, she saw a person, tattered and barely breathing, crumpled face down with hair of a silver so pale it was almost white.

"Dorfen!"

With the battle between one person and one beast raging like a phantom war in the background, the Little One called for Dorfen to heal the fallen person.

"This isn't an illness or an injury."

Healing was for mending, it had no effect on a body that was not damaged.

"Then..."

The Little One used her golden magic on the fallen man. Golden magic, the source of life, was effective on all things. Normally, it was a power not to be used on humans, but now that she had heard the story of the sage from Hyrulia and the others, it was clear that the man before her was that sage. Whether he was an O-saki or a divine messenger, she didn’t know, but he originally possessed golden magic. Using golden magic on him shouldn't cause any problems.

His depleted magic now replenished, the silver-haired man let out a great breath and his eyes fluttered open. Hazy red eyes.

Seeing this, the Little One breathed a sigh of relief.

"Good. Are you okay?"

The girl beamed with a nipa.

The man cautiously sat up and was taken aback to see a child fighting a black dragon.

《What in the world is happening?》

Telepathy. Yep, he’s the lord of this place.

Her face relaxed with a fuyon, and the Little One listened to the man explain the course of events. While keeping a very worried eye on Cesare fighting in the background, the man recounted what had happened.

"So it’s that."

The Little One glared sharply at the wall at the far end of the lake. There was a crack running vertically from the ceiling to the ground.

According to the silver-haired man, a large earthquake had occurred some time ago, causing a fissure in the forest cave. There were no particular abnormalities, and while perplexed, he had left it alone. Then, just yesterday, a large black shadow suddenly appeared. The shadow captured the Lords of the Forest, seized the old woman who came to investigate the disturbance, and drained all of their magic.

《I know what that is. They are the spirits that preyed on the malice of the people of Haze-Leap and triggered the great war.》

Long ago, the O-saki, who were people of Haze-Leap, visited Arcadia and spread their knowledge and skills to each land. With that, religion and concepts of humanity were also transmitted, and Arcadia flourished all at once.

Amidst all this, the O-saki created and subjugated divine messengers in Arcadia as well, and heard many stories. He had become a divine messenger in Donautil and accompanied the oni Legion on his pilgrimage. At the end of the tales he was told, he heard about the spirits. The evil beings that drove the people of Haze-Leap to paranoia and led them to ruin.

And something just like that story had suddenly appeared. Just as golden magic could cancel out darkness, dark magic could also cancel out golden magic. The man, flustered and caught off guard, was captured by the dark magic and had his way with him, it seemed.

《The golden magic is nothing but bait for it, you must flee!》

"Hmph. Well then, I guess it’s fine."

The Little One grinned with a ni.

The man tilted his head at this mysterious reaction, then his eyes widened as he noticed that the magic of the fighting Cesare was dark magic.

"Dark versus dark should be fine, right? Now then, I wonder what will happen?"

If it consumed golden magic, the Little One was powerless. Even though she possessed the four major attributes, the root of her magic was golden magic. She had no choice but to spectate.

Cesare, who was putting on a flashy spectacle, let out lightning-like magic that sparked around him. It raced through the air in every direction, clinging to the black dragon.

《Guaaaah! How annoying!》

‘You’re the one who’s annoying! Hurry up and die!’

The two hurled insults at each other in a deafening uproar.

Then, someone else appeared on the battlefield. From the depths of the forest emerged a young man with splendid silver hair. It was Charles.

"What’s wrong? Is my bride not here yet?"

The moment he murmured this, the dragon’s entire body surged with fighting spirit. The pitch-black dragon’s scales stood on end with a meki meki sound.

《Fuhahaha! The tables have turned!》

The dragon, which had been on the defensive, fixed its bloodshot eyes on Cesare with a gyo. Cesare lightly clicked his tongue at the dragon, whose magic was clearly stronger than before.

‘So that’s your believer. What an eyesore.’

It was the logic of the gods, where faith becomes power. The more a believer with great magic believed and prayed, the stronger the god became. Cesare, who had no believers, had to fight with his own strength alone.

Seeing her brother at a disadvantage, the Little One started to run.

"I won’t accept it!"

The girl’s high-pitched voice echoed through the cavern, and everyone turned to look.

"I won’t accept it! Arcadia doesn’t need someone like you!"

With every word the Little One spoke, the dragon’s body trembled with a zowari.

"I know spirits! Spirits are everywhere! But I don’t believe in you! Someone like you could never make humans happy!"

There was no way something that caused such a terrible commotion could be an ally of humanity.

"Everyone! Seal that crack!"

The Little One shouted at the top of her lungs to her monstrous retinue.

If it came from that crack, then sealing it might make it disappear. As proof, the black dragon’s magic was connected to the space beyond the crack.

《Stop it! You would... dare say you do not believe in us... in the Spirit King?! In the one who loves humanity from the bottom of their heart!》

Spirit King?

Though puzzled, the Little One roared from the depths of her belly.

"I believe in spirits! And I’m sure there’s a Spirit King, too. But I don’t believe in you! A real Spirit King wouldn’t try to do things to people!"

The spiders of her monstrous retinue began to rapidly seal the crack with their silk.

《Guaaah! Stop! Stop it!》

"Spirits are kind, funny, and cute creatures! Not like you!"

With only a faint outline remaining, the black dragon’s death cry echoed through the forest.

"I know it for a fact!"

The moment the Little One shouted louder than ever, the black dragon dissipated, and the cavern ceiling split wide open. No, it didn't physically break. Space itself tore open, and a shower of flowers rained down from it.

《Well spoken!》

《Well connected!》

"Huh?"

Visible through the torn space was a beautiful land overflowing with magnificent nature. Flowers of every color bloomed in profusion, and standing amidst the petals dancing in the wind were four people. Each possessing a unique beauty, the four gazed at the Little One with graceful poise.

She didn't understand what had happened.

《You believe in spirits.》

《You believe in people.》

《You believe in the world.》

《You believe in us.》

With broad smiles, the four mysterious figures sent something toward the Little One.

《《《《We, too, shall believe in you.》》》》

It was a dreamlike, fantastical moment.

As she watched the falling flower petals, she realized the torn space had closed.

"What in the world was that...?"

Dorfen’s eyes darted around in astonishment. The other knights were also speechless, not moving a muscle.

...A dream? No, it wasn't a dream.

As proof, countless flower petals were still dancing in the air.

As the Little One stared, lost in a daze, someone approached from behind and hugged her with a gaba.

"Nyo?!"

A small murmur reached Chihiro’s ear as she struggled with a jita bata.

"I’ve missed you, my dear bride♪"

Huuuh?!

The Little One shrieked inside her head, bewildered by Charles nuzzling his head against hers with a suri suri.

Someone, please explain!

Flustered by the never-ending series of strange phenomena, the Little One is doing just fine today.

...Probably♪



		
			Chapter 104

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			《...Connected?》

《Impossible...》

《It must be a miracle, right?》

In the Celestial Realm, adrift with a white, hazy mist, the gods exchanged looks of astonishment. Amidst a sea of worlds dominated by the Spirit King of the Abyss, merely surviving, the world of Earth was the only one to have repelled it. On Earth, where humanity’s imagination had created worlds in many dimensions, new principles were born even for the spirits, and they lived joyfully. The reason was simple. They had merely become independent from the Spirit King of the Abyss. Just as the gods of the Celestial Realm were the parents of humanity, the Spirit King of the Abyss was the parent of the spirits. Its children, the spirits, had simply stood on their own two feet with the help of the people of Earth.

This was a common occurrence on Earth, a world that greedily pursued the wondrous and believed in it with all its heart. It wielded a tremendous power, much like faith.

However, to the gods, who were unfamiliar with such extraordinary things, it was surely an unbelievable miracle. For a fleeting moment, the Little One had opened a door to another dimension, and the gods couldn't believe their eyes.

Worlds of other dimensions exist everywhere, and distance is as good as non-existent. If a feeling of belief could get through, it was possible for anyone to open a door. Unaware of this, the girl had wished for the existence of righteous spirits. Unconsciously, she had believed that the spirits she had contracted with were not evil beings. And she had denied with all her might the existence of spirits that would harm people. Declared unnecessary by the Little One, the black dragon could no longer maintain its form. The title of Golden King, who rules the world, was not just for show. Her rejection was a rejection from the world of Arcadia itself. Taking the full brunt of that, the dark spirit had its power stripped away.

《Well, I’ll be...》

《I’m truly impressed by the creatures known as humans.》

As they looked down on Arcadia with gazes of wonder, the gods mourned their own worlds.

Each of their worlds was dominated by the spirits of the Abyss, dreaming. Worlds of listlessness where people neither worked nor thought, merely sinking into a peaceful slumber. There was no sadness, but in its place, no joy either. In such warm, cocoon-like worlds, the people were being kept by the Spirit King. No one left their homes. They formed families with partners chosen by the spirits and drowned in a life of indolence.

《...How heartbreaking.》

The Higher Beings quietly watched the gods who wept at the vast difference between their worlds and Earth or Arcadia. A grim light dwelled in their eyes as they looked upon their children, the gods, with pain. From the bottom of their hearts, the Higher Beings hated the Spirit King of the Abyss.

《Just you wait. It will be soon.》

Clenching their teeth with a giri, they looked down at Cesare. They were the Higher Beings, eagerly awaiting the moment he would fall into despair and his soul would be stained with darkness.

However, the Little One’s party knew nothing of this. They were steadily planting seeds of hope in the nursery of despair.

"Ngh, could you do something about this?"

"I told you to get away from Hero!"

"...Brother."

Chihiro let out a weary sigh as Charles held her in his arms and refused to let go. Chihaya’s veins pulsed, piki piki, and Augfel’s brows furrowed in trouble. Chihaya, Dorfen, and the others had tried to pull him away, but Charles resisted the force, his embrace tightening with a gyuuu, and a frog-like squeak escaped the Little One’s lips. Seeing this, they were forced to abandon the idea of prying him off by force.

With the root spirit gone, the royal palace had fallen into a temporary state of chaos, but it soon settled down. The Frontier party, their irritation poorly concealed, visited the Crown Prince’s office with grim expressions. At the center of it all was the second prince, a blissful smile on his face as he hugged the Little One.

"Do something about this."

There was no respect left in his tone. The Castrato brothers cowered, breaking into a cold sweat under the concentrated fire of loathing gazes.

And that brought them to the present.

"Brother, please let the young lady go already."

"That’s right, Charles. It is rude to touch a woman like that, even if she is a child."

Charles retorted to the two who were admonishing him, his eyes like ice.

"She is my bride. Who else but me is allowed to touch her?"

"Who’s your bride! I’m not giving Hero to anyone!"

Chihaya sounded as if he were possessed by Drago himself. Dorfen nodded emphatically and also spoke up.

"That is correct. Chihiro-sama has a proper fiancé in Prince Romel. Frankly, someone like you is not worthy."

Dorfen and the Little One’s squad raised their eyebrows in a challenging smirk.

Hieee, there’s a really chilly atmosphere...!

Charles hugged the flustered Little One even deeper into his chest and muttered, bit by bit.

"It’s fine. It doesn’t matter if I’m inferior to anyone, as long as I have my bride with me. ...I don’t need anything else."

Charles placed a small kiss on Chihiro’s temple and curled up like a sulking child. The Little One let out a sigh and stroked the head of Charles, who was buried in her shoulder.

"Looks like you’ve had a tough time too. But it’s just starting. You might find lots of fun things to do, so why not look for them? While eating something delicious."

The Crown Prince and Augfel stared wide-eyed at the Little One, who whispered as placidly as an old woman. The Little One was already approaching her late forties, counting her previous lives. It couldn't be helped if she sounded like an old person sometimes. In fact, Chihiro felt like she was looking at her own grandson.

"Well, setting that aside, I heard the story from Prince Charles."

It was far too big a problem to be set aside, but the Little One paid it no mind. She compared the information she had seen and heard so far with what she had heard from Charles.

According to Charles, at some point, a black dragon had taken up residence in his heart. It had shown empathy for him as he waited for his bride, said it would help him, and apparently caused the current situation.

"It said it would grant any wish I had. It even used Father as a sacrifice for that."

The members of the Castrato party stiffened in shock. According to what Charles heard from the black dragon, remnants of the gods were rampant in this country, making it difficult for it to enter. Then, yesterday, the power of the gods suddenly weakened, and it was able to emerge from the palace basement. Until then, the black dragon said it could only enter Charles's dreams.

Hearing that, the Little One glanced at Chihaya. Chihaya, who had been glaring at Charles with wide eyes, realized the meaning of her gaze and reluctantly brought out Cesare. Cesare emerged and pointedly looked away from the Little One. Seeing this, she couldn't help but sigh and beckoned to Cesare with a kui kui of her finger.

"You have something to say, don’t you?"

‘...It was not intentional. It was just the result.’

Cesare wore a sour expression.

The whole affair stemmed from his tampering with the principles of a certain medicinal herb. That herb was not only used in mind-control drugs but also had strong analgesic properties, so it was used in many of Castrato’s medicines. In other words, it had been influencing the people of Castrato, both in large and small ways, with the power of the gods. By tampering with the herb's principles, Cesare had nullified the divine medicinal effects, creating a situation where the black dragon spirit could slip in. Unconsciously, Cesare’s remnants had been protecting the country of Castrato from the evil clutches of the Spirit King.

Listening to the explanation, there were indeed some unavoidable aspects. It had to be done to prevent further victims.

"You were able to restore the prophet in the basement, right? Can’t you restore the king too?"

Hearing Charles say he was used as a sacrifice, the Little One recalled the black crystal in the underground forest. It turned out to be the final form of a human, the transformed state of the old prophetess. When the silver-haired man enveloped the crystal with his magic and waited patiently, the old woman gradually emerged from the dissolved crystal, leaving even the Little One speechless.

She was alive, and if she had been left as she was, she would have been forced to become a breeding ground for magic crystals until her life ended.

Hearing this, the Castrato faction froze completely.

"Someone! Go at once and check on His Majesty in the tower!"

The Little One glanced at the soldiers who dashed off, datto, and asked Charles in a small voice while stroking his hair.

"Did you break it?"

The young man shook his head, furu furu.

"Just solidified it. It said it could only be done with dark magic."

It lured them into a peaceful slumber and stole their magic. They would likely die, literally, in their sleep. There was no need to wait for the soldier’s answer, who would surely come back at full speed. The Little One had Charles lead the way, and they hurried to the King of Castrato’s side.

"Well now, this is quite a sight."

Before them was a giant magic crystal, large enough to cover the entire window. The Little One touched the crystal that lined the wall and grimaced at the same unsettling pulse as before. She then tried enveloping it with her golden magic, but the black crystal remained just as it was. It didn't change at all.

"Onii-sama, can’t you do something?"

Called Onii-sama for the first time in a while, Cesare’s face brightened for a moment, but he stared at the black crystal and shook his head melancholically.

‘Dark magic favors malice. The more evil the heart, the higher the rate of invasion. Corroded to this extent, even if it were dissolved, only a wretched corpse would remain.’

In other words, he was already dead.

The Little One looked up briefly towards the heavens and offered a silent prayer. Following her lead, the members of Frontier also closed their eyes.

The dumbfounded people of Castrato collapsed powerlessly. The King of Castrato, whom she was meeting for the first time across all her past lives, had been transformed into a silent crystal.

It’s a death far too good for a villain.

With a sharp look of contempt, the Little One glanced at the black crystal as if spitting and left the tower.

Here, the wedge of fate that had long been held between the two countries was finally brought to an end, and Castrato and Frontier would see a new development.

What that would be, even the Little One did not know now.

Chihiro could only pray that it would be for the better.



		
			Chapter 105

			The King of Castrato and the Little One

			‘...Wait.’

He had intended to say it, but the word never left his lips. Before he knew it, he was covered in something hard and cold, unable to move, unsure if he was even breathing.

The distorted smile of his son.

The King of Castrato screamed at that mocking gaze.

Wait, at least let me talk...!

A voiceless cry.

In the king’s vision, his silver-haired son turned on his heel and closed the door.

How did it come to this...?

He had loved them. His country, his sons. So why, why had it come to this?

As the King of Castrato despaired without a voice, the door that should have been closed was open. Kiii..., the door opened with a creak, and a woman with dark brown hair and glasses entered. The woman, wearing a maid’s uniform and a short haircut, nonchalantly removed her glasses and whispered seductively with thin lips.

"It’s been a while, Your Majesty. ...To think it would come to this."

He recognized that face.

‘Cyril...?’

The beautiful woman laughed, fufu, and stroked the black crystal imprisoning the king with her fingertips, a small, pale purple vial in her other hand.

"Why did you have to return to your senses? I wanted something more interesting to happen. I wanted this country to fall to ruin."

The king could not understand the meaning of Cyril’s calmly spoken words. Before him, she swished the medicine in her hand with a chapun.

"This medicine tends to be seen only for its mind-control properties, but if you adjust the dosage, it can be used in various ways, you see?"

Cyril chuckled, kusu kusu.

She had disguised herself and infiltrated the royal palace, lying low as an underling to the king’s personal maid. Her purpose was singular. To put just one drop of this medicine on the king. The ambitious King of Castrato held a grudge-like animosity towards Frontier. To fuel that, Cyril had humbled herself to work as a servant and hide within the palace.

This medicine, which could make one lose their sense of self, had the same effect as a narcotic in very small doses. It filled one with a vague sense of euphoria and omnipotence, loosening the reins of reason and unleashing instinctual ferocity. In short, it liberated the desires of the heart. Humans all live their lives putting up a front with reason and self-control. Without them, they are no more than beasts.

Cyril watched the King of Castrato’s misdeeds, licking her lips in anticipation.

But that, too, came to an end due to an unforeseen situation.

"To think it would come to this. What a shame. I wanted to see you perish along with your country."

Medicine...?

Many memories flooded the King of Castrato’s mind. Outrage after outrage. His sons desperately trying to admonish him. Getting angry at his sons who would not do as he wished, enraged by things not going his way, and the terrible things he had done.

Was it all Cyril’s medicine’s fault?

Her agitation must have been transmitted. Cyril’s mouth stretched into a wide grin, nii~, at the King of Castrato, still alive within the black crystal.

"It’s not just my fault, you know? It’s simply that you originally had that disposition. I just helped you release it♪"

Cyril held a deep, grudge-like resentment towards the king who had treated them like disposable pawns ten years ago.

"Everything is your own doing, you know? Fufu, it was fun. Castrato won’t last much longer. Not with a son like that."

Leaving those words behind, Cyril exited the room. Stunned within the crystal, the King of Castrato screamed.

No, that’s not it! I was...!

Dark magic crept into his despairing heart. Deep anger and sorrow were the favorite foods of the dark spirits.

I was...!

As his consciousness faded while being slowly consumed by the dark spirits, the king had a dream. A dream shown by the dark spirits. In it was a young Charles, shouting, "You mustn’t, Father." The King of Castrato stared blankly at him and smiled gently.

‘You are right. I shall stop.’

Charles beamed brightly.

As he was swallowed by that hazy memory, he smiled.

Ah. I can swear to God. I loved my children.

With that, his consciousness was cut off, putsuri, and the cracking sound of the growing crystal, meki meki, filled the room.

And so, without ever seeing the Little One’s face, the King of Castrato, bearing the infamy of his outrageous deeds, quietly departed on the road to death.

"So?"

The Little One, ignorant of the King of Castrato’s past, was about to return to Frontier, thinking the matter was settled, when she was caught by the Crown Prince and the others.

"I want you to look after Charles for a while."

"Don’t be stupid!"

The Little One roared, and the Frontier knights nodded emphatically in agreement. The thoroughness of it all was such that even her monster retinue nodded.

"I get it! I completely understand what you want to say, but please listen to me!"

At Augfel’s desperate plea, the Little One reluctantly listened.

According to his story, it seemed the nobles had found out that Charles was the one who caused the current situation. It was a huge commotion, and above all, the king was missing. Soldiers had witnessed Charles’s words and actions that were deeply related to the cause of his death. Furthermore, soldiers had followed them to the tower where the king was confined and had overheard the conversations of the Little One and Cesare. A gag order would be meaningless. If this continued, Charles would be forced to take the blame for the incident.

"Isn’t that obvious? You have to reap what you sow."

The Little One declared this as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"I know, I know, but my brother doesn’t have the ability to judge right from wrong. Probably..."

Charles, whose sense of self had collapsed due to Cyril’s mind-control drug, would not be able to distinguish between good and bad. Even after it wore off, he was likely still far from sane. In fact, due to his partial involvement with the dark dragon, it could not be denied that he might have been trapped in dark thoughts.

The Little One looked up to the heavens with a groan, and the Crown Prince begged her as if he were about to prostrate himself.

"Please! Just until I am enthroned! I don’t think it will take even half a year! Until I can reduce Charles’s sentence with an enthronement amnesty!"

The Crown Prince had no other connections. If he left Charles in the wrong hands, nobles who were part of the king’s faction might try to kill him, and he might retaliate, adding to his crimes.

"I know it seems like a convenient request, but could I possibly ask this of you? I’ll take care of the trouble, you just need to shelter him!"

Augfel also pressed the Little One with a desperate look on his face.

"...You’re really gonna take care of him?"

"Yes!"

"Hero?!"

"Chihiro-sama?!"

It can’t be helped, sheesh.

Chihaya, Dorfen, and the rest of the Frontier faction had loud objections written all over their faces. Conversely, the Castrato princes were all smiles.

"We’re leaving tomorrow morning! No being late, nyo!"

Once it came to this, there was nothing to be done. It was the Little One’s final word.

Augfel and Louis Charles nodded their heads vigorously.

However, they did not know. The Little One's party's return journey would be by honeybee flight.

The next day, the Honeybee Carriage soared into the sky, trailing Augfel’s voiceless screams.

Rest in peace♪



		
			Chapter 106

			The Little One's Respite

			"Ah... seriously... this is beyond insanity."

Going to Castrato while diplomatic relations were severed was one thing. I knew the reason for that. But why?

Why does she have to pick up nothing but trouble?!

Romel looked up at the Castrato brothers standing before him with a pathetic look in his eyes.

"This is madness. This man is a murderer, a patricide, you know?"

Chihaya slammed his hand on the table, ban, and pointed at Charles.

Nii-ni... it's not good to point at people, nyo.

The Little One tried to escape reality with a slightly distant look in her eyes.

"If you’re going to say that, the underground forest was hell itself. And this man is responsible for all of it."

Dorfen, not bothering to hide his disgust, backed up Chihaya. Adonis patted the flustered Augfel’s shoulder and interjected.

"If it’s a matter of hell, it’s just a matter of money, right? He’s royalty, after all. I’m sure they’ll pay up handsomely."

"That’s the young lady’s specialty, isn’t it? I’m sure it’ll work out," Zakk chimed in nonchalantly. The rest of the Little One’s party laughed in agreement.

...You guys are too loud.

With her friends saying whatever they pleased behind her, the Little One stood silently before Romel. Romel, chewing on a bitter pill at the temperature difference between the menacing Chihaya and his group and the optimistic Adonis and his, turned his gaze to Chihiro. The Little One stood there, looking uncomfortable. Well, it can’t be helped. I know you can’t abandon people in situations like this.

"You’re right. I can’t let you stay in the royal palace, but I will arrange for a mansion in the noble district. Half a year should be plenty of time. I’ll be sure to collect the fees, of course."

At Romel’s words, Augfel’s face brightened, and he nodded vigorously.

"What about my bride? I’m supposed to live with Chii-hiiro-sama, right?"

Ah. In that moment, everyone except the Little One and Romel exuded a disquieting aura. It seemed to be a unanimous sentiment, as the air was thick with vigilance.

Catching Charles’s innocent murmur, Romel’s face darkened.

"What do you mean by that, Chii-hiiro?"

The Little One recoiled, pya, at the sight of Romel’s dark smile, which she hadn’t seen in a while, and explained the situation in detail.

"Forget what I just said. I’d like you to leave at once."

After hearing the story, Romel ordered the two to return to their country immediately. The Little One’s party nodded vigorously, as if this were the most natural thing in the world.

"Hey! I’m the one who accepted, nyo! If you say no, Romel, then I’ll have them stay at my house!"

"Don’t be ridiculous! You, honestly! You need to be more aware of your position!"

Romel patiently, kon kon, explained to the pouting Little One. Ever since Chihiro’s true identity was revealed, even Wilfe hadn't given up on making her his consort. The same was likely true for Theodore, who still hadn’t taken a fiancée. The reason Marrow from Donautil visited Frontier every year was the same. The royal relations alone were more than enough to deal with, yet it was painfully obvious in Frontier’s high society that many other nobles were also interested in the Little One.

"Could you please not increase the number of suitors? Despite the fact that I am your official fiancé, this is the situation! Please, be more aware!"

Romel’s near-tearful shout left the Little One speechless.

"It’s not my fault."

Besides, what is this love thing anyway. It’s just a fever. A flimsy emotion that fades with time. It has no meaning.

Romel sighed at Chihiro's cynical, sullen expression and reluctantly prepared a mansion in the noble district for Augfel and his brother. Then he gave a strict order.

"You are absolutely forbidden from approaching Chii-hiiro. If you break this rule, you will be immediately deported."

Pinned by his sharp, beast-like eyes, Augfel could only nod his head again and again.

So this is the famous right-hand man of the King of Frontier.

After coaxing the complaining Charles, the two were prompted by Romel’s subordinates and left the office. Romel watched them go with a fixed gaze, then lifted the Little One into his arms.

With all the problems thrown at me at once, I forgot to say it.

His gaze softened, and Romel stroked Chihiro’s head.

"Welcome home, Chii-hiiro."

"...I’m home."

The little one’s sulky uni uni gestures brought a wry smile to his face, and the room filled with smiles. That's right, she was home. A sense of relief washed over them from the bottom of their hearts. The knights exchanged glances, ready to finally relax and spread their wings for the first time in a while.

However, this would cause another problem.

"To hell with women!"

In the kitchen’s staff dining room, a knight was sobbing his heart out, ooi oi oi. It was Lucas, a member of the Little One’s squad, being comforted by his comrades as he drowned in tears. Joining the onlookers wondering what was wrong, the Little One also pricked up her ears and found out that he had apparently been dumped by his girlfriend.

"I went to her house to ask her out, but she said she had plans today... What, are her plans more important than me?!"

As Lucas wept, egu egu, the Little One murmured a question while eating her meal.

"Did you let her know beforehand?"

"Eh?"

"You just got back the day before yesterday, right? And you got permission for leave. In that time, did you properly let her know you were back and had gotten leave?"

"Ah... no."

So you just showed up unannounced. Well, that’s men for you.

The Little One sighed.

"If she didn’t know, it can’t be helped. The promise she made first takes priority, right?"

"But it’s a rare holiday, you know? If she’s my girlfriend, shouldn’t she prioritize me? Instead, she got all dressed up and went somewhere alone... I’m sure she’s cheating. She must have another man..."

Listening to Lucas’s words as he cursed his girlfriend while biting his nails resentfully, Chihiro slammed her cutlery on the table with a don.

"Do you have any proof?"

"He? Uh... no."

"I’ve been listening to you grumble this whole time. That she’s cold, that she’s suspicious. Did you make any effort to keep her by your side?"

"Effort?"

"Yes. Like checking in on her often, showing your appreciation. Did you do that properly?"

There were wicked women in the world who could twist men around their fingers. But from what she had heard of his complaints, his girlfriend didn’t seem to be one of them. He had said that she used to be kind and always looked up to him with a smile. If that was the case, the reason for the change must be something that happened later.

"Appreciation... I have my duties as a knight. We can’t meet that often, and she should understand that, right?"

"That’s no excuse, nyo. Look at my foster father or Adonis. They find time between their work to come and check on me, don’t they?"

Suddenly drawn into the conversation, the two men scratched their heads, a blush creeping up their cheeks.

"Well... yeah..."

"I get worried... so, yeah."

Though the nature of it was different, this was a form of affection.

"You said she used to treat you kindly and with care, right? What did you do for her?"

...What did I do?

He had been so busy with work that he hadn't done anything. He celebrated birthdays and special occasions, but on a normal day, she rarely crossed his mind. Even on his rare days off, he was so tired he didn't go out with her. Realizing this, Lucas was stunned.

"From my perspective, I think it’s difficult to maintain affection for someone who doesn’t pay you any attention. At first, you might do everything for them because you’re smitten, but that feeling gradually withers. Especially between two unrelated people, effort is necessary, isn’t it? Did you reciprocate her efforts?"

At the Little One’s explanation, Lucas’s face grew paler and paler.

"It doesn’t have to be something big. A small letter or a gift. Is the knight order so busy that you don’t even have time for that?"

The Little One knew. She knew the knights enjoyed themselves in their free time, chatting and playing board games. Couldn't he use that time to prepare a single letter, or a gift from one of his expeditions? Just receiving that would have made her happy.

"You completely put your girlfriend second, yet you want her to put you first? That’s utterly ridiculous."

Lucas froze in shock. The others who had been quietly listening to the Little One’s story also looked down slightly. Some shifted restlessly. They probably had similar experiences.

Neglect is met with neglect. It’s only natural. To be flustered by that and accuse her of cheating or whatever. Give me a break.

"Affection is something you nurture. If it isn’t given light or water, it will wither and die. ...If you love her, then fight for it. It might be too late, but you need to see it through to the end."

Hearing those words, Lucas shot up from his seat with a gatan. Following his lead, several others stood up and left the kitchen with Lucas.

The world is generally full of vicious cycles. To make things better, one must either give up or face it head-on. It seemed Lucas chose to face it.

Someone stood behind the Little One, who was grinning smugly.

"That was harsh. Is that your view on love?"

It was Romel, with an exasperated look on his face.

Why is royalty showing up in the staff dining room?

Romel sat down in front of the Little One, who was mofu mofu eating the rest of her meal, and ordered his own. Adonis nodded and smiled broadly.

Chii-hiiro probably doesn't know. The Crown Prince's brother only comes to eat in the staff dining room when Chii-hiiro is in the palace.

Would the day ever come when she noticed the existence of such clumsy affection?

Adonis shrugged lightly and returned to the kitchen. And there, crushed by his daughter’s sharp words, was the Bear in the Kitchen, curled up in a ball.

"For Sakura... no, for Chii-hiiro and Naya too. Should I make something?"

Adonis burst out laughing at Drago’s muttering, butsu butsu.

Ah, if only every day could be like this.

Adonis rejoiced from the bottom of his heart for the Little One’s brief respite.
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			"All right then... where to next, I wonder."

The Little One took out a copy of the world map that Sapphard and Merda were said to have made long ago and spread it out on the table. It was a relic from several thousand years ago. Even after being copied over and over, it was a map far removed from the current state of the world.

"Ah, here it is, Castrato’s underground lake. It’s so tiny."

There was a small, lonely mark where present-day Castrato was located. It was a map from the age of myths, after all. In those days, there were probably no proper countries yet. Even Frontier had only just been founded. Naturally, the locations of the Lords’ forests were also just marks. Sticky notes were placed on the Lords’ forests that had been lost over the long years as various things were written over them.

After receiving a cup of tea from Sasha, the Little One happened to look up at the lovely maid.

"Come to think of it, we’ve traveled through half the borderlands, but we haven’t seen any beast-humans."

At Chihiro’s casual question, Sasha’s eyes widened for a moment, then her brows furrowed in a troubled expression.

"Beast-humans are short-lived... The people who were abducted with me are also probably already..."

"Huh?"

After a brief hesitation, Sasha told the Little One what she knew. Beast-humans, as the name suggests, are a clan with beast-like characteristics. They also have chimeric traits, with herbivorous children being born to carnivorous parents, making it very random. However, they do inherit facial features from their parents, and since they raise and dote on all children, whether their own or others, it’s apparently not a problem.

"Beast-human men are extremely rare. Only about one in a hundred is born male. So we don’t have the concept of marriage... well, it’s that kind of situation."

She was vague, but the Little One understood. In a way, it’s peaceful. A world without cheating, affairs, or stealing partners.

Beast-humans, due to their beastly traits, have sturdy bodies, high agility, and great strength. This makes them ideal for labor slavery. Moreover, their appearance is flashy. Depending on their looks, they can also be made into pleasure slaves.

What a nasty world. Wait a minute.

Chewing on a bitter pill at the general explanation, the Little One looked at Sasha.

"Could it be that’s why you ended up with my foster father?"

"Of course not! The master would never do such a thing!"

"No, that’s not what I mean..."

She knew that. There was no way that Drago would treat someone like a slave.

"I was just wondering if my foster father, whose home is in the palace grounds, took you in because of that possibility."

If she were in the city, she would surely have been abducted again. Even if not abducted, she might have been bought by a wealthy person or a noble and subjected to terrible things.

"Ah, that may be so. I was young at the time."

Sasha was five or six. She met Naya on the same slave ship, and because they were confined for days until the Frontier inspection, she doesn’t know where her hometown is. Naya was born and raised a slave, so the fact that she had no bill of sale worked in her favor, and she was protected along with Sasha. This is because a purebred slave, born from pairing slaves, does not have a bill of sale unless they are sold.

Thus, the two were protected by Frontier and treated as commoners, but Sasha being a beast-human became an issue. If she were to be seen by people, she would inevitably attract curious eyes. She would surely be targeted by someone with ill intentions. At worst, they were considering confining her to a convent when Drago, who had become a baron and needed staff for his mansion, came to an employment agency. And when Drago heard that there were young children among the protected slaves, he said he would take in Naya as well, which brings us to the present. It was likely also convenient that his residence was in the outer bailey of the royal palace, where Sasha would not be seen by many people.

That’s just like my foster father.

"We receive proper wages and were even educated as members of the household. I have nothing but gratitude for my master."

With a smile of heartfelt gratitude, Sasha poured a fresh cup of tea.

"So, I don’t know about Frontier, but in my hometown, people die around the age of fifty. I probably will too..."

Sasha was not born in Frontier. She probably hasn't received many of the benefits of the golden magic. She received baptism and, like Sakura, became able to use magic later in life, but her future is uncertain. Ten years have passed since then. Sasha must be in her late twenties.

"Aren’t you going to get married? Sasha, isn’t there a nice person for you?"

At the Little One’s blunt words, Sasha’s face turned bright red. Chihiro chuckled at her face, which looked like it was about to burst into flames, bon. Sasha slapped her cheeks, pan pan, forcing herself to calm down, and then murmured.

"I am not considering marriage. ...If my blood were to mix... there is a possibility a beast-human could be born. ...It would be a nuisance to the other family."

"There are people who wouldn’t mind that. Right, Dorfen?"

The Little One turned to Dorfen, who was standing behind her, seeking his agreement. Dorfen thought for a moment, then shook his head.

"That would be a very small minority... I cannot say they do not exist, but it is unlikely that even a commoner would accept a beast-human."

According to Dorfen’s explanation, beast-humans were few in number to begin with and existed only as slaves. The image of beast-human equals slave was firmly established. Furthermore, their beastly features evoked an animalistic sense of aversion, making them objects of disgust. And on top of that, their short lifespan was an image of bad luck that could not be shaken off.

"No one would marry someone knowing their child would die young."

I see. The first two points were discriminatory, but the Little One had to agree with the last one. No parent would wish for their child’s early death.

"I hope someone appears who will love Sasha for who she is, including all that."

She understood it would be difficult, but the Little One couldn’t give up. To Chihiro, Sasha was like a sister. She wanted her to meet a good man, have a happy marriage, and build a family.

Putting her own situation grandly on the shelf, the Little One nonchalantly imagined how beautiful Sasha would be as a bride.

Chihaya pulled the Little One back to reality.

"So, where are you going next?"

Staring at the map, the two of them confirmed the borderlands beyond Castrato. Frontier and Castrato were located along the southern coast of the continent. So, the path ahead followed the coastline in a large arc. In the desert northeast of Castrato, there were two Lords’ forests, both at a similar distance. However, a large mountain range lay between the forests, physically separating them. They could be called the forest of the plains and the forest of the seaside.

"We’ll have to cross the mountains. I’m so glad we built the Honeybee Carriage."

The Little One muttered to herself.

Next to her, Sasha, who was staring intently at the map, suddenly went pale.

"This place... surrounded by mountains. It’s similar to my hometown."

At her whispered words, everyone in the room stared in surprise. According to her, she could see a mountain range to the southwest from her home village. And the merchants who occasionally came would also bring things like salted fish. A long mountain range to the west, and a coastline to the east. The conditions matched.

"So it might be Sasha’s hometown."

They didn’t know where the slave traders were getting the beast-humans from. It was their livelihood. They wouldn’t talk so easily. Sasha’s hometown, which they hadn’t been able to find with a light investigation, might have just been discovered.

With a niyo niyo grin, the Little One decided on the seaside forest as their next pilgrimage destination.

"I’ll be sure to check it out thoroughly! Look forward to it♪"

Sasha watched with a complicated expression as Chihiro energetically began her preparations. On one hand, she thought it was too late, but on the other, a feeling of disbelief, really? She couldn’t be purely happy, unaware that Dorfen was quietly watching over her.

And so, the Little One sets out on a new pilgrimage.

Today, as always, she forges her own path♪
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			"Romel, take care of this for me."

The Little One flew in through the skylight, placed something on the desk with one hand, and was about to fly away when Romel hurriedly caught her.

"Hey, hey, I know about snatching and running, but what’s this dropping and running?!"

Her leg was caught, sucha, and the Little One failed to escape.

"Aww, I’m busy right now."

"And could you stop flying around in that body? You’re not a toddler anymore!"

Chihiro, who would be ten next autumn, had long, slender limbs and was every bit a proper child. She still flew around clinging to Pochiko-san, but was it really appropriate for her to be flashing her skirt, even if she was wearing leggings underneath? The Little One, who was on the small side for her age, was still only about 120 centimeters tall. She was half a head shorter than her peers, and more than a full head shorter than the taller Chihaya.

Still, you need to have some sense! You’re a count’s daughter, for goodness’ sake!

The Little One, who still wore salopette pants when she went on expeditions, flew around the palace in the same carefree manner. Chihaya had graduated from salopette pants long ago and had a proper adventurer’s outfit made.

"Eh? This overall is also made from fabric woven with Joker’s thread, you know?"

That’s not it. It is, but that’s not it.

Romel’s eyes, which had been looking far away, wouldn’t come back to their sockets. Why, of all things, would you use that precious fabric to make those pants? The urge to question her for a solid hour washed over Romel. She didn’t wear those pants in the palace because of the prying eyes, but he wished she would understand that flying around in a skirt presented a different set of problems. There are many young nobles in the palace, you know! But you don’t care at all, do you!

The Little One, who didn’t know the meaning of walking, was always running around. And since she had mastered various martial arts, her running was also quite wild. Many people witnessed the Little One jumping down the stairs with a toon and passing by like the wind. Those who had been working at the palace for a long time were used to it, but the new staff who came to the palace one after another were not so fortunate. They were flabbergasted by the sight of the Little One spinning around and jumping out of windows, or sliding down the stairs by hooking only her heels, kakakaka, on the corner.

How much trouble Romel had to deal with due to the incessant complaints that came in every single year.

But if I tell you to tone it down, you’ll stop coming to the palace...

The Little One hated troublesome things. She was a person who wouldn’t show up at the palace unless there was a reason. It was plain to see that she would use his scolding as an excuse to stay away from the palace.

Ahhhh, really, you’re so free, you are!

With a deep sigh, Romel reeled in the leg he had caught and pulled the Little One into his arms. Even Pochiko-san couldn't lift Romel along with her. Pochiko-san was one of the extra small honeybees. A toddler-sized honeybee could have lifted him easily. This was fortunate for Romel.

"At least let me check the documents, okay? What’s this application for?"

Romel picked up the document, pera, and glanced at it. As he read, his eyes quickly filled with anger.

"Pilgrimage expenses, number of people, supplies... wait a minute. What’s this about taking the Castrato brothers with you?!"

"Umm... we’re going via Castrato, you see? So, I thought it would be helpful to have someone familiar with the area."

The Little One put on a flustered ehehe face and looked up at Romel with upturned eyes. A cunning smile, as if she had been caught in mischief. Her round, innocent eyes, a remnant of her toddler days, were infuriating.

Hey, that’s cheating!

Romel averted his eyes from the Little One, who was showing a glimpse of her little devil side, and hung his head, gakkuri. Seeing Romel hang his head limply, Chihiro panicked.

"No, I wasn’t trying to trick you! It’s just, you know? ...Fel seems tired, so..."

A month had passed since the last incident.

Romel didn’t know. He didn’t know that since the brothers had started living in the noble district, the restless Charles had been longing for the Little One and trying to charge over to her, only to be held back by a desperate Augfel. Charles had high magic power and could use dark magic. Or rather, since he hadn't received baptism, he could only use the dark magic taught to him by the dark spirits. The only one who could go toe-to-toe with him was his own brother, Fel. Even the members of the Frontier Knights were having a hard time.

He must have received reports of that. Romel reacted to the Little One’s words.

"So?"

Romel’s eyes glittered dangerously.

"Um... a change of pace?"

The Little One smiled playfully.

"Why do you have to be the one to give them a break or a change of pace?!"

At Romel’s unusually loud roar, not only his office but the surrounding area also trembled.

"You know, there’s a limit to being a softie, okay? Okay?"

An hour had passed since then. Romel’s patient lecture had left the Little One with three or four octopuses hanging from her ears, chattering away.

Ugh, he’s such a worrywart.

Romel cupped the Little One’s cheeks, her eyes looking skeptical, and stared at her with a serious gaze.

"Are you listening?"

"I’m lihening."

Chihiro was surprised when Romel lifted her up as she was and kicked her legs.

Uo?!

He looked at the girl kicking her legs while grabbing his arm and muttered with a stern expression.

"See? You’re caught and lifted this easily. You have knowledge of magic and martial arts, but you’re completely powerless against your own people. Do you understand?"

The Little One seemed not to understand what he meant and had a puzzled look on her face.

Romel knew. He knew that she, who thought rationally about everything and handled things with crisp efficiency, was actually soft on her own people. Not just soft, but incredibly lenient. As long as it wasn’t a crime, she would almost always turn a blind eye to whatever they did. Right now, only her comrades were in that category, but he couldn’t help but worry about what would happen if that number grew. Her family and her personal knights. Romel, Adonis, Zakk. That much was acceptable. They had a deep connection with the Little One from her past life, and they also loved her from the bottom of their hearts. But with the recent incident with Hyrulia, a bad feeling had spread in Romel’s chest. The people who had gathered around the Little One were beginning to enter her category of ‘her own people.’

If she became close with the Castrato brothers, they too would...

"In any case, it’s a no. If you take them with you, there’s no point in hiding them, is there? What’s more, what are you going to do if they’re attacked by nobles from the king’s faction while you’re accompanying them?"

Romel lowered the Little One to the floor and muttered in a low voice.

"I’ll protect them properly."

"I’m telling you not to create a reason to be attacked. It’s not that you don’t understand, is it?"

The Little One’s throat tightened, gu.

The discussion ended in a stalemate. As Romel watched Chihiro leave, looking dejected and shonbori, he chewed on the faint, lingering bad taste in his mouth.

She had declared it before.

It’s the fault of the one who believes so much that they feel betrayed.

If you think that, then don’t believe.

She, who held such a clear-cut view, was unaware that she was incredibly soft on her own people. No matter how much someone she considered her own hurt her, the Little One would laugh and forgive them. She would never resent them.

That was something Romel and the others could not forgive.

No matter who it was that hurt her, they would never let them get close. They would eliminate them. And that included the Castrato brothers, who showed a hint of that potential. It was fine if there was a physical distance. Chihiro probably felt the same way about Prince Marcello and Prince Marrow. They weren’t around the Little One on a daily basis. The trouble they could cause was limited. But the Castrato brothers, who were currently nearby, needed to be watched. A neighboring country much closer than Flowers or Donautil. The royalty of a country that could be reached in a day by honeybee flight.

Romel looked up to the heavens with a sharp gaze.

Then he took up his pen and wrote letters of instruction to various places.

It was easy to guess what actions the people who received them, who were devoted to the Little One, would take.

For some reason, the operation to bring the Castrato brothers along was facing difficulties. The Little One, unaware of the behind-the-scenes machinations, had no way of knowing the future where she would be screaming, "How did it come to this?!"
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			"It was a no-go. I’m sorry."

At a table in the Adventurer’s Guild, the Little One apologized to Augfel with a pathetic look on her face. He chuckled wryly and shook his head slowly.

"It can’t be helped. We are dangerous people, after all."

The royalty of Castrato, a country that had been an enemy for a long time. It seemed that there were not a few people in Frontier who found them detestable. In fact, even among the knights who were supposed to be guarding and monitoring them, there were voices of dislike.

Is it a case of hating the priest for the sake of the monk... I didn't expect even Romel to be so stubborn, nyo.

Romel's thinking was somewhat different, but the Little One didn't know that.

However, the soldiers who had actually fought against Castrato were fed up with the repeated, fruitless conflicts, and there was a not-insignificant faction that firmly refused to recognize the Castrato brothers as guests. Although it had shrunk considerably now, until the Crown Prince of Castrato began to participate in the government, the Frontier side had set up a garrison on the outskirts of the border count's territory, and many soldiers were stationed there permanently. This was to track down and intercept any enemies that the magicians had missed. There were thousands of enemy soldiers scattered across the vast wilderness. While most could be wiped out with magic, there were always some who slipped through the cracks and caused a ruckus.

"It was a very tiring job. A few days after they set up their camp. Sometimes it was weeks. We would just stare at each other, then play cat and mouse."

The soldiers all agreed that it was more mentally than physically taxing. The hardships of the field were palpable. It wasn’t without casualties either. As the proverb goes, a cornered rat will bite a cat, and desperate enemy soldiers would resist with their lives on the line, sometimes inflicting not-so-light injuries. Even though they could be healed with magic, just because they were healed didn’t mean the memory of the pain inflicted would disappear.

All these things had slowly piled up, creating the current situation.

Augfel patted the head of the girl whose brows were furrowed, henyori, and thanked her again.

"It’s fine. Just being able to stay in Frontier like this is a huge thing. Thank you."

Augfel grinned.

In fact, it was true.

If it hadn’t been for Romel’s grand entrance, they wouldn’t even have been able to set foot in the noble district. They would have been cowering in fear of their pursuers, relying on Fel’s adventurer connections to hide somewhere in the borderlands. Thinking about it, the current situation, where they were living without any inconvenience in a large mansion with guards, even if it was for monitoring, was incredibly fortunate.

Augfel’s frank, gentle smile touched Chihiro’s heart, and she slumped in dejection, unyuu. You don’t know a person’s true nature until you’ve known them for a long time.

"I hope everyone quickly realizes that Fel and Charles are harmless."

It was probably an innocent remark, but at the Little One’s words, the smile faded from Augfel’s face. A faint, ephemeral, philosophical smile, as if his soul had left his body.

Ah... right... That’s probably never going to happen.

Remembering Charles’s massive rampage last night, Augfel’s mouth twitched.

"I’m going to my bride’s place!"

Charles’s eyes rolled around as he crystallized the knights with his dark magic. The Frontier knights shattered the black crystal that grew with a paki paki sound and glared at their opponent. Black crystal grew on humans by absorbing their magic. If it was just starting to grow, it could be shattered with a fist. If it was broken while they could still move, it wouldn't be too bad. But if they were solidified to the point of being unable to move, it was game over. The frogs were a great help in this. The frogs that always accompanied the knights associated with the Little One protected many of them.

"It is the strict order of the King’s younger brother. You are forbidden from leaving the mansion."

The knight calmly repeated the same words while shattering the magic crystal that had grown on an unsuspecting colleague.

"I’m tired of hearing that! Why are you getting in my way?!"

Charles, whose mental state was childish and fragile, frequently threw tantrums. Ever since he came of age, the one who had comforted him was the bride he would one day welcome. The black-haired princess he had thought of and yearned for for over ten years. He was on the verge of going mad from the dilemma of her being right there, yet unable to meet her.

"Get... out... of my... waaaay!"

An explosive burst of dark magic.

It was always Augfel who stepped in between the knights who were pushed back by the pressure.

"Stop it, Brother!"

Magic crystals grew all over his body as he hugged him with all his might, encasing him with a biki biki sound. Charles froze at the sight and hurriedly absorbed the magic crystals, making them disappear.

"Fel? Fel, I’m sorry!"

Augfel soothed Charles, who was crying as he carefully removed the magic crystals, and smiled weakly.

"Let’s be quiet, okay? The lady count is right there. She’s not running or hiding. You’ll be able to see her once our country settles down and we can invite her."

His younger brother patiently explained that it was impossible right now, and his older brother sobbed, poro poro. With each repeated tantrum and explosion, Augfel was also at his wit’s end.

His magic depletion was also serious. Augfel had stayed in Frontier for a long time, so he had received a proper baptism at the church and had a decent amount of magic. The magic crystals grew by absorbing that magic. The internal magic lost each time was draining his life force.

Ah... I might die.

It wasn't enough to make him faint, but it was still tough. Moreover, since he did this every few days, his impression on the knight order was probably the worst it could be.

With a distant look in his eyes, Augfel saw the Little One off, then went shopping and returned to the mansion they had been given. Frontier’s food situation was wonderful. It was delicate and beautiful, and above all, delicious. The sweets were completely different from Castrato, where they only had things like fruit jellies or dried sweets, and even honey was a rare treat. He was surprised by Frontier’s cuisine, but the sweets were exceptional. Baked goods, fresh pastries, candy, and syrup. The crunchy texture and sweetness of the semi-dried fruit made with sugar was a shock he still couldn’t forget. The cuisine wasn’t just salt and pepper either, but a wide variety of things like cream, bouillon, and fond. There were dozens of types of soup alone, and it was amazing in a good way.

"The base of the sauce changes depending on the type of meat. Who came up with that? There’s a limit to luxury, you know."

The Little One and Kilfan had taught them, but it was only because of the rich Frontier that they could reproduce it.

While enjoying Frontier’s cuisine, Augfel bought Charles’s favorite sweets and headed home. On the way back, his eyes were captivated by a puppet show.

He watched from a distance for a while, then his face lit up and he asked the people around him where he could arrange for a puppet show.

"Wow! So cool!"

Charles enjoyed the paper-story and puppet shows with a huge smile on his face.

They paid an extra fee to have them perform in front of the mansion, and Charles was engrossed in the powerful acting. Afterwards, he excitedly rattled on about the story and became absorbed in reading the original stories. He started looking forward to the paper-story and puppet shows that came every day, and he began to talk less about the lady count. Even when he did mention her, he didn't throw a tantrum, but spoke in a very calm manner, wondering what she was doing or if she was well.

"Haa... thank goodness."

Augfel patted his chest in genuine relief, and the knights looked at him with pity while smiling fondly at the happy-looking Charles.

"That was a great idea. The paper-story and puppet shows are interesting, so I think it was a good decision."

"...Thank you."

Augfel chuckled wryly at the knights’ sympathetic gazes. Come to think of it, Charles didn’t know anything. He had been confined to the palace since he was drugged, received a run-of-the-mill education, and had no fun or joy. The only happy story he remembered in his hazy memories was about his bride. A shining light of hope in his monotonous daily life. If he was dependent on that and didn't look at anything else, then all he had to do was provide something that would catch his eye. Seeing the children engrossed in the puppet show, Augfel had an idea.

A thrilling stage play, different from simply reading a book or being told a story. A play where you are drawn in and engrossed by the actors’ lines and movements.

It was a hit. ...It’s actually really interesting.

Augfel himself, who had brought it, was just as engrossed as Charles.

"It was amazing, right? The way the Knights of the Round Table were!"

"Yeah, it was great! Horses and lances are so cool!"

The Castrato brothers chatted excitedly, waa waa, their eyes sparkling.

But the paper-story and puppet shows were like summaries. The gazes of the surrounding knights softened as the two of them bought the original stories and became absorbed in reading.

It’s really amazing. Where did the idea of turning an entire story into pictures or acting it out with puppets come from? I seriously respect it.

Augfel savored the peace that had finally arrived, engrossed in reading with his brother with a huge smile on his face. The two of them had escaped a serious crisis, but the Little One had no way of knowing.

"I really want to take them with me."

The news would reach her as she cried her eyes out, uwaaaan, but that would be a little while later♪
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			"What is with them, seriously."

Despite all the fuss, the Castrato brothers ended up where they were meant to be.

Little One sprawled out in the Honeybee Carriage, her eyes fixed in a stare. She sighed at the scene before her.

"So, what’s that?"

"Eh?"

Lucas turned around. It seemed that after getting scolded by Little One in the kitchen, he had stormed off to his girlfriend and managed to make up with her. He was now wearing a scarf over his head and a pair of black sunglasses. It was a bizarre getup that hardly matched his knightly uniform.

"These are all the rage in the castle town."

As Lucas flashed a grin, Little One burst out laughing.

Right, they were doing a paper-story show of Haml*t right now, weren't they?

Bufufu. Chihiro covered her mouth, her shoulders shaking, while the other knights stared intently at Lucas’s sunglasses.

"Are those not lenses?"

"They must be expensive."

"No, it’s just colored glass. Black is popular because of the paper-story show, but there are plenty of other colors like brown, blue, pink, and purple. It's just glass, so it isn't that expensive."

Little One was in stitches as Lucas explained that the pink and purple ones were also popular with the ladies.

Seriously? Oh, give me a break!

Sunglasses with a thoroughly medieval outfit were just too strange. Gufu gufu. Little One struggled to stifle her laughter.

In Frontier, where things like bottles and windowpanes were common, glass was not an expensive material. This new application, sunglasses influenced by the paper-story shows, was just another use for it. And they were even popular with the ladies.

Little One made a mental note to go see the castle town for herself next time.

"A little while ago it was the pointed hats, wasn't it?"

"Ah, all the kids were wearing them. It was cute."

That was the influence of Pinocch*o. When Little One had suggested things like angel and fairy wings with shoulder straps, they had been a huge hit, and character-related merchandise had become wildly popular on the streets.

Items teetering on the edge of becoming fond memories or cringe-worthy parts of their past.

It's one thing for kids, but you shouldn't be buying them, Lucas.

Ban ban. Little One slapped the floor as she rolled around laughing for a good while.

"My children love the paper-story and puppet shows too. Like Thumbelina. Though they cried during ‘The Tongue-Cut Sparrow.’"

Ah, sorry about that. I definitely made the wrong choice there.

Chihiro’s laughter stopped cold.

The paper-story and puppet shows mostly drew from children's fairy tales like those by Grimm, Aesop, and Andersen, as well as old Japanese folk tales. Forgetting that some of these stories were quite traumatic, Chihiro had scribbled them down as they came to mind, only realizing her blunder after they had been published and performed. Children would tear up at the cruel scenes. Some even cried out in fear, which she deeply regretted. She had rushed to have them taken out of print, but the adults had conversely recommended them as a good opportunity for children to learn about injustice and karma, so they remained.

Snow White also ends like the original story, with the scene where the wicked stepmother is made to wear red-hot iron shoes. Originally, Chihiro had ended it with the princess marrying the prince for a happily ever after, but when she casually muttered something like, "and after this, the stepmother angers the prince and gets punished," everyone got excited, saying that was more realistic, and it was added in.

I’d completely forgotten this world has a medieval mindset.

Because of magic, it was easy to get a fantastical impression full of dreams, but this was a proper medieval world. Quite realistic and cruel depictions were popular. Blood for blood. Punishment for sin. A life for a life. The more straightforward the tale of poetic justice, the more readily it was accepted.

What a new discovery.

Little One let out a sigh.

The theater would be completed in the fall, a building to commemorate the twins’ tenth birthday. She planned to invite the royal family and make a grand event of it.

I’m looking forward to it. We’ve gathered everyone from actors to staff just for this.

Theatrical plays had been performed in Kilfan until just a few decades ago. People involved back then were still alive and had been teaching them about the stage and acting. In fact, they were even more enthusiastic than Frontier and were genuinely delighted about the revival of theater. Inspired by Frontier, there were even plans over there to build a kabuki theater, which had Little One buzzing with excitement, waku teka.

Incidentally, what was once called Little One's Dance, now known as the Bon Odori, was also slowly gaining popularity. The dance, which could be performed with just a single wooden scaffold, or yagura, and didn't take up much space, had caught on as a form of entertainment for the common people. It was simple enough, as all they had to do was erect a yagura in the existing public dance squares, and the dance itself was simple. It seemed to have captured the hearts of the novelty-loving people of Frontier. What’s more, the Bon Odori could be expanded with endless variations by creating new songs. To people who only ever danced the same traditional songs every time, it must have seemed refreshingly new.

Furthermore, the paper-story and puppet shows weren't just staying in Frontier. They were being exported to Flowers and Donautil, and there was an unexpected response with inquiries coming from neighboring countries that had seen them.

Little One’s circle was slowly expanding.

It spread a lot more easily than the Golden Ring. Or maybe it went viral?

Delicious and fun are justice, Little One thought to herself. There are no borders when it comes to song, dance, and food.

And so, this time, new members had joined the Little One Squad. Molotov, eighteen years old with tawny eyes and dark brown hair. He was the first boy to apply when the call for actors was posted. Having just come of age at the time, he had been attending the academy to earn his librarian qualifications and was scheduled to work at the library in the castle town. But captivated by the potential of theater to bring stories to life, he had turned down the librarian job that was already lined up for him.

"How could a story be brought to life? I wish to see it with my own eyes and take part."

Molotov had been a boy with a still-innocent face. Now, he was a star street paper-story performer in his own right. His assistant was Farmy. She was Molotov’s younger sister and, apparently struggling to find work, had followed her brother.

As a general rule in Frontier, children were not supposed to work until they came of age. However, commoners sometimes had circumstances that forced them to work, and such cases were overlooked. If a family ran a farm or a business, children became important workers from around the time they received their Baptism. Due to this ambiguity, children working was tacitly permitted.

Originally, street paper-story shows were a form of entertainment. The performers were essentially confectioners selling sweets. The paper-story was just a bonus to attract customers. In Frontier, however, the paper-story was the main event, and the sweets were the bonus. To keep costs as low as possible, they sold thin rice crackers made from compressed mochi imported from Kilfan, with jam or paste spread on top. It was a variation of the old sauce-covered senbei from Earth.

Little One’s favorite was plum jam. They could enjoy seasonal jams, and it wasn't just sweet things. There were also liver paste, salsa, and whole-grain mustard sauces. Since the crackers themselves were plain, you could easily spread anything on them and enjoy.

These were only sold at the paper-story stalls, so they were quite popular. Even adults came to watch the shows just to eat them. By making the thin crackers exclusive to the paper-story performers, they didn’t compete with other shops. In fact, performing in front of a store served as good advertisement, and they had built good relationships.

She had brought these two along this time to promote the paper-story and puppet shows. It had been a request from Romel.

"Since you're going on a long trip anyway, do some advertising for us. The theater will be finished soon, so go make a name for Frontier."

Prince Romel had said it so casually.

Frontier was well known to its neighbors and had a reputation in distant lands, but in reality, very few people traveled to a country that was several months away. There was a strong sense that rumors had taken on a life of their own, and many places thought of it as a mysterious and terrifying nation of wizards. So, the idea was to bring something peaceful and show off the good side of Frontier. Naturally, a mountain of sweets and honey to be presented to the other countries was piled up in sealed orbs.

"It's like I'm a tourism ambassador, nyo."

"A tourism ambassador. That’s a clever way to put it."

"You will be the face of Frontier, so please be prudent, will you? .....Pants are forbidden."

Hyrulia narrowed her eyes gracefully. Her flower-like face was smiling elegantly, but her eyes weren't smiling at all.

"Uweeeh?!"

Little One trembled alone.

The Little One Squad nodded emphatically as if to say, "Of course."

With Adonis, Zack, and the others offering wry smiles, the Honeybee Carriage flew towards Castrato, their lodging for the night.

And getting caught up in trouble was, by now, Little One's default setting.♪



		
			Chapter 111

			Little One and the Seaside Forest

			"What is that…?"

Castrato was visible in the distance. The area around the horizon, even further than the borderlands, was glowing a faint red, with several plumes of smoke rising into the air. Flickering lights emerged in the evening dusk. Watching the smoke drift on the wind, Little One recalled the conversation she had at the western forest she had visited earlier.

"So this is the other side of that fissure, after all?"

Without even needing the rampart gate opened, Little One got permission from the border count and flew the Honeybee Carriage straight into the western forest. She landed the carriage at the edge of the canyon and went into the forest with Dorfen, where Joker greeted her with a weary look.

*"To think it was connected to the Castrato forest. .....They really did a number on me."*

The fissure, which split open and widened diagonally downward from the deep canyon of the western forest, had been completely sealed with spider silk from top to bottom. Although the surface was covered, Joker apparently hadn't expected it to connect all the way to Castrato’s subterranean lake.

A deep silence fell over Joker's nest for a time, and then she spoke in a hushed tone.

She spoke of how this fissure might connect to the abyss. How the Dark Spirits had likely slipped through the gaps.

"Spirits… but we already have them, don't we?"

Little One twirled her finger, summoning Colon and Pockle. The two of them tumbled together, bouncing poyopoyo on the silver web. Joker shook her head at this and looked straight at Chihiro.

*"These are pure Arcadian spirits. They're different from the Dark Spirits. The Dark Spirits draw close to people and feed on their desires. They are the loyal servants of the Dark Spirit King."*

"The Dark Spirit King?"

Darkness and light are two sides of the same coin. Although darkness is often used with negative connotations, in reality, the difference is no more than that between night and day. Both are necessary for the world, and each has its own meaning. Joker nodded and explained the birth and history of the Dark Spirit King. And his deeds.

After hearing the story, Little One blinked lightly and tilted her head.

"So?"

*"..........Yeah. Well, I figured you’d say that."*

Joker gave a wry smile.

The Dark Spirit King who dominated other worlds, pampering and taming their human inhabitants. It was the humans of those worlds who chose that tranquility. They willingly soaked in lukewarm water, living just as the Dark Spirits wished.

"If that's the case, isn't that fine? The humans and the Dark Spirit King have no complaints, so it's a win-win, isn't it?"

They’re both doing what they want, right? I don't see any problem.

Her eyes spoke volumes.

It was Dorfen who questioned Little One’s straightforward thinking.

"However, I cannot imagine that being pampered into doing nothing, simply drowning in idleness, is true happiness."

Even though it was a story about another world, Dorfen, who had grown all too accustomed to talk of otherworlds thanks to Little One, was quick to grasp the outlandish tale. He furrowed his brow doubtfully, and Little One shrugged.

"That’s just our own selfish set of values. Over there, that might be the ultimate bliss, you know? I’d pass on it, though."

I see. Well, I suppose that’s one way of thinking.

Joker glanced at Dorfen, who bared his teeth in a slight grimace, and continued the story.

*"That world is that world. It has nothing to do with us. But the problem is that the Dark Spirit King wants Arcadia, too."*

"Weh? How annoying."

Chihiro crossed her arms in a flash, showing her complete and utter rejection. Joker watched the girl with an amused smile and nodded with a tired expression.

*"I know, but that guy is… what you would call, one of those creatures, you see? Once he gets an idea in his head, he doesn't stop."*

"Ah, that type."

The two of them spoke with the casualness of people discussing a troublesome relative. In fact, Little One thought of it as nothing more than that. It was like a fire on a distant shore, she didn't place much importance on a Dark Spirit King she had never even seen. She couldn't really grasp the reality of it, even when told that the Dark Spirits released by the king might have infiltrated Arcadia. It didn’t quite register when she heard they were maneuvering in the shadows to test and tame people. She did receive a warning from Joker to be careful, but she never imagined she would encounter them so soon and right before her eyes.

The royal capital of Castrato drew closer and closer. Numerous flames colored the city. And frolicking in the rising smoke were puppet-like things laughing, kera kera. The deep purple figures had the shape of small humans. They had six wings and were spinning and dancing joyfully. There were over a hundred of them at a glance.

"Are those the Dark Spirits? What did they do?!"

The flames were spreading, centered around the noble district that encircled the royal palace. The Honeybee Carriage flew through the sky above the city, filled with screams and groans, and landed in the palace garden.

"Who goes there?!"

They were surrounded by soldiers and knights who came rushing out, but Hyrulia opened the door and barked an order, and they all fell silent.

"Did you not hear me? I am Duke Halbay."

Their eyes shot open in realization. The soldiers raised their swords and spears, and the knights knelt. Anyone from Castrato would know the silver hair and violet eyes that were the colors of the ducal house.

"Understood. The palace is currently in chaos due to an emergency. We beg your forgiveness for our discourtesy."

"You are forgiven. Go quickly."

"Yes, sir!"

Hyrulia watched the soldiers run off, then beckoned to Little One, Dorfen, and the others. The Frontier knights poured out of the carriage. A Castrato knight was dumbfounded by the sight, his eyes going wide.

"Your Grace, Duke Halbay, who are these people…?"

"They are honored guests from Frontier. Treat them with courtesy and without disrespect. This is Her Highness the Princess. She is also on familiar terms with His Highness the Crown Prince."

Her eyes curving into a soft smile, Hyrulia opened the fan she was holding to cover her mouth. A beautiful woman with a graceful presence. Illuminated by the evening moon, her silken silver hair shimmered as if dusted with stars. Her magnificent, ladylike appearance captivated not only the Castrato knights but the Frontier knights as well.

Woah, a trueborn princess is really something else.

Little One couldn’t help but be mesmerized.

But Chihiro herself had been armed in a proper dress, a compulsory makeover by Hyrulia. Over a softly layered pannier skirt, she wore a knee-length Japanese-style Gothic dress. The half-collar was lavishly adorned with lace, and the purple kimono with a glimpse of the vermilion undergarment was adorable. Paired with the opulent-looking kimono was a mystical circlet of rutilated quartz. Her black hair was let down, cascading to her waist like waves, making her look like an incarnation of the night itself.

"...A goddess?"

Looking at the two beautiful girls, like a pair of paintings depicting the moon and the night, the Castrato knights couldn't look away, holding their breath as they stared, transfixed. As if time had stopped, the dazed Castrato knights were completely unable to move until the Crown Prince, having received the report, came running.

Incidentally, it goes without saying that the Crown Prince was also rendered speechless by their stunning appearance and stood there frozen.

Tsukutsun. Little One gave him a poke.

"Hey, isn't this a national crisis, nyo?"

"...That's right! My lady! I implore you, lend us your aid!"

Snapping back to his senses, the Crown Prince led the Frontier party towards the palace.

Not understanding what had just happened, the image of the two girls remained seared onto the eyelids of the Castrato soldiers and knights, refusing to fade.

"You are dressed up quite splendidly today."

Little One grimaced at the Crown Prince’s words.

"I have no choice. Hyrulia is so fussy."

"That is how one should normally dress. You are a princess, after all!"

Hyrulia snorted. The Crown Prince smiled wryly and briefly explained what had happened.

"The monsters kept by the nobles have escaped. ...Probably all of them."

"Uweeeh?"

Letting out a cry familiar in the Frontier royal palace, Little One buried her face in her hands internally.

How did it come to this?!

Little One was her usual energetic self. There is no peace where she goes.
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			Little One and the Seaside Forest

			"What was the cause?"

"...The monsters, which were being kept alive with a bare minimum of magic, went on a rampage. This indicates that there was a supply of magic from somewhere. Otherwise, they wouldn't have been able to move, let alone rampage."

Come to think of it, the guys from the merchant caravan said something like that too. Wondering if they had that much stamina left.

Then, Little One remembered the strange feeling she had during her previous visit to Castrato. At that time, she had sensed countless threads of dark magic stretching thinly along the ground. She had assumed they were leaking from the forest in the subterranean lake, but could it be?

"Was it intentional? Did someone channel magic to give the monsters vitality?"

Her face tightened as she told the Crown Prince what she had sensed back then.

"...Does that mean that Castrato is now overrun with monsters controlled by Dark Spirits?"

"It would seem so. Though I don't know why they're rampaging."

As the two of them were talking, waya waya, Chihaya raised his hand from behind and spoke up.

*"This is just speculation, but could it be to drive the humans to despair? They whisper sweet words when people are in distress to gain their trust. It is a method they often use."*

Cesare spoke nonchalantly. But his words carried weight. Because he was a victim of those Dark Spirits, and he should know them well. That was why he had instantly seen through their true form in the subterranean forest and launched an attack. They were the root cause that led to the ruin of Haze Reap. Little One was speechless at all the things Joker had told her. However, even as she held that warm pity in her mind, Chihiro’s expression went sun, completely blank.

He went through a lot. But trying to consume Arcadia is a different story. I will never forgive him.

Little One planned on gaining eternity later. Her ‘never’ meant for all time to come. It seemed her dear brother was in a precarious position if he didn't redeem himself somewhere.

"Then we have to stop the monsters. What should we do?"

*"I shall go. Frenzied monsters have a habit of ganging up on those stronger than themselves. If I go out, I should be able to draw a large number of them."*

True. By that logic, the monsters should swarm Cesare. However, Little One had a bad feeling about something.

The Dark Spirits flitting around the monsters.

"Hmm? For now, let's try to intercept them in front of the palace."

The Frontier knights began to move, nodding at Little One’s words.

"He... help... Gyaaaah!"

A man, apparently fleeing from a monster, fell onto the stone pavement, clutching a child to his chest. At his feet was a wolf-type monster. Its red eyes glaring, it sank its large jaws into the man's leg. Zuburi, its fangs bit deep, and blood dripped from his leg. With its teeth still clamped down, the wolf shook its head, dragging the man away.

"Ugyaaah, someone! This child... my daughter!"

The man cried out, desperately holding the child in his arms. The wolf, seeming to enjoy the michi michi sound of tearing flesh, bit down with glee, its mouth smeared with blood. Drawn by the raw scent of blood, other monsters began to gather from the surroundings. Every one of them had crimson eyes. Surrounded by the frenzied monsters, the man's teeth chattered as he trembled in fear. With a chilling smile, the wolf let its long tongue hang out and licked its own bloodstained mouth. The man's face froze as he watched the monster lick his blood, his eyes wide with terror, and he let out a throat-tearing scream.

Just then, something shot through the air, splitting the wind.

Paun. With a light sound, the wolf was sent flying. It slammed into the wall of a building and slid down, limp. Two arrows embedded in its forehead had stopped the monster’s breath.

"Ah, you killed it. Let's try to capture them alive if possible."

"Don't ask the impossible! It's a miracle I hit it at all!"

Shouting from a fair distance away was Uris. He was Lucas's twin brother and the strongest of the archer-knights. His skill to shoot an arrow this far was extraordinary. Little One had set up a command post in the palace front garden and was rescuing the fleeing nobles. The sharp-eyed archer-knights scouted for monsters, while the Castrato soldiers and knights rescued people. The Frontier knights were fighting off the monsters swarming around their position. Monster subjugation was Frontier's specialty. Besides, most of the rampaging monsters were only medium-sized. They were no match for the Little One Squad, which was composed of the finest young knights from a legion of warriors. Entrusting the rescue of the injured and victims and the extinguishing of fires to the Castrato soldiers and the Mononoke Corps, Little One ran through the city.

"You guys! Stop it!!"

The Dark Spirits were giving magic to the monsters, inciting them. Little One grabbed them and trapped them one by one in the dark magic crystal she had received from Cesare. The spirits, pressed against the crystal, let out thin screams and vanished as if melting away. The Dark Magic Crystal that had sealed Cesare’s memories was highly compatible with dark magic, and its nature allowed it to greedily absorb dark power. Little One was using it to capture the Dark Spirits.

The sea serpents patrolled, steadily extinguishing the flames. The frogs protected the injured until help arrived. Among them, the honeybees carried the seriously wounded and children to the palace. With the splendid coordination of the Mononoke Corps, the chaos was brought under control in the blink of an eye.

Amidst it all, the twins flew around to reduce the number of Dark Spirits. Apparently, these spirits could only be seen by those with high magic power, so even Dorfen could only make out a faint outline. As for the others, you can imagine.

Just as Little One, who had been darting around in all directions, paused to catch her breath, she heard a high-pitched scream from nearby. The scream and sobs of a small child. When Little One turned and rushed over, she found a large group of people. A familiar carriage and people trembling in fear. In the center was a flamboyantly dressed man with black hair.

"Don't flinch! Use the magic stones! You can use them all, protect the children!"

They were escorting more than a dozen children. It seemed their carriage had been destroyed by monsters, and the adults surrounding the children were throwing something into the distance. The monsters, lured by what was thrown, scattered.

What they were throwing were magic stones. The magic-infused gems were a favorite treat for monsters. Glaring at the monsters licking the magic stones with blissful expressions, the black-haired man shouted.

"Now's our chance! Let’s run! The gate is close!!"

The flamboyant man fought off the attacking monsters. His swordplay was rough, but he was quite skilled. Little One looked behind them and her eyes widened. Gagga. A large bull was charging. With horns that shone black as if polished, it was undoubtedly a monster. The next moment, the bull monster went on a rampage, charging straight for the man’s group.

"Get down!!"

In response to the shout, the adults threw themselves over the children and dropped to the ground. Just as the bull was about to crash into them, Little One unleashed her magic at its feet. Instantly, a multitude of plants sprouted. The bull monster, its legs caught in the suddenly appearing thicket, tripped and went flying over the prone humans. Dosun...! With a loud thud, the monster lay still, not even twitching. Coughing from the dust that filled the air, the man cautiously raised his head.

"What…?"

Slipping past the stunned adults, Little One peeled off the Dark Spirit that was clinging to the bull monster.

"You! That's enough out of you!!"

Punsuka. As Little One angrily captured the spirit, the man called out from behind her.

"You’re the one from back then? What's a young lady like you doing here! We have to run! Come on!"

His eyes wide with concern, the black-haired man reached out a hand to Chihiro.

"Are these children? Merchandise?"

"Don't be stupid! I don't deal in slaves! These kids, a church I passed by asked me to take them. Seems the priest died, and the workers came to me crying."

So he was trying to evacuate them?

Blinking her eyes, Little One stared at the man before her. Noticing her gaze, the man seemed to remember something and rushed into the carriage.

Then, he handed a large leather bag to Little One.

"Here's your change. I didn't think you'd just pay without haggling back then. Normally, people negotiate the price, you know? I never thought you'd pay the asking price… For the monster, including the cage, it was fifty gold coins."

Clutching the bag she was given, Little One looked up at the black-haired man. He was looking at Chihiro with an amused grin, his lips pulled up at the corners. His eyes sparkled like a child's.

Right, he had eyes like this back then too, this guy.

"I'm Kazuki Tachibana. Over here, you could say Kazuki Tachibana. And you?"

"Chihiro la Gyorgy. I think the root of the problem will be taken care of soon. You should come to the palace."

"To the palace? And Chihiro, is that written with the characters for ‘one thousand’ and ‘to ask’? Are you from Kilfan? Do you know what’s happening with Kilfan now?"

Kazuki rattled on like a machine gun. Grimacing, Little One answered his questions as they headed to the palace. By the time she brought Kazuki and the others to the palace, the monsters were also on the move.

Leaving Castrato and heading northwest.

For now, no one noticed the horde of monsters crossing the desert.

It was a small oasis village that noticed the countless crossing monsters. They only saw the moving shadows in the distance, but paid them no mind and looked away. Those are monsters. We shouldn't go near them. Did they escape from Castrato? What a mess. But that has nothing to do with us.

For a moment, the people of the small village held the afterimage of the monsters in their eyes, then returned to their farm work. For them, a smaller harvest was a much bigger deal than a great monster migration.

In the days to come, Castrato would be thrown into great confusion when the number of monsters kept by the nobles and the number of those subjugated and captured didn't match up by a large margin.

Incidentally, by that time, Little One had already departed for the seaside forest.

She did not yet know that a future awaited her where she would have to clean up the cause of that great confusion and visit Castrato once again.
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			"The monsters we captured as instructed have been sent to the forest in the palace basement, but these are impossible. They can’t pass through the back of the mirror."

After the night of nightmares had passed, several cages stood in a corner of the palace courtyard, which now resembled a field hospital. Inside were large monsters. Five large beasts of that sort, including normally sized bulls and horses, and a wolf as big as a horse, were lined up. Dark Spirits still flew around them. The spirits, shaped like humans the size of Pochiko-san, were persistently sticking around the large beasts. Chihaya efficiently collected the Dark Spirits, which were gathering like moths to a flame.

"We were one step away from a major disaster because of these things."

"Hmm, I wonder? We didn't know something like this was coming out either. I guess it can't be helped, right?"

To be precise, the Dark Spirits had already emerged from the palace before Little One and her group arrived. They were the hatched forms of the black orbs that the dark dragon in the underground had been producing. They were creatures that favored and fed on dark hearts and wicked emotions. Wicked emotions weren't limited to just bad things. In short, they liked instinctual things like ambition and desire. That was why they could slip into Charles. He possessed a pure desire. The wish to welcome his bride, to make her his own, had allowed the Dark Spirits in.

The more a person suppressed their instincts and endured, the more susceptible they were to being consumed by the Dark Spirits. It was useless to hide great ambitions. The Dark Spirits would skillfully unlatch that restraint and whisper.

*"I will do anything for you."*

The actions of the Dark Spirits couldn't be measured as good or evil. But you can imagine what humans with their restraints removed would do.

Nigi nigi. Squeezing the captured Dark Spirit, Little One muttered.

"You guys are just doing what you want, aren't you. You're a handful."

*"Because we love humans. We’ll do anything for them."*

"No, thank you."

Little One stuffed the unusually talkative one into the Dark Magic Crystal. I was surprised they could talk, though.

*"Nooo, let gooo!"*

*"Where are you touching me, you pervert!"*

*"Aaaah, help meee!"*

Chihiro and Chihaya captured them one after another with weary expressions. The two of them were relieved from the bottom of their hearts that no one else could hear. If they were overheard, they would look like the worst kind of villains.

"They’re quite talkative, aren't they."

"Yeah."

After catching most of them, the two stared at the beasts in the cages. They were wrapped tightly in ropes of water, lying quietly in their cages. The color in their eyes had subsided, and the redness was gone.

"We’re actually heading to the border forest now. We’ll take them with us."

The Crown Prince's anxious face relaxed in relief. Just in case, Little One made him promise never to raise monsters again.

"Once the border is connected by the Golden Ring, the monsters will be able to draw magic from the earth and move freely, nyo. It will be impossible to control them with magic stones like before. In fact, humans will become their prey, okay? Be careful."

When the Golden Ring was complete and the magic of the land was revived, the magic within human bodies would also be replenished. In other words, humans themselves would turn into magic-filled prey.

Hearing Little One’s explanation, a shiver ran down the Crown Prince’s spine.

"Understood. I will never allow them to be kept again. I will create a law to that effect."

The Crown Prince promised Little One that this great disaster would serve as a good reason.

And so, after observing the situation for a few days, the Frontier party departed for the seaside forest. Due to the beasts they were taking with them, they had to travel by land, and for some reason, Kazuki's merchant caravan followed behind them.

"They say misery loves company, right? Well, let's get along."

In those few days, he had bought a new carriage and horses, and by the time Little One and her group were ready to leave, he was fully prepared. In fact, he looked as if he had been waiting, standing like a guardian king at the west gate. Little One couldn't help but give a wry smile at the sight of Kazuki.

What a merchant. So resilient.

Fortunately, most of the damage from the disaster that struck Castrato was confined to the noble district. The high wall that separated it from the castle town, a pure symbol of social status, had ironically prevented the damage from spreading. So, as long as one had money, it was apparently easy to get equipped.

There’s probably going to be incredible chaos here in a little while.

Even Little One, who usually didn’t concern herself with such things, couldn't help but stare off into the distance.

And so, for some reason, Little One's group had become quite large.

To cross the scorching desert in the middle of the day, where the wind kicked up clouds of sand, they removed the carriage wheels and deployed the skis built into the main frame. Gashon. Three large skis were extended. Ignoring Kazuki, whose eyes were wide with surprise, Little One set off.

"Whoa? So fast! Don't fall behind, let's go!"

Kazuki's caravan, which traveled between countries, was used to the desert. Though not as advanced as Little One’s ski-carriage, they had equipped their carriages with wheels that had flat boards for the desert attached. Shaaaa. Chasing after the sliding Mononoke Carriage, Kazuki and his group also set off.

The ski tracks were a good landmark.

Chasing after Little One, who was quickly pulling ahead, a long procession crossed the desert.

"Let's stagger our sleeping times a bit. I think it's better to travel at night than during the day."

The desert night, when the temperature drops.

After finishing their meal and gathering around the campfire, Little One muttered. Wrapped in a blanket, rubbing her sleepy eyes, uni uni, she instructed everyone to take a nap and depart in the middle of the night.

"It’s hot during the day… it drains your stamina. So, we’ll travel… at night, and sleep during the day… unyu…"

"Understood. Please get some rest, Chihiro-sama."

Gently rocking the blanket-wrapped Little One, Dorfen handed her over to Hyrulia.

"You heard her. We depart at midnight. Take a nap during the break and adjust your activity times."

If what Little One said was true, they would have to shift to a day-night reversal. It was five hours until midnight. Plenty of time for a nap.

"Half of you take a nap now. The other half will rest and nap until tomorrow night. Understood?"

Following the knights who nodded in unison, Kazuki's caravan also began to nap. It would be a full two days to the next village. They had to adjust to a nocturnal schedule by then.

Even at this speed, it would take two weeks to reach the country at the next border.

Traveling at night, huh. She seems like a young lady from a good family, yet she knows a lot.

Kazuki was still unaware of Little One's true status. After dropping the children off at the palace, he had been swamped with preparations for the next country. The Little One who had been running around in the dark of night was in her usual red overalls and a light green poncho. She didn't look like a princess no matter how you looked at her. Furthermore, in her usual TPO-ignoring fashion, her way of speaking was also rough, so Kazuki had assumed she was the child of some wealthy merchant. He knew that Frontier was on good terms with the Lords of the Forest. So when he heard they were a party from Frontier, he had naturally accepted the fact that they were leading monsters. He had once seen a blonde princess and the sought-after Katsumi leading honeybees, after all.

Ignorance is a frightening thing. No matter how good Frontier's relationship with monsters was, Kazuki didn't know that the only ordinary humans who could command monsters were the Golden Kings.

Being from Kilfan, where he was originally ignorant and unfamiliar with magic and monsters, also worked against him. He would only learn the truth after arriving at the seaside forest.

As Chihiro stuck her head out the window and hummed "Moon Desert," Little One’s party headed straight for the seaside forest.

It was a given that the melody of "Moon Desert," heard every day, would spread not only through the Little One Squad but also to Kazuki’s caravan. It just had to happen.♪
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			"It's hot for early spring, isn't it."

"Please wipe your sweat. It will get cold once the sun sets."

Little One, who had woken up from the heat, lumbered over to the carriage window and looked outside. A few guards were posted outside under a tent, where the rest of the Little One Squad was sleeping. Blocking the sun's rays alone changes the temperature, but the cool air from the honeybees used the evaporative heat of water, which raised the internal humidity. This, in turn, raised the perceived temperature, making it subtly difficult to sleep. It was just like the humid heat of Japan.

Once the sun set, the dry air outside would actually be cooler. Gazing at the setting sun bleeding into the distance, Little One sat down in a chair under the tarp. Adonis and Zack, who were already awake, were preparing dinner. Or perhaps breakfast. Little One, still groggy from sleep, twitched her nose at the delicious smell.

"Is that tomato soup today? No… this is the smell of minestrone…"

Hyrulia, bemused by Little One's ability to distinguish the scent of celery, a vegetable with a uniquely bitter aroma, mixed in with the drifting smell, brought her some fruit water. From a distance, Kazuki watched Chihiro intently as she drank.

While stringing his bow, he marveled at the fact that they could camp at night with only a few guards.

Normally, half the group would stand watch. In the open desert or wilderness, travelers with little knowledge of the land were prime targets. It was not uncommon to be attacked by robbers or professional bandits. So they would stand guard in two shifts. With half the group on watch, they could handle most situations. But the Frontier party had a monster unit called the Mononoke Corps. This was on another level entirely. With Chihiro at the center, they protected the humans. Monsters, protecting them. He had been traveling with the people of Frontier for about ten days now, but they showed no signs of being on guard at all.

They're completely like comrades or family. And they're monsters.

But Kazuki also knew that these monsters were kind and caring. It was probably just an afterthought for them, but the monster honeybees had been a great help with their cool air for Kazuki's caravan as well. Furthermore, the guard spiders and scorpions naturally patrolled an area that included Kazuki’s caravan.

And today, like every day, soup was brought to them.

Buiiin. A honeybee flew over. Kazuki took the pot from it and patted its head, saying, "Thanks." Getting used to things is a scary thing. The fear of monsters that had traumatized Kazuki's subordinates during the great disaster in Castrato. The Mononoke Corps had healed it in just a few days. Since they had also been involved in selling monsters, Kazuki's caravan had some understanding of such beasts, but it was the first time they had seen frenzied monsters. Witnessing their terror firsthand had caused an overreaction that varied from person to person. His subordinates had been frightened, had nightmares, and stared at the Mononoke Corps monsters with unconsciously frozen gazes. But that only lasted a few days. They seemed to have grown tired of being scared of the monsters that were always right next to them, and now they just watched the washa washa movements of the creatures with weak smiles.

In a way, it was a harsh form of reverse therapy.

Previously, Little One had tried to do the same thing to Chihaya and was stopped by Pochiko-san, but the members of Kazuki's caravan, who had unintentionally ended up in the same situation, had let resignation win over fear and were accepting things as they were. Now, they were even enjoying the cool air from the honeybees and the things they brought.

"What’s the soup today?"

Kazuki checked the contents of the pot with his companions who had gathered around. The moment he opened the lid, a delicious aroma wafted out. When Little One had asked what they would do for food, Kazuki had replied that they would manage on their own. After some discussion, it was decided that since it was no trouble, the Frontier party would make the soup for them. Grilled food could be cooked on its own by sticking skewers around the campfire, but soup required a separate fire and constant attention. Kazuki had said they wouldn't make it as it would consume too much firewood. The magic stones used for magic tools were precious. Furthermore, Kazuki's caravan, having used a large amount during the incident in Castrato, was currently short on funds. Extravagance was the enemy. The Frontier side had multiple ovens and could easily make bread and roasts, so they offered to at least provide the soup. So, they were gratefully accepting it.

A tangy tomato flavor drifted gently in the air.

"Oh, tomato soup. Looks delicious."

"Carrots and onions and… what's this?"

"Celery. They're using good stuff."

It was a minestrone with chunks of thick bacon. This could easily be a main dish on its own. Kazuki and his men ladled the soup into bowls, added slices of bread, and distributed it to their companions.

"So gooood!"

"It really is delicious! Do people in Frontier always eat such feasts?"

"Maybe it's the skill of the cooks? See, they have two of them with them."

Except for Kazuki and a few others, the members were picked up from the countries they had traveled through. So they didn't know this dish.

"Minestrone, huh. Brings back memories."

"Yeah."

It was a soup that had been a daily staple in the homeland he had left.

In the country of Kilfan, founded by Japanese people, many of the visiting seekers were from a generation of plenty. Many dishes were taught and took root. In fact, they were demonly modified, or magically modified, and took Kilfan by storm.

I miss it.

Has it been eight years since I left the country? It must have changed completely by now.

Kazuki was the third son of a Kilfan noble. He had been at a loss when he was transferred to the wilderness north of Frontier at his parents' behest. A country being founded under the direction of the Golden King and Katsumi. When his homeland began to take shape, with everyone working together to rebuild, and things were on track.

Kazuki found himself wanting to see the world.

In Kilfan, which existed as if confined to a small continent, no one but merchants was allowed to go out into the outside world. The small continent was rich and did not need the help of other countries. In fact, many other countries flocked to Kilfan, needing its technology. From the people who visited, Kazuki heard stories of the outside world and was fascinated. Monsters and magic. Adventure stories that didn't exist in Kilfan. Deserts and wastelands as far as the eye could see. Monsters and beasts that only existed in the borderlands. Lands locked in ice, and mountains spewing fire. The border countries in particular were said to have strong characteristics and diverse cultures.

His eyes sparkling with excitement, the young Kazuki held a strong longing for the outside world.

Standing in the wilderness north of Frontier, he felt his boyhood self surge through his entire body.

New lands, a new era, a new world.

With a niyoniyo grin twitching at the corners of his mouth, Kazuki devoted himself wholeheartedly to the reconstruction of his homeland. And when things had settled down to some extent, he announced that he would become a traveling merchant.

"I think I've fulfilled my duty as a noble enough. Let me live as I please now."

His parents looked exasperated at their son's declaration but nodded in agreement. Kazuki was the third son. He didn't need to be tied to the house, and his responsibilities as a noble were light. However, the surrounding nobles couldn't stay silent. Many Kilfan nobles had been reduced to slavery by Little One's judgment. To compensate for the shortage of nobles, the restoration by new nobles was necessary, and they desperately wanted Kazuki, who was of the Elder's bloodline in a marquis house, to establish a house as a count or viscount. Fed up with the nobles who came to his house at all hours to persuade him, he slipped out of the house alone late one night. The two people in front of him, who had been his childhood attendants, noticed and followed him.

"We've informed your mother and father. They said to take this with you."

What the two of them handed him was a leather bag filled with gold coins and jewels. In the current Kilfan, it was a large sum of money.

"They said there's nothing special going on, so you should use it. And they also said to come and show them when you have a child."

In other words, don't come back until you have a child. The ironic message made Kazuki raise his eyebrows. By that time, Kilfan would have changed. A certain degree of rules and classes would have been established, and they wouldn't make strange approaches to Kazuki.

Gratefully accepting his parents' clumsy affection, Kazuki set off on a journey into the world with his two companions.

"I don't even have a wife, let alone children… but maybe I should go back to Kilfan for a visit."

As Kazuki muttered to himself while sipping his soup, his two former attendants' eyes widened, and they looked at each other.

"That's right! Your parents must be worried about you!"

"I think that's a good idea! Before it becomes a case of wanting to be filial when your parents are gone!"

Smiling wryly at the two of them pushing him, Kazuki thought that it wouldn't be so bad to return home with the Frontier party.

...Little did he know that it was an invitation to the gates of hell.

In the days to come, Kazuki, who would make a great contribution to Little One's party, would be invited as an honored guest and would return to his hometown in glory, but that is a story for some time yet.♪
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			"We’re finally at the borderlands."

Mountains and a faint touch of green were visible in the distance. That area was likely the end of the wilderness. It still looked like it would take a full day. They had passed the boundary between the desert and the wilderness yesterday, and Little One's carriage had retracted its skis and was now operating normally. They had arrived sooner than expected, but the real work started now. While heading for the Lord's Forest, Little One wanted to find Sasha's hometown.

"Large mountains to the west, and a location where salted fish arrives… The ‘salted’ part means the sea is far away, but dried fish seemed to be common, so it must be in a tricky spot, huh?"

"Sasha's village?"

Chihaya looked at his muttering sister with an exasperated expression.

"Let's head to the seaside forest first. If the village is on the way, we can ask around. But honestly, Sasha's village is probably…"

Little One’s face grew serious at Dorfen's words as he frowned. It was highly likely that Sasha’s village had been destroyed. According to her own memories, their houses had been set on fire, and the beast-humans who fled were captured one by one. Beast-humans have extremely high physical abilities. Therefore, slave traders first capture the children. If the children are taken hostage, the adults are easily captured. It is a cowardly method that takes advantage of the deep and devoted affection of beast-humans. The female-centric beast-humans cannot abandon their children. To them, it is synonymous with death. The mothers might have been saved if they had abandoned their children. But that was not an option. Their hearts would die.

Sophie's Choice, was it? There was a story like that. Sophie, imprisoned in Nazi Germany in the past, was told to choose whether her son or daughter would be sent to the gas chamber. After agonizing deliberation, she let go of her daughter's hand. The contradiction of abandoning her child to save her child. That became a wedge in her heart for the rest of her life, a story of deep-seated anguish.

It was surely the same for the beast-humans. The regret that clung to Sophie for her entire life for abandoning her child, and the anguish of the beast-humans who were enslaved because they could not abandon theirs, both stemmed from love. Both were right, and no one could object. If there was someone who could, they would have to be a rationalist with a truly mechanical, iron-like heart. Little One sincerely hoped she would never become friends with such a person.

"Well, it’s a bit late now, but if Sasha wishes for it, I want to let her have a homecoming. I just want to confirm, you see."

Muun. Little One rested her chin on the windowsill, her brow furrowed. Watching her with a fond smile, the carriage continued on its way towards the mountain range.

"Oh, there’s still snow. And it’s so deep!"

The next day, upon arriving at the foot of the mountains, which were mottled with green like a savanna, Little One was ecstatic at the sight. In Frontier, which was in the south, snow rarely fell, and when it did, it wasn't much. Little One had gathered up the snow that would melt and disappear the next day to make snowmen and snow bunnies. Well, a fair amount of dirt got mixed in, creating a marbled pattern, which was also a fond memory.

Her eyes wide at the snow that came up past her knees, Chihiro excitedly left footprints, saku saku.

"Uhyaah! It’s already gotten quite warm, but this is amazing!"

Gyuggyu. She packed a snowball and threw it at Chihaya.

"Wap! That’s cold! What are you doing?"

Brushing the snowball off his cheek, Chihaya scooped up some snow with his hand and threw it right back at Little One.

"Hyaah! It’s cold, it’s cold!"

Her cheeks bright red, Little One hopped around, scooping up snow with a windmill motion of her arm and throwing it. Chihaya, not to be outdone, threw back, and the two of them were quickly covered in snow. Babababa. As they pelted each other with snow, Dorfen, who had stepped in to stop them, also got covered.

"Please stop, wah!"

Flustered, Dorfen slipped and fell right there. Hyrulia, holding a towel, rushed over and gave the twins a sharp look.

"It seems you two have an abundance of energy. How wonderful."

At her graceful smile that formed a perfect arc, a chill ran down the twins’ spines. Of course, it goes without saying that they were immediately thrown into the bath. The two of them were covered in dust from crossing the desert, and Hyrulia had been nagging them about it for a while. Since they would just get dirty again as long as they were in the desert, they had only bathed the bare minimum, so now they were prime targets for Hyrulia to scrub clean. After a thorough washing and being dressed in proper attire, Hyrulia looked satisfied.

"From here on, you are goodwill ambassadors. Is that clear?"

""Yes…""

"We’re still in the borderlands, though," Little One grumbled, but Hyrulia ignored her. The Frontier party planned to head to the country of Claudia via the seaside forest. A messenger had already been sent ahead, so to the outside world, the twins were goodwill ambassadors. The borderland where the seaside forest was located was Claudia’s territory. Being far from the central region, it was a land that had developed its own unique culture.

Claudia, huh. I wonder what kind of country it is.

Ignoring the waku teka excitement of Little One, the journey continued without passing through any villages or towns, and they arrived directly at the seaside forest.

"Um…?"

*"…………"*

The place they arrived at was a sheer cliff. The forest was located halfway down the cliff, which must have been three hundred meters high. Or rather, it was more like a cave than a forest. A mysterious space dense with countless budding ferns and moss. It seemed the Lord of the Forest was the one who had brought all sorts of things into it to form a nest, but.

"...A swallow?"

A familiar black and white form. The swallow, with a vivid vermilion streak by its eyes, silently stared at Little One. It was about three meters long in total.

Is it a roc, nyo? No, it’s still too small. Rocs are creatures that eat elephants.

Because of the location, only Dorfen and the twins had descended the cliff. The Little One Squad was waiting on top of the cliff, ready to act immediately if needed.

"Um, I came to make a pact?"

*"As you wish."*

Aya? They don't seem very enthusiastic?

The Lord’s children scattered around them also remained perfectly still and quiet. Puzzled by the emotionless monsters, Little One turned on her heel.

*"Are you not making a pact?"*

"You don't seem to want to. If you have a reason, I'll listen, and if you don't want to talk, that's fine too, nyo. The pact isn't mandatory, so you decide. I'll stop by again on my way back."

With those words, Little One left the cave. The Lord of the seaside forest stared after her in a daze, its eyes wide. Little One was unaware of the astonishment in its eyes.

"You didn't make the pact?"

"Yeah. They just didn't seem into it for some reason."

"Is that even possible? Isn't the golden magic a source of invaluable vitality for monsters?"

Accepting the tea offered by Adonis, Little One wore a troubled expression.

"Hmm, it’s hard to explain, but I can just tell, you know. The Lords are very expressive with their emotions."

That was right. In the past, they had conveyed their resignation and sorrow, like with King and the others, to Little One without her realizing it at first. She felt a similar sensation from the Lord of the seaside forest.

If she had to put a name to it, it was *"Fear."*

Upon seeing Little One, the swallow Lord was frightened and had closed off its heart. That was why Chihiro had left the cave without saying anything more.

"Hooown…" Lost in thought, Little One aimed for one of her destinations, the royal capital of Claudia.

Passing through there, she intended to head to the forest in the plains on the other side of the mountains. After that, she would visit the seaside forest one more time.

With such thoughts, the Mononoke Carriage moved forward.

Little One did not yet know that the answer lay ahead, and that a piece of the truth lay sleeping in the forest of the plains.

"You should have told me sooner!!"

A short time later, Little One's familiar scream would echo through the mountains.
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			*"The Golden King…"*

The Lord of the seaside forest muttered softly.

This was a forest of the dead. A place where many humans and monsters washed ashore. Today, another new corpse had washed up at the base of the cliff. The children hoisted it up, and the Lord mourned it before hiding it within the large nest. What looked like a bird's nest at first glance was a pile of dead branches, and beneath it was a large hole. The bodies dropped through it vanished into a cavern far below.

How many hundreds of years had it been doing this?

Manipulating the wind and changing the tides, the Lord of the seaside forest had been collecting corpses all this time. That had been its pact with the previous Golden King. A hideous act of further whipping the defiled flesh. The swallow monster feared the Golden King who had forced this upon it. It didn't understand why it was made to do such a thing. For the swallow, which had originally flown freely over the grasslands, being confined to a cavern and disposing of defiled corpses was nothing short of hell. But if it didn't do this, the forest on the plains would die.

*"...Help me."*

Hotahota. Large tears fell as the Lord hung its head. Its children watched it with pity.

"Hmm?"

A sudden chill ran down her spine, and Little One shivered, bururi.

"What is it?"

Tilting her head at a puzzled Hyrulia, Chihiro looked out the window. The cliffs of the seaside forest were no longer in sight.

"No. I just have a strange feeling…"

"Don't say that, your feelings have a weird way of being right."

"And usually for the worse."

Zack shrugged his shoulders at Adonis, who was frowning.

"Even if you say so."

Perhaps aware of it herself, Little One couldn't help but bare her teeth in a slight grimace. As they continued on with such light banter, it seemed they had finally arrived at the first village. The speed of the Mononoke Carriage was decreasing.

"Oh, did we reach a village or town?"

Pyoko. She popped her head out the window to check ahead and saw a serene village with a sprawling landscape. The slightly larger building was probably a church. Houses and shops were lined up around it. It wasn't a very large village. It was a size that could be taken in at a glance from a distance.

"Are we staying at an inn today?"

Dorfen nodded at Chihiro's waku teka expression.

"Let's have them sleep in a proper bed for the first time in a while. The knights are starting to look tired too."

Looking around, he could see a few people whose eyes lit up at his words. They were mostly the younger ones. The veterans gave the younger ones a wry smile.

"You're right. I hope they have something delicious."

From the looks of it, it was a nostalgic mountain cabin style. Thatched roofs and stone walls. The buildings were quite different from those in Frontier or Flowers. If one had to say, it was like the grandfather's mountain cabin from that famous anime set in the great nature of the Alps. They were packed together tightly. Perhaps because of the large mountain range, snow tended to fall easily on this side. Every house had a magnificent chimney.

"This is great, this is great, I'm so excited!"

The members of the Little One Squad looked on with fond smiles at Little One, whose eyes were sparkling wide.

The moment they arrived in the village, Chihiro jumped out of the line of waiting carriages. Chasing after her, Dorfen caught Pochiko-san, who was flying along behind Little One, and tucked her under his arm.

"I won't let you fly her!"

Pochiko-san thrashed about, jita jita.

Looking back at the ever-learning Dorfen, Chihiro, still in her below-the-knee dress, did a cartwheel. Kururun. She jumped up and down, grinning, niiih.

"Catch me if you can!♪"

Only Chihaya could keep up with a serious Little One. As they engaged in a chase reminiscent of a Showa-era doting couple, with Dorfen desperately trying to keep up, Chihaya lightly tapped his shoulder.

"I'll go."

With that, Chihaya used Dorfen's back to leap forward, toon.

"Hiro, you shouldn't trouble everyone."

"Ayaya, Nii-ni? It's fine if I just look around a bit ahead, isn't it!"

Little One hurriedly switched gears from her Dorfen-specific mode to her serious mode, but it was too late. Chihaya, who had been running in serious mode from the start, caught her easily.

"We are goodwill ambassadors, you know? If we don't act properly, it will ruin Frontier's reputation, won't it?"

"Aaaaye!"

Chihaya casually lifted Chihiro onto his shoulder and returned to the carriage. Dorfen watched the capture of Little One from a distance with relief. Hyrulia stood waiting in the line of carriages at the checkpoint, her arms crossed. Behind her, Adonis and Zack exchanged wry smiles.

And so, finally passing through the gate of the village they had reached, Little One's party set foot in the Kingdom of Claudia.

Around the time Chihiro's usual antics were causing a stir in the border village.

A report of the arrival of the Frontier Goodwill Envoy reached the royal capital of Claudia.

"Hmph. The princess of that magic nation, is she."

"It's not a pilgrimage, is it? I heard that the golden princess has lost her power and memory."

"So it seems. The descent of the Golden King is said to happen only once every few hundred years, so it must be something else."

Claudia, which had received prior notice of the visit, had placed spies at the border and was eagerly awaiting their arrival. Upon receiving the report delivered by fast horse, the gathered members exchanged complicated looks.

"Well, they won't find out. We have a tight leash on the Lords."

"If she's not the Golden King, it's meaningless. To a mere human, even a Lord is just a monster."

"If that is the case, then it is fine…"

The boy who muttered this looked at his deceitfully smirking father and older brother as if he were about to spit. Of course, he turned his head so they wouldn't notice. Present here were the King, the Crown Prince, and the younger prince. The younger prince felt like he was going to vomit at the sight of his lewdly grinning father and brother.

If only the one coming was the Golden King…!

The boy closed his eyes and remembered the pitiful captives chained in the basement. A damp prison. Prisoners surviving on meager meals.

Someone, please help…!

As the younger prince clenched his fists, which were trembling slightly, and offered a heartfelt prayer, the gods smirked secretly. A strong wish is a power.

Chaos and Abyss in the celestial realm wore cunning smiles that said, "Leave it to us." The younger prince was unaware of them now.

The gods' basic principle was to rely on others. The ones who struggled were the humans on the ground. That too was the gods' providence.

Even the gods couldn't know the fate of the human pinwheel fireworks, so it couldn't be helped.

Incidentally, at that time, the human pinwheel firework was throwing a grand tantrum.

"Nooo! I want to stay at the inn!"

"But it's just a futon placed directly on a wooden board. There's no mattress, this kind of bed is worse than the tent or the carriage."

In Frontier, the pocket coil mattress, an idea from Little One during her time as Fatima, had become widespread. Naturally, it was also used in their camping bedding. It was a luxury item not found in a remote village like this.

"Of course! I want the travel experience more than the comfort! That’s why the inn is better!"

Dorfen and Hyrulia were dumbfounded, their jaws dropped. They didn't understand what she meant at all. Adonis placed a hand on each of their shoulders and muttered with a look of resignation.

"This is the kind of creature she is. Give up. Okay?"

"There is no logic to the young lady's actions."

Zack was already standing there with his simple luggage, fully intending to stay at the inn with Little One.

"Ah… you're right."

Dorfen slapped his forehead with his hand.

It was an unspoken rule that had spread not only through the Little One Squad but to everyone in the palace.

Because she's Little One.♪

This phrase was still alive and well.

"Then it's decided!"

Kyakya. The Little One Squad trailed along after Little One as she headed to the inn. Watching them with an exasperated look, Kazuki and his group also headed for the inn. His caravan usually slept rough with just a single blanket, so being able to stay at an inn was a blessing. The Mononoke Corps was with the carriages. There was nothing to worry about.

And then, Kazuki's eyes suddenly widened, and he gave a wry smile.

"What's wrong?"

The members of the merchant caravan tilted their heads, seeing Kazuki's grinning face.

"No, it's nothing. It's been a while since we had a bed, let's take it easy."

"Yeah!" replied his cheerful companions with wide smiles.

Kazuki was just laughing at himself for having come to trust the Mononoke Corps without realizing it.

Getting used to things is scary, really.

"We're counting on you."

Calling out to the monsters milling around the carriages, Kazuki and his men also entered the inn. Watching them go, the Mononoke Corps snorted as if to say, "Leave it to us."

And so, the night in the Kingdom of Claudia deepened, and it was the default for Little One to cause a commotion in the inn's dining hall. That too is Little One quality.

Enjoying the travel mood to the fullest, Little One is full of energy today too.♪
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			"Mmm…"

After settling in at the inn, Little One visited the dining hall and was now staring intently at the menu with a stern expression.

"Oven-roasted lamb… or pan-fried winter mackerel… unyuu, which one should I choose?"

And the side dishes were either baked cheese or a small shrimp cocktail. Perhaps due to the proximity of the sea, the lineup was likely more extensive than in the Claudia Royal Capital.

"Uwaaah? The accompaniments are assorted breads or a mini omurice? Omurice wasn't just a Frontier thing?"

The bread basket also contained about five types, including butter rolls and baguettes. Watching his sister instinctively wipe her drooling mouth, jururi, Chihaya offered a helping hand with an exasperated look.

"You can't eat all that, can you? Let's split it with me."

"Nice idea, Nii-ni!"

Little One’s face lit up, paa.

Don’t waste it on something like this, Chihaya thought, lightly tapping his sister on the head.

Wasting a smile?

Little One, wondering what he meant as she stared at the menu, didn't notice. Unsavory gazes had been fixed on the twins for some time now.

There’s no malice. But they are suspicious gazes.

Chihaya glanced at them and sent a sharp look to Dorfen, who nodded slightly in return. Little One was amusingly sensitive to malice, but completely indifferent to everything else. Her focus was ironclad, leaving everything else off her radar. Even now, she was staring at the menu, this time agonizing over dessert. Perhaps it was a blessing of being in the borderlands, or perhaps the lord here was wise. For a small village near the border, they had an unusually appetizing selection of dishes. In the kitchen, visible from the dining hall, were cooks in proper chef's coats. And there were several of them. In a rustic village like this, a cook itself would be a rarity.

Thinking that far, Chihaya’s eyes widened.

Ah, so that’s how it is?

Little One was happily munching on the food that had been brought to her, magumagu, looking completely satisfied.

"Sooo delicious! You should try some too, Nii-ni. We’re so lucky to find such delicious food in a place like this, aren’t we?"

"Yes, we are. Probably…"

…though it’s man-made luck.

Chihaya didn't say the last part out loud.

The very fact that a proper chef's high-class cuisine was being served in a place like this was unnatural. Once you realized that, the answer was obvious. The people in the kitchen had probably been prepared for the Frontier party. By the royal palace, or a noble of equivalent rank. His eyes narrowing cynically, Chihaya brought the food to his mouth.

Herb-roasted lamb seasoned with spices. Yup, no doubt about it. This is not commoners' food.

The source of the suspicious gazes was probably a spy observing Frontier's movements. To put it nicely, they were being welcomed. To put it badly…

As Chihaya’s sardonic smile deepened, his sister’s plate was pushed in front of him. On it was half of a piping hot fish.

"Nii-ni, hurry, trade, trade!"

At the sight of Little One fussing about, wakyawakya, Chihaya’s cynicism evaporated, and his face went slack. Ah, right. If you’re happy, then nothing else matters.

The twins exchanged plates and smiled at each other. The members of the Little One Squad watched the ever-close siblings with fond smiles. A moment of bliss was upon them.

More than ten years had passed since Little One was reincarnated in Arcadia. Fulfilling the true desire of a well-fed Japanese person, and with the tailwind from Kilfan, the numerous menu items that had been demonically modified, or magically modified, in Frontier had taken the world by storm. Little One didn't hide her recipes either. In fact, she practically forced them on others, telling them to be fruitful and multiply. As a result, decent cuisine had evolved everywhere, incorporating the local character of each country.

Chihaya tasted the mackerel and smacked his lips. The accompanying shrimp cocktail, tossed in a rich shrimp-flavored sauce, was also very delicious.

"What is this…? It has more flavor than the shrimp itself."

Chihaya tilted his head as he licked the sauce.

"It’s probably miso. Shrimp miso is the base, nyo. They fry the shells whole to make the stock, nyo."

It was what would be called Américaine sauce on Earth.

On Earth, large shrimp were often used, but it could be made perfectly well with small shrimp too. Instead of a sauce, you could add vegetables and make a potage. That was called bisque. Either way, as long as it was delicious, it didn't matter.

Little One, patting her satisfied stomach, got down from her chair and headed for the inn's entrance.

"Hiro?"

Chihiro turned back to the questioning Chihaya and grinned, nishishishi.

"I’m going to buy dessert, nyo. I have to try the food here too. I wonder what they have?"

Hearing those words, the several men at the table Chihaya had been suspicious of shot to their feet with a clatter, gata.

So she knew.

This was the only inn in the village. If they were passing through, they would likely stay at this inn. It was undoubtedly a banquet prepared by someone. To satisfy the Frontier party. To make a good impression. But Little One had seen through all that. There was no way a gourmand wouldn't notice the unnaturalness of the food.

Akyakyakya. Laughing loudly and swinging her arms, Little One burst out of the inn, leaving the suspicious men flustered. Narrowing his eyes at the comical sight, Chihaya, along with Dorfen, also rushed out of the inn after his sister. Watching the three of them go, Hyrulia sighed, resting her cheek on her hand. Adonis and Zack exchanged looks of resignation. The members of the knight order, being used to this, got to work as soon as they finished their meal. Some went after Little One and the others. Some stood guard around the inn. Some checked each room.

Kazuki stared at these people with wide eyes, utterly speechless.

My, oh my. The young lady is far too free.

He had thought she was some sheltered young lady, but she led monsters, charged into a Lord's Forest, threw a tantrum about wanting to stay at an inn, and now she was running off into the town at night. She was off the charts.

As Kazuki looked at Hyrulia and the others with pity, a flustered voice reached his ears.

"To think she would go into the town…! This is bad, have the poor people been moved?"

"They should have been. What about the arrangements with the shops?"

"We haven't. We never thought Her Highness the Princess would go into the city proper…!"

Hearing that much, Kazuki couldn't help but choke.

Huh? Her Highness the Princess? Eh? Eeeeh?!

Gafu gafu. As Kazuki choked, forcing down the food in his mouth, his companions tilted their heads, while his two childhood attendants, who had heard the same thing, stared in astonishment.

"...We haven't been disrespectful, have we?"

"Probably…?"

"No, more importantly, a royal from Frontier who leads monsters, could it be…?!"

Everyone’s eyes widened. The name of the same person came to mind.

The Golden King…?

Didn't she only descend once every few hundred years?!

Ignoring Kazuki and his merry band, who had turned from pale to ghostly white, Little One was running around the night market.

"That, that! Hey, that looks delicious!♪"

"Hiro, I can't carry any more."

Little One bounced from stall to stall, buying everything in sight. The twins' hands were not only full of sweets, but also bags of light meals. Chihaya’s head ached at his sister, who had cleverly brought multiple foldable bags. Holding a cloth satchel full of food, the delighted Chihiro was lifted up by Dorfen.

"Let's head back soon. Before Hyrulia-dono starts smiling."

"Ah, you're right."

That graceful smile that curved but didn't reach her eyes was terrifying enough to make one's heart want to flee.

When Hyrulia gets angry, the grooming sessions increase. We don't want to be scrubbed from head to toe. Being the victim of Hyrulia's stress-relief method was something the twins wished to avoid.

However, no one had expected that Little One, on her way back to the inn, would stop by the church she saw along the way.

"There's no way we can finish this much food by ourselves, right?"

It was only a little later that Dorfen and Chihaya learned that half of the satchels the three of them were carrying were offerings for the church.

No matter where she was, Little One never forgot to share her happiness.♪
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			"Good evening!"

The Little One, still held in Dorfen’s arms, knocked on the front door. A reply came from within, and a young man peeked his head out. His face, visible through the slightly ajar door, was anxious. Tilting her head at him, the Little One handed her packages to Dorfen and hopped down from his arms.

"My apologies for calling so late at night. I am Chihiro, daughter of Count George of Frontier. Behind me are my brother, Chihaya, and our guard, Dorfen. It is a pleasure to meet you."

The man grew even more flustered at the sight of the young girl performing a lovely curtsy.

"A, a noble? Is something wrong? We are just living quietly here, I assure you. We’ve done nothing to be ashamed of…"

Suspicious of the young man’s stammering response, Dorfen gripped the door with a firm hand.

"What are you talking about? My master has simply brought some gifts for the church’s orphanage."

The man flinched and jumped back as the well-built knight glared at him. With a glance in the man's direction, Dorfen quietly pushed the door open.

"I purchased these from the street stalls. They look delicious, don’t they? Where are the children?"

The Little One was all smiles.

Most churches had an orphanage attached. And under their strict rules, the children were sure to be living a very formal life. That was the case even for churches in Frontier, so one could only imagine what it was like elsewhere. They would surely be delighted with the gifts. She had come thinking she could provide them with a moment of peace, but something seemed off. The young man was trembling. Hearing the commotion, people were gathering here and there, but no one approached. If anything, a faint fear flickered in the eyes of the people watching from a distance.

What was this?

The Little One surveyed her surroundings and noticed a gap in a door at the back of the church. Several pairs of eyes peeked out from it. A church was typically built in a square shape, with a courtyard in the middle, and the four sides surrounding the courtyard were divided into respective sections. This area in the front was the sanctuary. That meant the door beyond it should face the courtyard. And several pairs of eyes were peeking from there.

Are there multiple people over there? In the courtyard at this hour, why?

Ignoring the young man’s attempts to stop her, the Little One strode toward the back of the sanctuary and, with a bang, threw open the door that should have led to the courtyard.

Her eyes widened, and she was at a loss for words.

As far as she could see, the space was crammed with people huddled in thin blankets. There were nearly a hundred of them.

"What is this…?"

The young man, who had come scrambling after her, prostrated himself at the Little One’s feet, pressing his head to the floor.

"Please, overlook this! They have nowhere else to go! I beg you, have mercy…!!"

The man pleaded desperately, bowing his head. The people around them watched with worried expressions. The faces of those in the courtyard were frozen in despair.

"I only came to bring you some gifts, you know? But this is perfect. Please take the warm snacks to the courtyard. And the sweets, please carry them to the orphanage."

Hearing the instructions of the sweetly smiling Little One, Dorfen took the bag Chihaya was holding as well and offered both to the man.

"Ah…? Huh?"

Perhaps hearing the word "sweets," the small children hiding behind a pillar were now looking this way, their eyes sparkling.

"Um…? Is there no punishment?"

"Punishment? Why?"

The young man stared at the Little One, who was gazing back with a puzzled look, and began to explain in fits and starts. For some reason, the words just spilled out of his mouth. In the end, tears began to fall, and the young man collapsed onto the gifts he had received, sobbing his heart out. The Little One looked down at him, her eyes trembling.

"I see… You’ve got to be kidding me."

An aura of anger rose from the little girl’s body.

According to the man’s story, the people gathered in the courtyard were the village’s poor. By order of the king, the slum where their shacks stood had been torn down, and its inhabitants had been driven out into the wilderness. Unable to bear such a cruel act, the priest of this church had gathered them and sheltered them in the church courtyard. However, a noble who took issue with this had accused the priest, tied him up with rope, and dragged him away.

"‘I leave the rest to you’… that was all he said…. We don’t even know what happened to the priest…!"

"And the one who took him said it was the king’s order, correct?"

The young man nodded through his sobs.

"First Donautil, then Castrato, is this whole world full of nothing but idiots?"

A fine turn of phrase, indeed.

Dorfen’s lips curled into a sharp smile. He could already see what would happen next without even having to think. True to his prediction, the Little One gritted her teeth and explained that they had nothing to do with those people. They were simply on a goodwill visit from another country. She then assigned several knights from her unit to guard the church. The monster unit, as if it were a matter of course, stuck close to the knights.

"Anyone who tries to enter the church, anyone who tries to cause harm, crush them all without mercy. The use of magic is also permitted."

"""Yes, ma’am!!"""

The knights placed a hand on their chests and raised their weapons. The monster unit followed suit, saluting.

The Little One gave a firm nod and rushed out of the church. Upon arriving at the inn, Dorfen opened the door to reveal her unit, already assembled and waiting. Their speed was impressive. The Little One looked satisfied.

"Dorfen, send a herald to the lord of this domain. Confirm if the priest is there."

"Yes, ma’am." Dorfen moved immediately.

"Hyrulia, take Molotov and his sister to the church. Things might get rough from here on. I want them somewhere safe."

"As you wish." Hyrulia also went straight to the second floor, where the puppeteer siblings were staying.

"Adonis and Zack, you go to the church too. Make sure the children and the poor get their fill to eat."

Taking the bag of gold coins the Little One offered, the two nodded willingly.

"Got it. Be careful."

"This is packed with preserved food and sweets. Make sure you eat… alright?"

The Little One received a sealing orb from Zack and grinned broadly.

"You’re the best. Thank you."

Just as the remaining knights began preparing for departure, Kazuki, having heard the commotion, came down the stairs.

"Hey, what’s all this about?"

"Oh, right, you guys were here too. It might be best if we go our separate ways from here."

In place of the Little One, who was scurrying about, Dorfen, having just dispatched a swift horseman, explained to Kazuki what had happened at the church.

"What? The poor? And the priest who sheltered them is missing? Why not just leave it be?"

"Our master is not the type to leave it be. Depending on the circumstances, it may come to a raid. That is why we suggest you travel separately."

With a cunning smile, an unsettling light spilled from Dorfen’s eyes. The other knights were the same. Kazuki instinctively took a few steps back, catching the faint, dangerous scent of a powder keg in the air. He recognized this feeling.

Long ago, back when the Golden King still visited Kilfan.

Kazuki would never forget the several thousand knights who had charged forth, their fury on full display. With a banner of crimson emblazoned with a golden hexagram leading the way, they had kicked up a cloud of dust and raced like arrows shot from a bow. Every one of them had exuded the same atmosphere as the Little One’s unit did now.

This was the air of battle.

Why were they so eager for a fight?

This village was in another country, wasn’t it? Frontier had no obligation to help.

Ignoring the bewildered Kazuki and his companions, the now-ready unit brought forth a carriage.

"Preparations complete. Shall we fly?"

They had even procured several horses from somewhere. They were a far cry from the knights’ warhorses, but they were decent enough steeds.

"No, let’s go by land. We have to give them time. For excuses, or for scheming."

Give them time? Shouldn’t it be the opposite?

The knight’s face was a mask of confusion. The Little One gave him a wicked, faint smile.

"We need a pretext, don’t we?"

As if in understanding, the knights’ lips twisted into smirks.

Wait, isn’t this strange? Why are you all so ready for a fight?!

Kazuki stared in disbelief at the young girl who was so eager to give her opponent time to resist and counterattack, just so she could meet them head-on. His mind was in turmoil.

And so, leaving Kazuki’s caravan behind, the Little One’s monster-drawn carriage set off for the border lord’s town.

It was a charming sight when a single honeybee landed on the shoulder of the oblivious Kazuki and gently poked his head.

Ready for a fight, playing it by ear, and kicking down any wall that stands in her way, that is the creed of the Little One.

"Her Highness is especially unstoppable when food and children are involved."

Beside the dumbfounded Kazuki, Hyrulia smiled with a hint of resignation. And so, the current border lord remained unaware of the one-sided hostility now directed his way.

It is but a footnote that Romel, having received the news from his wind-riding spies, couldn’t help but groan from a sudden headache.

No matter where she is, the Little One is the Little One. Today as always, she forges her own path.
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			"You people are idiots."

Flustered by the Little One’s sudden departure, the suspicious group at the inn was in a state of panic. Unlike the Frontier party, who had noticed them long ago, Kazuki had only just realized who they were. He casually approached, apprehended them, and began to question them.

He learned they were officers from the royal palace.

It was likely at the behest of the King of Claudia, but they had been instructed to secretly remove the poor and any other unsightly things related to them, and they had simply followed their orders. The fact that they spoke of it so openly suggested that such actions were commonplace, and even the inn was in on it. The cook in the dining hall was also dispatched from the palace and had followed his orders without a second thought. This was the norm in the Claudia Kingdom. The king’s tyranny went unchallenged, and people followed his commands without question. The emissaries from the king didn’t even try to hide it, their expressions practically asking, "What’s the problem?" The members of the Frontier party could only look to the heavens in despair.

"We were told to provide the finest hospitality for our guests from Frontier… We never imagined you would stay overnight in such a remote village, so we were in a panic."

So you oppressed the poor and drove them from the village to make it look clean for us?

It was enough to give one a headache. Even if they tried to hide the dirty parts to maintain appearances, she would sniff it out anyway. That girl sought out such places herself, just as she had gone to see the orphanage first thing in the village. And then, she would unearth trouble, one thing leading to another. It was only natural that this would happen when she found out they were persecuting the weak.

And she was quasi-royalty. She held the right to exercise extreme authority. The Frontier royal palace acknowledged it. Of course, that was probably because the palace was confident that the Little One would almost always settle matters herself, so any sparks that flew their way would amount to little more than cleanup.

Kazuki looked at the officers dispatched from the Claudia royal palace.

They likely had no malicious intent. In fact, they had surely done this with the intention of being hospitable. Capturing the priest who tried to interfere was also a matter of course for them. The term "inhumane" did not exist in Arcadia. It didn’t exist in Frontier either. It was just that in Frontier, nobles and commoners were equal under the law, but there was no specific word to express something like humanity.

So the Little One would turn that to her advantage.

If the King of Claudia said to cast out the poor because he didn’t like them, then the Little One would use brute force to demand them back, saying she didn’t like it and she would take them herself.

"You don’t want them, right? Then give them to me."

He could almost picture her grinning slyly. They were the poor whom the village had cast out, even if it was on the king’s order. They had surely lost their place in the village. The same went for the priest who had tried to protect them. In that case, she would take them all, lock, stock, and barrel. That was the kind of creature that young girl was. And then she would probably clear some land somewhere and build another village. In Arcadia, land was the one thing they had in abundance. It was a bold move that only the Golden King, capable of creating forests in unconventional ways, could pull off.

With a loud sigh, Kazuki and the Frontier knights exchanged wry smiles.

"Um… where did Her Highness the envoy go?"

The officers were running about in confusion, unable to figure out where the carriage that had sped off had gone. Claudia’s spies would probably be unable to track it either. His eyes narrowing at their anxious faces, Kazuki muttered in a low voice.

"Didn’t she go to get the priest you people captured? I don’t know where, but she won’t be back until she finds him."

Kazuki felt a sense of satisfaction as the officers’ faces turned pale, and he stood from the table. As if on cue, the officers also stood and scattered in various directions.

Though there were differences in their perspectives, the Frontier knights and Kazuki envisioned a similar outcome.

They pictured the Little One returning with the priest, a triumphant smile on her face.

While this commotion was unfolding at the inn, Adonis and Zack were hard at work in the church kitchen.

"Remember this, alright? Even vegetable peels, if you chop them finely, season them with salt and such, then roast them in a pan to get rid of the moisture… see, they become savory little bits. They’re delicious on their own, but you can also mix them into soups or stir-fries, or even knead them into bread dough. They’re very versatile."

Oohs and aahs came from the people of the church who were observing Adonis’s cooking. The children scattered among them also had sparkling eyes.

"It’s also good for preservation, so when you have a lot of peels, it’s a good idea to make a large batch."

Zack was also teaching them how to make simple snacks.

"Take a steamed potato, like this… see? Mash it through a sieve to make a paste… mix it into a thin flour batter… then drop it by the spoonful into hot water."

He was making flour dumplings, similar to suiton soup. The batter, spreading like a cloud in the hot water, was boiled and floated to the surface. He scooped them up with a mesh ladle and drained them in a colander, and they were ready. Sweet potato flour dumplings. At the same time, he also made oni manjū by mixing diced sweet potato into the batter and steaming it. Zack’s eyes softened as he watched the excited children.

"It’s all about ingenuity… Do your best."

Zack, who had grown up in an orphanage and had a big-brotherly nature, was used to this sort of thing. How to make large quantities of food at the lowest possible cost. A sense of nostalgia washed over him, and a faint smile appeared on his face.

Ah, that’s right. I used to do this all the time.

It felt like a lifetime ago, but it was only about ten years past. Adonis watched Zack with a happy expression as he smiled softly, reminiscing about his happy childhood.

While Molotov and his sister were performing puppet shows and paper-story plays, turning the church into an unexpected source of comfort, the Little One was striding through the border lord’s town.

"We couldn’t make a pretext, could we."

"Well, isn’t it a good thing we made it here without incident?"

The Little One had been hoping for some resistance or a battle with armed soldiers, but the lord’s town she arrived in was the picture of peace. In fact, a guide had been dispatched for them, and they were being led to the lord’s mansion. The streets were clean, and the people’s faces were calm. At a glance, it seemed he was governing his domain well. Then why did he cast out the poor?

With her mouth set in a pout, the Little One was ushered into the lord’s mansion.

"Welcome. I am Auguste von Calvados, the lord of this domain."

"I am Chihiro, daughter of Count George from the Kingdom of Frontier. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Clad in a dress that was her version of a battle uniform, the Little One executed an elegant curtsy. Behind her, Chihaya also introduced himself as her brother. Count Calvados, a man with the face of a kind old grandfather, gave a magnanimous nod and welcomed them, offering them seats on a sofa.

"My, I wonder how long it has been since I last welcomed guests. Please, make yourselves at home. How many days do you plan to stay? If you wish, you are welcome to stay at my mansion."

Disarmed by Count Calvados’s cheerful, beaming face, the twins exchanged a look.

Something’s not right, is it?

Could it be that he doesn’t know what happened in the border village? Even though it happened in his territory? She had specifically sent a herald to give him time, so he should have been able to grasp the situation.

While feeling suspicious of the mismatched atmosphere between them, the Little One cut straight to the point.

"I am grateful for your hospitality. In truth, we have come because there is something I wish to discuss with you, Count Calvados."

"A discussion… you say?"

The old man held his teacup, his face a question mark. Those around him also looked puzzled.

"Actually, in a border village, the poor were cast out from the village, and the priest who tried to protect them was arrested and has gone missing."

At the Little One’s words, Count Calvados’s eyes flew wide open.

"Such an outrage? Who on earth would do such a thing?"

The old man placed his cup back on its saucer with a clatter, as if by reflex. The sharp sound spoke of his indignation.

It doesn’t look like an act. Did this happen without his knowledge?

Thinking hard, the Little One glanced at Chihaya. He seemed to be of the same mind, giving a small nod.

"You were not aware of this?"

At the Little One’s question, Count Calvados nodded emphatically, blinking his eyes. Confirming this, Chihiro related the events she had witnessed in the border village.

After hearing the entire story, Count Calvados clutched his head.

"That… is likely an order from the king. It is a matter beyond my control."

There was no way to defy the king’s command. That was how things were in a medieval world. Frontier was the exception. If told to do something, one had no choice but to meekly comply, and furthermore, if one failed to carry out the order, they would be unilaterally punished. The one who could not follow the king’s order was at fault. No matter how unreasonable the order might be.

"It seems the captured priest was taken away. His whereabouts are unknown. Do you have any idea where he might be, Count Calvados?"

After a moment of silence, the old man spoke with a heavy heart.

"I have received no report of the matter. Criminals from my domain are imprisoned and tried in this town. …This particular case is likely the tyranny of His Majesty the King. If so, the criminal… was either taken to the royal capital, or imprisoned in a town along the way."

He wasn't here. A dead end.

Her eyes narrowing slightly, the Little One summarized the situation regarding the poor and the church.

"What will you do about the poor who were driven from the village? And those who were involved with them?"

"I cannot afford to incur His Majesty the King’s displeasure. …I believe I have no choice but to leave them as they are."

So you’re abandoning them.

Her gaze sharp and unforgiving on the hesitating old man, the Little One gave a faint, cunning smile.

"In that case, would it be acceptable for me to take them all into my care?"

"What? Take them into your care?"

"As things stand, they will not be able to survive in this land where the cold still lingers, will they? Therefore, the Kingdom of Frontier will take them in as refugees from the Kingdom of Claudia."

Refugees?!

Count Calvados’s head shot up in alarm.

If such a thing were to become known to the world, it would be a disgrace to the Kingdom of Claudia. The outflow of refugees to a foreign country was tantamount to announcing that one’s own country had significant problems. War, civil unrest, poor harvests, and so on. Such rumors would surely fly through the world. Since each country was independent and self-sufficient, the outflow of refugees was rare, which would draw even more attention.

Leaving behind Count Calvados, whose face had gone beyond pale to pure white, the Little One set off for the royal capital. Her unit, fully prepared to storm the capital if the priest was not found, followed close behind.

"This is why it’s so much trouble when the people at the top are morons."

With the Little One puffing out her cheeks in frustration, the monster-drawn carriage made its way toward the royal capital.

Little did she know that the abandoned Count Calvados was now hastily making his way to the border village. Today as always, the Little One forges her own path.
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			"Hmm. So we’ve come this far."

"Looks like it."

"Shall I send a herald?"

They were on the outskirts of the royal capital. Another half day’s carriage ride would bring them to the royal palace of the Claudia Kingdom. They had passed through two towns on the way, but the priest was not in either of them. The only place left was the capital.

"Send a herald, just in case. Everyone, get ready."

With a sharp glance at the distant royal palace, the Little One’s lips curved into an uneven smile. Chihaya watched her with a weary expression. Why does that villainous look suit you so well? And you’re still cute, which makes it even worse.

‘What does it matter? That place is a den of villains, is it not?’

Well, maybe, but starting a fight right from the get-go… Can’t we do this a bit more peacefully?

‘Did you not do something similar in Flowers? Have you forgotten?’

Huh?

Chihaya searched his memories. And he remembered firing arrows without a second thought at the frenzied monsters in the caves beneath Bastok.

Hey, that was against monsters.

‘It is the same thing. Did you not say it yourself? That it was because they were getting in Chihiro’s way. This time, too, they are interfering with her. Go on, loose your arrows upon them.’

Feeling mortified by the conversation in his head, Chihaya slumped into a gloomy mood. Dorfen looked at him, puzzled. Adorned with their monster unit and on high alert, the Frontier party entered the grounds of the Claudia royal palace.

"This is Her Highness Chihiro La George, from the Kingdom of Frontier. She requests an audience with His Majesty the King."

Stepping down at the gate, Dorfen called out in a loud voice to the gatekeeper. In response, the drawbridge was lowered, and from within emerged knights clad in lavish uniforms. Their bright red uniforms were adorned with copious amounts of gold and silver thread. Given that the other soldiers wore dark green uniforms, they appeared to be high-ranking officers. Their brilliant attire was not suited for actual combat.

Are they the Royal Guard or something like that?

In the Frontier army, the formal attire was white for everyone, down to the lowest ranks. Flowers’ was blue. Donautil’s was black. This might be the first time he had seen knights distinguished by their uniforms like this. The bright red uniforms standing out amongst the dark green of the non-commissioned officers gave a somewhat mismatched impression.

"Welcome, you have come a long way. Please, His Majesty the King is waiting. We shall guide you."

Ignoring the knights who greeted them with unnecessarily cheerful smiles, the Little One and Chihaya disembarked from the carriage. The knights in the red uniforms stared for a moment at the twins who had emerged, then their eyes filled with clear disdain.

"What lovely guests we have here. Your Highness Chihiro, please take my hand."

The Little One glanced at the offered hand, then snapped open her fan with a crisp sound. Holding it to her lips, she beckoned Dorfen over and whispered in his ear.

"Her Highness states she does not recall giving you permission to use her name. You will refrain."

Casting a haughty glare down at the opposing knight, Dorfen fell into step beside the Little One, who was now walking with Chihaya’s escort.

"Wh… Ah, no. …Please forgive my rudeness."

The Little One gave a small nod and proceeded gracefully.

Though they offered an apology, the knights in red uniforms glared daggers. The members of the Little One’s unit glared right back. The Claudia knights felt a chill run down their spines at the ferocious gazes that promised to cut them down if they so much as touched her.

What is with these people? They look like they’re ready for battle.

Carrying a tense and unsettling atmosphere, they were guided to the audience hall. With greetings barely exchanged, the Little One cut straight to the point. This was a goodwill visit from a distant land. Many nobles had been summoned and were crowded into the audience hall. Undaunted, the Little One glared at the throne on the dais.

"On our way here, we witnessed a great many refugees."

"Refugees, you say?"

The King of Claudia furrowed his brow in suspicion.

"Yes. About a hundred people of impoverished appearance. They were being sheltered in a church, but it seems the priest who took them in was arrested on that charge and has gone missing."

Ignoring the King of Claudia, who grimaced as if he wanted to hear no more, the Little One smiled sweetly and continued. The surrounding nobles also began to stir, wondering what was going on.

"I have heard nothing of the sort. We have planned a banquet in your honor this evening. You must be tired. We have had rooms prepared for you, so please, rest and relax."

The king tried to cut the conversation short, as if to say the matter was closed, but his eyes widened as he felt the atmosphere of the Frontier party standing before him change.

"I see. So you are saying they do not exist? In that case, I shall take them."

"…Take them?"

"As refugees from the Kingdom of Claudia, the Kingdom of Frontier will take them in. They are a people you know nothing of. You have no objection, I trust?"

Not understanding what she was talking about, the King of Claudia stared intently at the Little One.

"Also, the priest is here, is he not? In this palace. I would like you to hand him over as well."

The little girl’s glare was sharp.

The King of Claudia gripped the armrest of his throne, his lips trembling with rage.

What is with this child? So arrogant!

And then, the thought carelessly slipped from his mouth.

"Someone! Guide our guests to their rooms!"

This was an order to remove the Little One from the audience hall. The knights in red uniforms moved as if they understood, but the moment one of them tried to lay a hand on the Little One, his arm fell to the floor with a thud.

"Huh?"

There was no blood from the severed wrist or arm. The clean cut had been frozen solid.

"Kyaaaaaaah!!"

Screams erupted from the assembled Claudia nobles, and in an instant, the audience hall was a storm of pandemonium. Before the King of Claudia, who was rendered speechless by the sudden turn of events, the Little One shed the dress she had been wearing as an overcoat. Underneath, of course, were her usual salopette pants.

"Negotiations have broken down, I see. I shall help myself to a search. You were the ones who made the first move, after all."

There was no time to spare. In a brutal world like this, a direct confrontation was the only way to save the priest, whose life could be forfeit at any moment. If they hesitated and wasted time, he would be spirited away in an instant. If she lacked the power, it couldn't be helped. But the Little One had the power to overturn the situation. She must not misjudge when to use it.

"Power and authority are meant to be used at times like these! Go, Pochiko-san and the others!"

In a world as harsh as this, you fight selfishness with selfishness.

Countless monsters released from the carriage ran rampant through the Claudia royal palace, and screams and war cries erupted from all over. Glaring at the unmoving Frontier party, who stood with their arms crossed, the King of Claudia bellowed at his knights.

"What are you doing? Seize them!"

Frightened by the monsters flying about, the pale-faced knights looked at the Little One as if they were seeing a monster. Of course, not a single one of them could move. Amidst the chaos, someone was watching the Little One from behind a door with eyes full of admiration.

Is that the princess from Frontier? Commanding monsters… she is just like the Golden King from the legends.

The observer was the younger prince. His eyes sparkling with adoration, he sent a fervent gaze her way. Noticing a spider walking beside him, he called out to it.

"Hey, you! There’s somewhere I want to guide her! Could you bring her to me?"

Pleading desperately, the younger prince tilted his head. The spider scurried over to the Little One. It then tugged on the cuff of her pants and led her to the prince.

"Oh, thank you!"

Unafraid of the monster, the younger prince affectionately patted the head of the spider that had granted his request. Seeing this, the Little One’s eyes widened slightly. Grasping the astonished girl’s hand, the younger prince hurried down a staircase.

"Hey? Where are you going?"

"It will be faster to show you than to explain. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity!"

Without giving Dorfen or Chihaya a chance to intervene, the younger prince led the Little One down into the basement. At the bottom of the long staircase was a prison. Countless damp cells were filled with people.

"This is…!"

"Beast-humans…?!"

Inside the cages were countless beast-humans.

And chained up in a particularly large cage that drew the eye was a penguin the size of a toddler.

Why is there a penguin in a place like this?!

There were over a hundred beast-humans alone.

"Explanation, please!"

The Little One yelled, her limbs flailing about. From above them, ominous footsteps echoed, and the battle between the Claudia Kingdom and the Frontier party began.

"For now, we’ll barricade ourselves in. Collapse the stairs."

At the Little One’s command, the spiders blocked the staircase with their webs. She also gave instructions to the honeybees, and they flew out of the clerestory window as told.

"Now then, shall you explain?"

The Little One stood with her arms akimbo before the stunned younger prince.

It was here that the Little One first learned of the Claudia Kingdom’s conspiracy, which had spanned the past several hundred years.

The incident began with the death of the previous Golden King. In the old days, it was apparently normal to make the pilgrimage over land, a journey that took decades, unlike the first king who could fly with Merda’s help. Naturally, by the end of the pilgrimage, old age made the journey arduous. Amidst this, the previous Golden King passed away in Claudia, near the end of his pilgrimage. His body was respectfully laid to rest and sent to Frontier, but something happened at that time, and the Lords of the Forest came to obey the commands of the King of Claudia.

"Why?"

"I do not know. But because of that, all the beast-humans were hunted down and are being bred here as commodities."

They had cornered the beast-humans who lived in hiding, found them, and imprisoned them here. Beast-humans apparently sold for a high price, so it was not entirely incomprehensible. Though it made her sick.

"My father the king says that a pure-blooded beast-human is necessary. He says that if one is not born, the beast-humans will go extinct."

He had heard that the pure-blooded ones called Lycans were more likely to produce males, and were essential for maintaining the predominantly female beast-human species. But no Lycan had been born, and the current king was at a loss.

"A Lycan is born only once per generation, and I believe one isn’t being born because they are imprisoned in a place like this."

That made sense. An unsanitary prison with barely any sunlight. One could not hope for the healthy preservation of a species. The Little One agreed with the younger prince’s assessment.

"So, what about that penguin?"

"It is the child of the Lord of the Plain Forest."

Surprised yet again, the Little One stared intently at the penguin. He explained that it had come alone to try and save the beast-humans. As a result, it was captured and chained up, and was now being used as leverage to control the other Lords.

"I wanted to save them somehow… Please, help them!"

"Understood. Seeing as I’ve already picked a fight anyway."

The Little One grinned broadly.

On the prison staircase, the Claudia soldiers were struggling to break through the spider webs. Glancing at them, the Little One broke the sealing orb she had received from Zack. From within, food overflowed. The younger prince stared in amazement. Smiling at him, the Little One went around opening the cage doors. Dorfen and the others joined in.

"Well, you can’t fight on an empty stomach, as they say. Let’s have a meal."

"They also say a samurai uses a toothpick even when he has not eaten, you know."

The Little One grimaced at Chihaya’s retort.

"Such idealism is nonsense! Delicious food is justice!"

No matter where she was, the Little One was the Little One. To her, even a dungeon was a picnic.
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			"What is this?!"

"It’s not just ordinary thread! Blades are completely useless against it!"

"What in the world is it…? What just happened?"

It was the Little One’s favored spider silk. A thread so strong that it could only be cut by turning mithril, the stuff of fantasy legends, into scissors. Iron and steel weapons were as good as blunt instruments against it. It was a resilient thread that had sealed a fissure in the earth of unknown origin. The title of Lord of the Forest was not just for show. The fissure, sealed with an impenetrable layer of silk, was strong enough for a carriage to travel over it. The only thing that could sever something that repelled any impact was mithril. The ultra-rare metal mithril was only produced in Flowers, and naturally, the technology to process it was also exclusive to Flowers. Though it was a closely guarded secret, they had spared a small amount for their friendly neighbor, Frontier. The Little One had used it to order a pair of scissors.

"Scissors?"

"Scissors."

Needless to say, an indescribable conflict had washed over the people of Flowers.

Well, for one reason or another, only the scissors and needles gifted from Flowers for tailoring the twins’ clothes could make a dent in this spider silk.

Slamming another hopelessly nicked knife to the floor, the ferociously growling Claudia knights glared resentfully at the silk-sealed underground staircase.

"What is Frontier planning?!"

"We underestimated them because it was just two children. I never imagined they had that many monsters hidden in their carriage."

"Wasn’t Claudia the only one who could control monsters?"

"They say that Castrato also commands monsters. Frontier is a nation of magic. It wouldn’t be surprising."

A distorted perception was rampant in the Claudia Kingdom, which had commanded the Lords of the Forest for generations. That certain nobles could control monsters. Since the neighboring country of Castrato had put this into practice, this mistaken belief was never corrected, and thus they came to a strange understanding of the current situation.

That was why they did not even remember it. The existence of the Golden King.

The Claudia side was bewildered by the sudden uproar.

"Oh? Have they arrived?"

Half a day had passed since they had barricaded themselves in. That was fast. She had thought it would take at least another day.

The Little One praised the honeybee that had entered through the clerestory window with a "good work."

"Looks like the preparations are complete. Shall we go?"

The Frontier party smiled brazenly at the grinning girl.

"Captain!"

A man in the red uniform of the Royal Guard came tumbling down the long staircase. His face was contorted in terror, and his teeth were chattering.

"From the south…! An army of monsters!"

The man called captain stared with wide eyes.

"Can everyone make it?"

Before the Little One stood nearly a hundred beast-humans. They were all in tattered clothes and exhausted, but with a decent meal and a cleansing by magic, they had been restored to a semblance of humanity. Especially the meal. Piled in a corner of the prison were what were clearly sacks of animal feed. Understanding that this had been their food, the Little One sealed all the sacks into an orb and, in their place, served the meal that Adonis and Zack had made. The Frontier party was filled with righteous fury at the beast-humans who said they were seeing a warm meal for the first time. They brought out their own personal stashes of food one after another, and soon the prison was packed with twice the amount of food the Little One had provided.

"May we… eat?"

A beast-human asked timidly.

"Eat. For now, just eat. We can talk after that."

Tears were all the Frontier party could offer in response to the beast-humans who erupted with joy.

"It smells good. It smells so good my stomach is rumbling."

"Is this food? Can we eat this?"

"It’s warm. I’m so happy."

Simple words tumbled from their lips in a chorus of murmurs.

It seemed the majority of them were beast-humans who had been born in the prison and had only ever eaten animal feed. They were fascinated by this thing called "cooking," which they were seeing for the first time. Their innocent appearance stoked the fury of the Frontier party to a fever pitch. The knights’ eyes filled with scathing contempt.

"Is the Claudia Kingdom really necessary?"

"The commoners aren’t responsible, so it’s just the royal family. They’re the ones who are unnecessary."

"You’re right. A royal family that oppresses its people deserves to fall."

"Let’s destroy them. A good person will become king in their place."

"""""Agreed."""""

Dorfen gave a wry smile at the knights, who had reached a conclusion through self-debate and were now nodding in unanimous agreement. Knights were those who swore allegiance to God. It was because the king, as God’s proxy, protected and governed the people that knights protected the royal family. If that fundamental premise crumbled, knights could become the royal family’s greatest enemy. Furthermore, the Little One’s unit had been influenced by their master’s disposition and was beginning to cultivate a unique set of values and concepts.

If the one on top is an idiot, crush them.

Dorfen felt a complex mix of emotions, unsure whether to be pleased or to lament, as he caught a glimpse of the merciless side of them that could so calmly declare they would destroy a royal family.

While watching the beast-humans silently devouring their meal, the Little One was also racking her brain. In Arcadia, where civilization ranged from the early to late medieval period, might was right. It was normal for the powerful to trample the weak. The Little One had turned this to her advantage and done as she pleased. This time, too, she could probably manage with brute force. However, in the Claudia Kingdom, the Lords of the Forest were said to be on the side of the royal family.

Something’s going on, isn’t it? What could it be?

The Little One’s actions were fundamentally based on the modern civilization of Earth. She would search for a compromise that was as mutually agreeable as possible. That was why she had managed to get by without any major conflicts until now. But this time, it might be difficult. The beast-humans belonged to the King of Claudia. They were his property. The Little One, who was trying to steal them, was, by any measure, a robber. To justify this, she had to thoroughly intimidate her opponent. To make them understand that defying her would have dire consequences.

For that purpose, the Little One had sent messengers to each of the Lords of the Forest.

She had asked them to send as many of their kin as they could spare to the Claudia Kingdom. Imagining the monsters that had gathered in response, the Little One’s face lit up with delight.

"When in Rome, do as the Romans do, right? Well then, shall we head out once we’re ready?"

Now with full bellies, and having been washed clean after being dazed by the deliciousness of the meal, the beast-humans and the Frontier party gave a firm nod.

"We have been told that we are not allowed to leave here. We will receive a terrible punishment."

Before the panicking beast-humans, the Little One ordered her monster unit to destroy the clerestory window. The honeybees’ wind magic sliced through the air diagonally, and a spiraling tornado bored a large hole in the wall. With a deafening boom, fragments of the wall scattered about, only to be swatted away by the frogs’ protective barriers.

Chihiro turned to the beast-humans, who were frozen in place, and her lips curled into a grin.

"The King of Claudia may have ordered that you not be let out, but I want to get you out of here. I want you to eat delicious food and live happy lives. I will absolutely protect you, so anyone who can believe that, come with me. If you can’t believe it, you’re free to stay. I won’t force you. Decide for yourselves."

Decide for ourselves?

The beast-humans exchanged dumbfounded looks.

They had never in their lives decided anything for themselves. They just existed here. They gave birth, raised their young, and once the children reached a certain age, they were taken away, forced into training, and shipped out.

Their days were spent just praying for the future of their children.

They couldn’t imagine a life of eating delicious food and living happily. They didn’t know it. Humans fear the unknown. Just as that fear was about to erupt from them, a voice spoke.

"Can we eat delicious things like this every day?"

A small cat beast-human asked nonchalantly.

Smiling, the Little One took the cat beast-human’s hand and nodded emphatically.

"Yes, you can. Eating delicious meals every day and growing big is a child’s job. That’s the kind of life I want to promise you."

Hearing a concrete explanation, the beast-humans’ fear subsided. If they had to work either way, it was obviously better to have delicious food included. For the beast-humans who had only eaten animal feed for so long, the meal they had just had was a clear and tangible benefit.

Life sparked in the eyes of the beast-humans. The Little One did not miss it.

"Alright! Let’s go to a world where we can eat delicious things freely! I’ll guide you to a country where children can live with smiles on their faces!"

Triumphantly, the Little One held hands with the cat beast-human and headed for the hole in the wall. Swept up by her cheerful demeanor, the other beast-humans also began to walk outside, protected by the Frontier knights.

Bringing up the rear was the Lord’s child.

Its footsteps pattered on the floor as it glanced back at the prison. The Little One did not see the scathing light in its eyes, as if it were spitting on what it saw.

The Little One did not yet know that she had put a deep crack in the curse-like yoke that had held the Lords of the Forest captive for so long.
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			"…And?"

"We heard the King calls. We make haste."

"Excellent speed. If you fly with my children, you will arrive in no time."

Before Romel, who had no idea what they were saying, the giant honeybee and the giant sea serpent were giggling and cooing. They had each gathered their kin and were assembled in the sea of trees at the edge of the royal capital.

The kin of the Lords of the Forest could communicate telepathically. They could receive reports in an instant from the children the Little One had with her. By the time Romel, who had learned of the situation through a transmission faster than the magic of the palace’s covert ops, rushed over, the sea serpent and her entourage had already reached the forest.

"It seems Merda and the others have taken King’s children. I hear Joker has gone himself as well."

"Oh my. Then we must hurry too."

The Queen and the sea serpent exchanged a look and nodded. The young honeybees scooped up the young sea serpents and took off all at once. Romel was left behind, speechless, watching them go.

A report had come from his spies via wind message. That Chihiro had picked a fight with the Claudia Kingdom. That the cause was an abducted priest and the beast-humans, and that she was currently barricaded in a basement. That the outcome was uncertain. Then came another report that the Lords of the Sea were on the move in great numbers, and he had rushed to the Queen’s forest, but… he had no idea what was happening. But… well, it would probably work out somehow.

It was Chihiro, after all.

With a small sigh, Romel heard the details from the Queen and her companion, then raced back to the palace at full speed.

"That girl, again!"

This was a complete case of internal interference, robbery, and a declaration of war.

Realizing that she intended to use her monsters to snatch the beast-humans by force, Romel’s mind went into overdrive.

The distance between the Claudia Kingdom and the Frontier Kingdom was too great for a war. But this kind of plunder would spread through the world with fins and tails attached to the story. It would hinder her future pilgrimage and could severely damage Frontier’s image. Furthermore, the Claudia Kingdom was one of the few countries that could reach Frontier by sea. While the land routes of Arcadia were harsh, the sea routes were relatively stable. If the Forests of the Sea had not been allied with Frontier, the Kilfan of the past would likely have launched more frequent attacks on Frontier. Due to the depletion of magic, sea monsters now only existed around the forests. In other words, if it chose to, the Claudia Kingdom could wage war on Frontier by sea. This was also why many merchant caravans used the sea routes. However, Frontier, with its entire coastline covered by the Lords’ forests, had never suffered such an attack.

But there was no guarantee that the Claudia Kingdom, which valued its honor, would not do it. They had a legitimate reason. It was Frontier that had brought the spark of conflict. He had to somehow put out the fire.

While Romel was desperately racking his brain and formulating a cleanup plan, the Little One was surrounded by the Claudia Kingdom’s knights.

"What a warm welcome."

"Hiro… this isn’t a welcome."

"About thirty men per person. We can take them, right?"

""""Yeah!!""""

"Not yeah! Dorfen, don’t egg them on!"

Chihaya was the lone voice of reason. Chihiro wore a nonchalant smile. Dorfen and the others bared their teeth in ferocious grins, their eyes glinting. Behind them, the beast-humans trembled.

"Why does Nii-nii assume from the get-go that I’m looking for a fight?"

With a soft, gentle smile, the Little One donned the dress-like overcoat that Pochiko-san had retrieved for her. Wearing the gown-like garment, which was open at the front, she was once again a lovely young girl. She snapped open her fan with a sharp sound, held it to her lips, and elegantly swished the hem of her dress.

"Stand aside. I have business with His Majesty the King."

The Claudia knights didn’t know what to do as the Little One advanced gracefully. If they tried to capture her, the Frontier knights were fiercely intimidating them, and the monsters flying around were terrifying. In the end, the Claudia knights could only form a thick human wall and watch the Little One’s progress.

"They keep increasing. I’ve never seen so many monsters."

The monsters had crossed the Claudia border and reached the royal capital. Most of them were the kin of the Lords, each a unique individual. The world-renowned guardian deity of Frontier’s skies, the giant honeybees, and likewise, the guardian deity of the sea, the giant sea serpents. Plus spiders, frogs, and various others.

"What in the world is happening…?"

Before the pale-faced Claudia knights, who were in a standoff with the monsters, a large mass of monsters began to move. No, what they thought was a mass of monsters was actually a giant spider, with many monsters clinging to the surface of its body. The giant spider shook its body with a shudder, dislodging the clinging monsters, and advanced before the Claudia knights. It stood well over five meters tall. Its height alone must have been at least three meters. Before the Claudia knights, who swallowed hard as they looked up at the towering giant spider, the spider scraped at the paving stones.

As if drawing on bread dough, its claws gouged the sturdy paving stones with ease. The Claudia knights were surprised by the strength of its claws, but what astonished them even more were the words it drew.

"We await our King’s command. Depending on the situation, this country will be wiped from the map. Be warned."

"A monster… writing?"

The eight eyes of the giant spider, which stood with a dignified air, held none of the savage, beast-like quality one would expect. Instead, a calm, tranquil light could be felt, as if it were observing the Claudia knights.

"A Lord of the Forest…?"

"Indeed."

The paving stones were scraped again.

It was common knowledge among the people of Arcadia that the Lords of the Forest were intelligent monsters. Though it was now spoken of like a fairy tale, they were famously known as the servants of the King of Claudia.

That was why another tale was so prevalent.

The legend of the Golden King.

That long ago, the Golden King had passed away in this land and was respectfully sent back to Frontier, and as a deep expression of gratitude for this kindness, the Lord of the Forest on the Claudia Kingdom’s border had served the Claudia royal family for generations.

It was a story that even a child in the Claudia Kingdom knew.

"Don’t the Lords of the Forest only move on the command of… the Golden King?"

"Indeed."

The giant spider pointed again to the words it had just written.

A great stir went through the Claudia knights.

"Does that mean…?"

"That the Golden King is here?"

The Frontier party was currently within the Claudia Kingdom. Among them was a princess of the royal family. And before them was a great swarm of monsters.

"M-messenger! The Golden King is present…! The monsters have been given a command! Relay this to the palace at once!"

Hearing the piercing scream, Joker looked up at the palace with a knowing expression. What will happen now? I’ve warned you. Do as you please.

Curling its legs, Joker sat down with a thud and began to dream. In a drifting haze, a Dark Spirit King groaned. I won’t let you have your way.

While blocking the abyss that connected to Arcadia with its web, Joker was also capturing the Dark Spirits that tried to slip through here and there. A golden-haired boy was helping him. He snatched the Dark Spirits one by one and dissolved them into magic crystals.

"Isn’t it your turn yet?"

‘I haven’t been called yet. Well, it’ll probably be after the Dark Soul is complete.’

His golden eyes softening, the boy smiled in puzzlement.

"You were born under a difficult star too. …As was I."

To protect Tsathoggua, Joker had moved from the abyss of the Earth world to Arcadia. If he could protect Arcadia, he should be able to receive a new life. Staring at the melancholic Joker, the boy also scratched his head.

‘I didn’t expect mine… to be reincarnated here and used as bait. But if it can save her, I’d give this soul away.’

Staring at the boy whose gaze was fixed on a distant place, Joker also felt his chest tighten with an unbearable feeling. The methods of the Higher Beings were sickening. Taking someone precious hostage to manipulate the people they needed at will.

The Dark Soul, too, was…

As Joker was lost in thought, the boy’s body began to fade.

‘Crap, looks like he’s waking up.’

"Yeah, you should go."

‘I’ll help again later, see ya!’

As the boy gave a small wave, his form dissipated.

"How long do we have to be their puppets?"

The completed material of the Soul of Light would often visit the abyss when its host was asleep and repel the interference of the Dark Spirits. Because of this relationship, Joker had learned of the schemes of the Higher Beings, which even the creator gods did not know.

But knowing did not mean he could do anything.

He could only watch from the sidelines and see how things unfolded.

"What a troublesome business."

Drifting in a dreamlike state, Joker remembered the Little One. And, with a soft smile, he continued to spin his web. The little girl who had yelled at and kicked down even the gods would surely pull something off in this life as well.

Something that even the gods could not imagine.

The current Little One had no way of knowing that Joker was unknowingly placing his hopes in her and feeling a sense of relief.
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			"Father, please summon the priest."

"You… are you trying to betray your country?"

"Betrayal or not, I must say it is good you have such a proper son. It saves me the trouble as well."

In the lavish reception room, the King of Claudia was chewing on a bitter pill. His younger son stared at his father with grim determination. Beside them, the Little One feigned ignorance and offered an unnecessary jab. The Frontier party, having heard the gist of the situation from the younger prince, entered the discussion with a slightly exasperated air.

"Hiro… in moderation, please."

While trying to calm his overzealous sister, Chihaya surveyed the red-uniformed knights around them. The Royal Guard, who had received a curt response from the start, were now openly hostile toward the Little One. The hilts of the swords at their waists were raised, creating a dangerous atmosphere as if they were about to draw at any moment, but the killing intent from Dorfen and the others, which far surpassed theirs, was effectively suppressing their impulses. The King of Claudia, who had accepted the Little One’s request for a discussion, had thought they were there to talk about the beast-humans he had sent to another room. But when the conversation began, it was a demand to hand over the priest who had been taken into custody, and he couldn’t help but be taken aback.

"Those who do not comply with the will of the royal family are to be beheaded, regardless of the reason. To demand the release of a criminal, does Frontier intend to interfere in Claudia’s internal affairs?"

A civil official standing beside the king voiced a loud objection. It was not just about the beast-humans, but demanding the release of the criminal priest was an outrageous request. The King of Claudia nodded emphatically, as if to say it was a matter of course. To defy the king’s will was beyond reckless. He was lucky to be taken into custody and put on trial instead of being cut down on the spot. He was a clergyman, after all. In truth, a public trial was only necessary to silence the church.

Seeing through this, the Little One offered a compromise with a sigh.

"He is a good priest who does not abandon the weak. If you say he is a criminal, shall we not settle the matter with a suitable sum of gold? I would also like to discuss the price of the beast-humans."

The Claudia side’s eyes widened at the smirking girl. Reports had reached the palace that monsters were gathering one after another, surrounding the capital. So they had thought she would threaten them into handing over the priest and the beast-humans. An unspoken tension hung between the two parties. It was the Little One who broke the silence.

"I have no intention of engaging in troublesome haggling. How about one hundred gold coins for the priest’s ransom, and one hundred gold coins per beast-human as well?"

Even in hell, money holds sway. Power was not limited to military might. The only thing that could rival overwhelming military strength was overwhelming financial power.

But a paltry sum would not convince them.

The amount the Little One proposed was roughly one hundred million gold coins. A sum that could buy a small town. The average price of a human slave was twenty to thirty gold coins. Even for a beast-human, the going rate was said to be around fifty. The Claudia side gasped at the exorbitant price.

A ruthless light dwelled in the girl’s narrowed eyes. While shrinking back from her sharp, cold gaze, one of the braver officials asked a question.

"…And if we refuse?"

The Little One’s eyes curved into crescents, and she let out a series of amused chuckles.

"Then I will use force."

Sensing the meaning behind those words, the Claudia side felt their hair stand on end. The girl was saying, if you do not comply, monsters will ravage Claudia. Grasping the unspoken threat, the officials glanced uneasily at the king. This country’s laws were a mere formality. The king had the final say in everything. The common people had no rights, and the laws existed solely for the benefit of the nobles and royalty. Even in disputes between commoners, a court led by a lower-ranking noble would pass judgment. Dissent was not permitted.

Every matter was subject to the whims of the privileged class.

And into this world appeared the Little One.

A dangerous individual who could not be ordered around, and to even try would risk the downfall of the country. With this calamity that had descended from a foreign land, the King of Claudia found himself in a predicament for the first time in his life.

To be treated like this by a mere child…!

The King of Claudia gritted his teeth so hard a sound could almost be heard, his eyes wide and silent. As if to give voice to his thoughts, the red-uniformed knights standing in formation spoke up.

"No matter how powerful a nation Frontier may be, is there not a minimum standard of etiquette? It is not as if we are hostile nations, and to threaten our country, which in the past even respectfully delivered the remains of the Golden King to Frontier, is an act that should not be permitted!"

As if those who oppressed their people and treated beast-humans like livestock to be sold off had any right to speak of humanity.

The Little One glanced at her opponent with a fixed stare and sighed lightly.

"I am not threatening anyone. I am quite serious. Would you like to test me?"

With a sly grin, the Little One flicked her finger lightly in the air. What appeared there was her familiar, the dull-colored lizard. It let out a puff of fire from its mouth, and a wave of heat spread through the room. The temperature in the room rose steadily, becoming unbelievably warm for Claudia, where snow still lingered on the ground. In fact, it was almost hot.

"Ugh…"

Glancing at the knights who groaned from the heat, the Little One dropped Colon to the floor. Immediately, the stone material of the floor melted with a sizzle, and the Claudia side stared with eyes full of astonishment.

They didn’t understand what had happened.

Their faces tense, the people stared at the melting stone. The Little One glanced at them coldly.

"This is a Flame Spirit. With just this one, it would be a simple matter to melt this entire castle."

After a brief explanation, the Little One flicked her finger again and made Colon disappear. In the room, where the heat still lingered, the Claudia side was in a daze. Power against power. This display was an attack in itself. She had to make them understand so thoroughly that they wouldn’t even think of fighting back.

"Have I made myself clear? This is my everyday life. I do not engage in such trite things as threats. I only refrain because I feel sorry for the citizens who would get caught up in it. Settling matters with gold is far less troublesome."

In other words, the Little One was indirectly telling them that she was giving the Claudia side the pretext of a sale because cleaning up the aftermath would be a pain. An indescribable humiliation began to seep into the Claudia side. Aware of the slowly spreading poison, the King of Claudia shot a resentful glare at the Little One.

But she coolly deflected the gaze, which was filled with enough hatred to kill a man, and flicked her fan with an air of annoyance.

"I have no need for a country like this. Barbaric, ignorant, and offering me no benefit whatsoever."

The Little One spat her venom with a sigh of exasperation. A faint chuckle arose from the Frontier side. The King of Claudia’s face turned a dark shade of purple at her words. Having been insulted so thoroughly, the Claudia side was on the verge of exploding.

But then, a small whisper was heard.

"You see, I am quite angry."

Feeling as if the room’s temperature had suddenly dropped, the Claudia side looked around, but the Little One, her eyes shining brightly, was gathering magic in both hands. An eerie magic, holding a deep darkness that seemed to pull everything in. The King of Claudia, holding his breath at the sight of this unfamiliar magic, glared at the Little One as she released the magic from both hands out the window and into the sky. The two blasts collided in mid-air, tearing space apart with a loud explosion. A hole hung in the air. Staring at it with eyes that couldn’t believe what they were seeing, the Claudia side’s eyes trembled in shock.

A hole in the air? What happened?

"That is dark magic. It is the entrance to an abyss that indiscriminately sucks in everything."

The King of Claudia couldn’t take his eyes off the hole as it disappeared with a hissing sound. The hole, a deep, dark color that seemed to swallow even light, vanished from his sight.

"This is the kind of power Frontier possesses. It is easy to understand, is it not? I alone can bring down this country."

The girl smiled, tilting her head. It should have been a cute smile, yet the King of Claudia struggled against a chilling sensation that ran down his spine and could not look the Little One in the face.

Just one more push.

"Now then? Please decide. Will you settle this with gold, or will you disappear from the map?"

Faced with the girl who so casually stated such a depraved thing, the King of Claudia had no choice but to nod.

This was all just a farce. A reality so overwhelming that it had stripped him of any will to resist. In Arcadia, strength was everything. The weak had no choice but to prostrate themselves before it and simply accept. It was something the King of Claudia himself had done time and time again.

What goes around comes around, as they say on Earth.

With the farce disguised as a discussion at an end, the Little One, having shattered the pride of the Claudia side, finally came face to face with her intended target, the priest.

"What is all this…?"

The old man, dirty and tattered, was brought into the reception room with wooden shackles on his hands. He seemed to have been beaten considerably, as his face was swollen in places, and he was dragging one leg.

With a pained grimace, the Little One spat out her words.

"What a fine hobby you have… Was it enjoyable, tormenting a defenseless clergyman?"

Even sensing the contempt in her words, the King of Claudia could only tilt his head as if to ask, "What about it?" Irony was lost on him. Their fundamental principles were different from Frontier’s. They could never see eye to eye. The only one on the Claudia side who winced was the younger prince.

"…I am deeply ashamed."

The fist clenched on his knee, trembling slightly, conveyed his feelings to the Little One all too clearly.

"Come to think of it, I have not yet asked for your name."

In the whirlwind of events, the Little One realized she hadn’t even asked the younger prince’s name. With a start, the younger prince’s face showed clear panic.

"How could I have forgotten! I am Pascal, the second son of the King of Claudia. It is an honor to make your acquaintance."

The Little One nodded to the shy prince and entrusted the priest’s healing to Dorfen, then presented a sheet of parchment to the King of Claudia and the official.

"Then please prepare the deed of sale here. I will also be returning the Lord’s child to the forest, so do not worry."

Stunned by the words casually slipped into the conversation, the red-uniformed knights rushed to the waiting room where the beast-humans were, which was a charming sight.

"The Lord’s child is… well, it would be a problem if you were to take him."

The Little One watched with amusement as the King of Claudia stammered in confusion.

"Oh? And why is that? Do you not know whom the Lords of the Forest serve?"

A cold, bad premonition shot through the King of Claudia’s mind.

Come to think of it, hadn’t the knights’ report mentioned it? That the Golden King was present in this country. That a spider monster had relayed this message. A cold sweat that he couldn’t stop trickled down the king’s temple.

"Could it be…?"

"I wonder."

The princess before him had black hair and jade-green eyes. There was no way she could be the Golden King. Even as he told himself this, the King of Claudia could not shake the chill that felt like an icicle had been plunged into him.

A few days later, he would learn that his bad premonition at that time had been correct, when the Little One returned and gave him a thorough scolding.

And so, the Little One, having seized victory through force, intended to have the gathered monsters transport the beast-humans and refugees to Frontier.

One could only say "my condolences" for the fate that awaited His Majesty the King of Claudia.
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			"Uwaaaah, I’m so tired."

The Little One rolled around on the floor, melting into a puddle. But her limbs were still firmly latched onto Pochiko-san. While stroking Pochiko-san’s fur with a constant mofu mofu, her face was a landslide of blissful smiles. Exasperated with his sister, Chihaya held a document in his hand and gave instructions to the knights.

"Have you finished procuring the carriages? Freight wagons will do. Just make sure to add a canopy and reinforce the wheels."

"You mentioned empty carriages as well?"

"That’s right. We’ll be picking up the refugees from the border count’s territory. Do we have enough food? Could you go out and buy more, just in case?"

"Understood."

The Little One stared blankly at the adults moving about efficiently, her power switched off. She was leisurely, sluggishly, enjoying her state of utter laziness.

Three days had passed since then.

The Little One had bought all the beast-humans, paid half the price, and arranged for the rest to be paid later.

"The Lycan wasn’t being born anyway, so they’re a dwindling race. It’s no great loss to give them away."

"Indeed. We will gratefully accept them."

Having snatched a verbal promise and a sales contract from the King of Claudia, who was trying to sound tough, Chihaya and the Frontier knights were now busy arranging for the transport of the newly acquired beast-humans to Frontier. The Little One, exhausted from playing the role of a royal in the difficult negotiations, had thrown off the cat she had been wearing on her head, left the rest to Chihaya and the others, and collapsed sideways, recharging her energy by playing with a fluffy creature.

"The refugees from the border count’s territory… let’s ask Kazuki’s caravan to take them… and the beast-humans too… unii."

Even in her languid state, the Little One interjected with bits and pieces of instruction.

"Ngaah, let’s see… Leave just Dorfen… the rest will guard the caravan… with the monster carriage… We’ll go to the Plain Forest…? Oh, right, let’s deliver the Lord’s child and make a pact while we’re at it."

As if a switch had been flipped midway, Chihiro sat up abruptly and began to count on her fingers.

Just then, someone knocked on the carriage door. Dorfen opened the door and welcomed in a beast-human. She was the eldest of the purchased beast-humans and had not been born in the prison.

"Thank you so much for everything."

The wolf beast-human bowed her head deeply. Her name was M_ārya.

There was considerable variation among them. Some had a form close to humans, while others were covered in fur and more beast-like. The woman before them was one of the latter. Her sharp wolf-like snout and gallant eyes were impressive.

And then, M_ārya began to haltingly tell an old story.

That about twenty years ago, their last hidden village was attacked by slave hunters, and the beast-human population was almost completely wiped out. That the beast-human known as a Lycan had already been born at that time, but had gone missing during the attack on the last hidden village. So that’s it. A new Lycan wasn’t born because one already existed.

The Lycan was the only individual who could completely transform into a beast. Therefore, when the village was attacked, they had transformed and escaped at the first opportunity.

"We do not know what happened to them after that. It seems they were not captured, but they were just a small child. They are likely no longer alive. …The pure-blooded beast-humans will probably go extinct. Therefore, we would like to receive a small village somewhere and live out our days quietly."

Though it was possible for them to live among humans, the beast-humans had been repeatedly shunned by humans due to their appearance and short lifespans. They did not seem to hold any faint hopes. Furthermore, there was their outstanding physical ability. Though their instincts were now fading as the majority were prison-born, in the past they were a race of warriors with a history of striking fear into the Claudia Kingdom. The powerful figures of the time had taken notice of their abilities and toyed with them as they pleased, and they had lost many of their brethren in war. After that, they had quietly disappeared from the main stage and began to live in hiding deep in the borderlands.

"Several hundred years ago, there were a number of hidden villages, but they were repeatedly burned down by slave hunters. I believe that with the last hidden village, where I was the chief, almost all beast-humans were thrown into prison."

Due to their unusual appearance, developed muscles, and physical abilities, beast-humans could be sold for a high price as pleasure slaves, labor slaves, or combat slaves. They were in high demand. To breed them and turn them into commodities, the Claudia Kingdom had pursued them for many years.

"Did you not think of fleeing to another country?"

At the Little One’s tilted head, M_ārya shook her own slightly.

"Crossing the mountain range to travel through the wilderness and desert is no easy task. Even to the closest country, Castrato to the south, it takes over a month on foot. Moreover, Castrato is a country that tames monsters and has many unsavory rumors. …It was not a country we wished to aim for at the cost of leaving our homeland."

To head to the neighboring country to the north, they would have to make a wide detour around Claudia. Naturally, the travel distance would be longer. The circumstances of a country, arising from a geography of scattered settlements in a desolate, barren land. That was what crushed the option of escape.

"We will not waste this good fortune. We will surely repay this kindness."

Watching M_ārya bow deeply and exit the carriage, the Little One contemplated the deep-seated nature of Arcadia’s worldview. They had no choice but to endure because they could not escape. They had no choice but to bow down and obey absolute power. If all the kings were wicked fools, the people’s patience would surely reach its limit. But because wise kings were mixed in at just the right intervals, the people’s dissatisfaction was reset, and the long, dark age continued. When push came to shove, someone with a conscience would usurp the throne and establish a new royal family, and as long as that continued, concepts like democratization would not develop. Revolution was out of the question. And the Little One who was present thought that this might not be a bad thing.

It would be possible to steer things in a better direction by preparing various things, like a manual for raising conscientious royals, or an environment for nurturing useful human resources. Reforming ideologies and perspectives was a major undertaking, but gradually shifting their direction was not difficult. Even if they democratized and elected a leader, if that person turned out to be a fool, a situation worse than the present would await them. It would not be much different from the current state of affairs. The Little One, who knew the history of modern Japan, was well aware of its ugliness. In fact, a person who was born to be a king and earnestly studied for the role would be far more suitable to stand above others, as long as they did not stray from the path.

To the Little One, a royal family with a consistent ideology seemed far more ideal than a prime minister who changed constantly or a series of political philosophies that were overturned in a heartbeat. That was why she did not think of changing this worldview. But she did think of making it better.

"That’s right. There are lots of royals, so instead of succession by rank, maybe the people could have a popularity vote to choose a king from among the royals… or use that as one opinion to consider. Then everyone would work harder and think of things that would benefit the people…"

The Frontier members watched with lukewarm gazes as the Little One began to mutter to herself.

Shrugging at his sister, whose thoughts were leaking out, Chihaya calmly began preparations for their return journey.

And so, with their preparations complete, Dorfen, Chihaya, and the Little One decided to head for the Plain Forest.

"We’ll return the child to the Lord of the Plain Forest, and if we can successfully make a pact, we’ll fly to the border town."

"Then we will head for the border town with the beast-humans and await you there."

It was about a four-day carriage ride to the border town where Hyrulia and the others were. As the Frontier party nodded in agreement, M_ārya called out to them.

"You are going to meet the Lord of the Forest? Is this true?"

"Yes. We have to deliver the Lord’s child who was with you all, and I have some business with the Lord myself."

"Then by all means, please take me with you!" M_ārya pressed forward with a desperate look on her face.

"To us beast-humans, the Lord of the Forest was our guardian deity. For generations, they have guided and protected us as we fled."

She explained that for hundreds of years, the Lords of the Forest had lent their strength to the beast-humans. They had helped them escape, protected the new villages they built, and had always been with them.

"That is why, before we leave this country, I wish to express my gratitude."

The Little One hurriedly helped M_ārya, who was prostrating herself on the ground, to her feet, and readily agreed to let her accompany them. The other beast-humans also looked like they wanted to go, but they were asked to be patient, and only M_ārya, their chief, and a few of her attendants were allowed to ride in the carriage with the Little One as they headed for the Plain Forest.

"It’s a shame that the Lycan is missing, but I want even just the beast-humans who are here now to live long and happy lives."

Since Hyrulia and Adonis were not there, the Little One poured her own tea and offered it with a happy smile. Accepting it, M_ārya’s brow furrowed with a hint of sadness.

"Nasha was a small child. Startled by the burning building, she transformed into a beast, and when we realized it, she was nowhere to be found… We don’t even know if she is still in her beast form or has returned to human form. They say that if you remain a beast for too long, your human memories fade and you forget. …As long as she is alive, either form is fine. But a little fox probably couldn’t survive on its own."

A little fox?

"That Lycan is a fox?"

"Yes. Beast-humans tend to be strictly either herbivores or carnivores. Omnivores are rare. That is the proof of a Lycan."

The Little One’s face froze.

Nasha, Nasha… It was a child’s memory. It wouldn’t be strange if it was hazy.

"That Lycan, by any chance, did she have pink hair and dark pink eyes?"

"Why…? How do you know that?! Nasha is my daughter! She is a red fox!!"

SASHAAAAA!!

A scream that could tear silk echoed through the Little One’s mind.

Nasha is Sasha, M_ārya is Sasha’s mother, and Sasha is that Lycan?!

Learning the shocking truth, the Little One thrashed about. Talk about a stroke of luck.

A toast to the suddenly bright future of the beast-humans!
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			"Is that it.....?"

Leaping from the flying Honeybee Carriage, Little One held onto Pochiko-san and stared at the forest on the plains visible in the distance. It was not so much a forest as a giant bird’s nest, a fortress-like structure of massive, dead trees tangled and overlapping one another.

"That’s not a forest.....? What is that?"

A strange forest with only a pitiful amount of green clinging to it. Seeing that mountain of withered trees, a small, sharp pain, tsukin, ran through Little One’s chest.

It is a forest. That is a forest.

The overlapping dead trees were the tragic remains of what was once a forest. A vast sea of trees had decayed and collapsed inward from the outside.

Little One and the Honeybee Carriage landed at its edge, their occupants looking around with stunned expressions.

Is this the end of a forest?

This is likely what happens to a Lord’s forest when it loses its power. It must slowly decay, collapse upon itself, and eventually return to the earth. A baby penguin dashed through a gap between Dorfen and Chihaya, who had emerged from the carriage, dumbfounded. The penguin ran peta peta between the trees, letting out a cry of, "Kyuaaa."

As if drawn by its voice, baby penguins began to appear from all over.

Wow, they’re so cuuute!

There were penguins ranging from the size of a toddler to the size of a hand. But they merely glanced at Little One with weary faces before turning their gazes in a single direction. Following their line of sight, Little One’s eyes widened at an unbelievably enormous creature.

"Nghh?!"

There was a penguin with only its neck and head visible. Its head was slumped over, limp and powerless. The head alone was likely a meter long. Such a massive body. This penguin had to be the Lord of the Plain Forest. Little One hurriedly placed her hands on the ground and unleashed her magic with all her might.

《I am ashamed.....》

Dug out by the plants that sprouted from the golden magic, the giant penguin lowered its head, breathing faintly. It was a giant penguin with magnificent yellow eyebrows.

That’s it, a rockhopper penguin from Earth.

Its eyebrows, thick enough for Little One to sit on, twitched as the penguin stared intently at the little king.

《I regret that I could not fulfill our promise.....》

The penguin, weeping softly, introduced himself as Lean and told Little One what had transpired.

It all began about three hundred years ago.

When the previous Golden King visited, the beast-humans were apparently already on the brink of extinction. Taking pity on them and seeking to save them, the previous Golden King had made a plea to the Lord of the Forest on his deathbed.

He asked them to protect the beast-humans.

The words were akin to a last will and testament. The Lords of the Forest took this to heart and had protected the beast-humans ever since. They fought desperately against repeated slave hunts, but since many beast-humans had already been sent to the battlefield as slave warriors, the King of Claudia had a large number of them in his possession. Using them as hostages, the former King of Claudia plotted to neutralize the Lords of the Forest.

Above all, Claudia held the remains of the Golden King. The former king blackmailed the Lords, telling them to obey if they wanted the body returned safely to Frontier.

This was the reason the Lords of the Forest surrendered completely to Claudia.

Originally, the penguins had lived in the Seaside Forest, and the swallows in the Plain Forest. They were forced to switch places, sapping their strength, and were slowly weakened over many long years. The Lord penguin was buried in the earth, and the Lord swallow was forbidden from leaving its cave.

The fact that the Golden Ring had been completed, allowing the Lords to be moved, also contributed to this tragedy.

However, each forest is fixed to its Lord. While it might accept the Lord’s successor, a forest cannot function properly with a Lord of a completely different species. Whether he knew this or not, the King of Claudia, holding the beast-humans hostage, committed every atrocity imaginable, pushing both the beast-humans and the Lords to the brink. With so many beast-humans held captive, the Lords had no way to resist. The swallow, confined to its cave, was said to be pitifully weakened and had fallen into a state of paranoia.

《Dark, who has lost the sky, is in greater distress than we who have lost the sea.》

And it was all because of the Golden King’s last wish..... Dark, forbidden from leaving the cave for hundreds of years, had her mind slowly eroded and now, it was said, she no longer even responded to Lean’s voice.

So that was why the Seaside Forest reacted the way it did when it saw me. The Golden King has come again. This will mean trouble.

The look in the swallows' eyes was akin to terror.

Swallows, who should soar through the great sky, were born and died in a damp, gloomy cave. There could be nothing more terrifying. Because of the Golden King's last words, they were threatened by the King of Claudia and could not resist.

Mārya’s loud voice rose up beside Little One, who had bitten her lip and hung her head.

"According to what I just heard, does that mean the previous Golden King left word with you, the Lords of the Forest, to protect the beast-humans?"

Mārya could not hear the Lords’ voices. She could only guess from Little One’s conversation, but she understood the main points.

"We are so grateful. Please, rest assured. It has been decided that we will be relocating to Frontier. It seems we will be able to live healthy lives in a safe country."

Seeing Mārya press her hands together as if in prayer, the penguin’s perfectly round eyes widened.

《Oh..... oh, is that so! Then we have fulfilled our pact? Now we can face the previous Lord! I..... what a blessing this is!!》

The penguin and the wolf wept and sobbed.

A low murmur that seemed to pierce the earth cut through the air.

"Well..... what can I say....."

Such a vile method, taking advantage of the deep affection of the beast-humans and the Lords. And using the Golden King’s remains for blackmail, that’s so inhuman it makes a dry laugh wither.

"For now, Dorfen and the others, head to the border village as planned, okay?"

Little One swiftly threw off her dress and slipped on her usual poncho. Then she leaped into the air and firmly grabbed Pochiko-san’s legs.

"Chihiro-sama?"

Looking down at the startled crowd, Little One flashed her usual cheerful smile.

"I’m just going to go give them a light little talking-to. Lean?"

《Huh.....?》

Little One shot a ray of light toward the penguin, who was regaining his vitality, filled with golden magic. A paan sound echoed, and as golden powder danced in the air, the penguin’s left eye took on a solemn glow.

《A pact..... I am most grateful!》

"I permit it. From this day forward, there is no reason to bow your heads to the Claudia Kingdom. In fact, you should teach them the terror of a Lord of the Forest."

Shattering the yoke that had bound the Lords, Little One twisted her lips into a smirk. Then she shot off in a straight line toward the Claudia Royal Palace.

"Hero!"

Chihaya, having predicted his sister’s actions, quickly grabbed onto Tarō-kun and chased after Little One.

"I’ll bring her back!"

Leaving those words behind, the twins disappeared into the far distance. Dorfen also hurriedly boarded the Honeybee Carriage.

"We depart at once! We’ll pick up the knights from the border town and go to Chihiro-sama’s aid!!"

No one noticed the single penguin that had deftly clung to the edge of the carriage as it hastily took to the air. The penguin gave Lean a small wave and journeyed into the sky with the carriage.

《Be careful.》

That penguin was Lean’s son, who had been held captive. He was the next Lord of the Plain Forest. In place of his parents who could not defy the Claudia Royal Palace, he had spiritedly charged the palace to rescue the beast-humans, but after a valiant fight, he was captured and had not been heard from since.

There are always those who charge off at a wild tangent. Yes, even among spirits.

Finally breathing a sigh of relief in the newfound peace, Lean led his clan toward the Seaside Forest. With the forests now connected, a golden ring, though misshapen, had formed in the borderlands. With the exception of the northern third, magic was beginning to fill the continent of Arcadia.

《Dark? It has been a long time.》

《..........》

The giant swallow said nothing.

《The current one seems to be quite an energetic young lady. She will return the sky to you.》

Suddenly, Dark’s shoulders, which had been hunched over, shook.

《.....Too late. Humans do nothing but evil.》

《Now, do not say that. The Golden King is human, too, is she not? I understand your resentment, but in that era, it was the best that could be done.》

Lean whispered placidly, as if to soothe her, but when he saw Dark’s face, he was at a loss for words. He looked around in dismay and saw that the eyes of every swallow there were glowing a sinister red.

Innumerable eerie gleams of light floated in the gloom.

Dark narrowed her red eyes with amusement, and her high-pitched laughter echoed through the cave.

《It’s too late! I’ve had enough of this miserable life. So, someone has to teach humans a lesson so they don’t do stupid things!!》

Drool trickled in a thread from the side of Dark’s beak. Lean remained frozen, unable to look away from those crimson eyes.

.....Madness? Impossible. I have never heard of a Lord of the Forest going mad.

The furious, cackling laughter reverberated in the cave, and the despair contained within it seeped into Lean’s very mind.

This is bad!

Sensing his life was in danger, Lean dove into the sea without a second thought. The young swallows flew around the cave as if on a rampage. Bobbing on the returning whitecaps, the penguins exchanged uneasy glances.

What in the world had just happened?

Little One was soaring through the sky, intending to blow the Claudia Royal Palace to smithereens.

Little One did not yet know of the future that awaited her, a future where she would stand dumbfounded as the situation took an even darker turn a short while later.

"Why did it turn out like thiiis?!"

A future in which, a little later, she would let her all-too-familiar phrase echo throughout the Seaside Forest was waiting for Little One ♪.
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			"Hero!"

"Hm? Niini."

Chihaya, having finally caught up to his sister, narrowed his eyes as if glaring.

"So? What are you planning to do?"

"Nothing much. Just tell them that since the beast-humans have been freed, the Lords of the Forest are free too."

Chihaya was somewhat taken aback by Little One’s bright smile. He had expected her to storm in and do something like slap the King of Claudia’s cheeks until they were swollen. If Little One could see inside Chihaya’s mind, she would surely have tilted her head, wondering just how her brother saw her. Well, given her track record, it couldn’t be helped. But for Little One, it was just another page in the book of memories, water under the bridge, something she wouldn’t even recall unless prompted to salvage it from her memory, so her self-awareness was dim.

However, Chihaya had forgotten that one should not take Little One’s words at face value.

He could not imagine the ripple effects that this action would cause. If Romel had been there, his expression would have changed in an instant.

The Lords are free now, which means, we haven't forgotten our grudge. You'd better remember that.

Payback was coming, twofold, for the beast-humans’ sake as well.

Up to this point, it was still manageable. Not good, but still reversible. The problem was the survival of the forests.

The Claudia Kingdom existed thanks to the blessings of the forests. With two of the Lords’ forests adjacent to its borders, vast greenery spread across the land, allowing a nation to thrive even in such an arid place. Donautil was the same. The border nations were lands sustained by the natural blessings spread by the Lords' forests. In the past, with the help of the golden magic, they must have been incredibly lush. The border regions have preserved their ethnic cultures better than the magic-starved central areas. One could see a certain surplus in them. A foolish country that, knowingly or not, had forsaken such blessings.

By swapping the Lords, they had further impoverished the land, and the precious greenery was on the verge of death. All this, despite having two of the Lords’ forests within half a day’s flight by honeybee. The blessings of the Lords’ forests had sustained and protected a great deal of plant life. Those forests, too, had lost the golden magic and were withering year by year. If they were connected by the Golden Ring, there was a chance of recovery, and above all, magic would be revived. The borderlands, at the forefront of this, would surely bustle with activity. The borderlands, far more blessed than the central regions that suffered from magic depletion after losing their forests and Lords.

What would happen if they lost that?

Imagining the final outcome, a cruel smile appeared on Chihiro’s face.

A frog in a well knows not the great ocean. Yet it knows the blueness of the sky.

The royalty and nobility of Claudia had lived in their small world, unaware that the world had begun to change. Fools who did not cherish the solid foundation beneath their feet, but rather disdained and destroyed it. If the Lords’ forests had been healthy, a future of no change would have awaited them.

".....We might need to prepare to accept refugees. I should probably let Castrato know, too."

Chihaya watched his sister suspiciously as she began to mutter to herself. The Claudia Royal Palace was now right before their eyes.

".....So, as you see, due to a new pact, the previous agreement has been nullified. My apologies♪"

As Little One tilted her head, cutely placing a hand on her cheek, the King of Claudia and his court were speechless.

How did it come to this?

That was the unanimous sentiment of everyone on the Claudia side.

They were surprised when she suddenly descended before the king from the skylight, but they were doubly surprised by the content of her words. The Claudia royal family had accepted the good fortune their ancestors had acquired and had greedily devoured it for ages. They couldn't understand what was wrong with that at all, and it was hard to accept. That was why they were furious with Little One, who was trying to take it all away. They seemed unable to comprehend that it was a blessing they had stolen from the beast-humans and the Lords of the Forest in the first place.

Humans are doubly sensitive to being deprived than to depriving others.

"That is..... um, a contract with the previous king. Isn’t this a bit too one-sided?"

In place of the king, who was still frozen in utter rage and astonishment, a man who appeared to be a civil official questioned Little One.

"Contract or not, it was a verbal promise without a single written document, wasn't it? Moreover, you just forced a one-sided submission without any compensation. Is that a contract? Is that what you call it in Claudia?"

Little One sneered, a hint of derision in her voice.

"I want to praise the Lords for so faithfully upholding such a promise. So....."

Sipping the tea she had been served, Little One glared up at the King of Claudia.

"From now on, no interference. I have told the Lords as much. To unleash the true nature of a Lord of the Forest."

A stir went through the room, and the faces of the Claudia contingent looked at each other. They must have been aware of it themselves. Of their numerous, utterly cruel deeds. Of the danger that the resentment from those deeds might be directed toward Claudia. It was common knowledge throughout the world that the power of a Lord of the Forest was disaster-class.

But then, one man interjected.

"Please wait, why? How?"

His eyes wide with astonishment, the man leaned forward and placed his hands on the table.

"What are you talking about, Baron Wisley?"

The King of Claudia, having apparently remembered how to speak, looked at the man called Wisley with suspicious eyes. Baron Wisley, unable to hide his excitement, explained with animated gestures.

"The Lords are intelligent magical beasts. Communication is possible through writing. So I understand how the princess learned of the internal affairs of the Claudia Kingdom."

After saying that much, Baron Wisley stared intently at Little One. It was an eerie gaze, a mixture of curiosity and desire. Little One instinctively recoiled with a small pyat, only for the baron to inch closer, which resulted in Chihaya placing the tip of his rapier at the baron’s nose.

"Don’t come any closer. .....I’ll slice you."

"Hih? I, I apologize."

The baron hastily pulled his face back, while the Claudia knights stared at the scene, speechless.

What was that just now? I couldn’t see him move at all.

Ignoring the gawking knights, Chihaya sheathed his rapier in the scabbard on his lower back. Wearing it on the back instead of the side was a sign of a knight apprentice. It was a custom designed to take time to draw, requiring a moment’s breath to seek the judgment of those around. That one breath would allow for a decision to stop or assist. It was meant as a safety feature..... but no one had seen Chihaya’s draw. A terrifyingly fast and precise sword tip. It was not the skill of a child who had yet to come of age.

Leaving the knights frozen for a different reason, the baron in question continued his enthusiastic explanation.

"Yes! You can converse with a Lord! But you shouldn’t be able to command them!"

Those around him couldn't understand what the overjoyed baron was trying to say. But the twins could.

Acha~, Little One thought, sticking out her tongue as she realized her slip-up.

"The only one who can command the Lords of the Forest is the Golden King herself! Your Highness! As a student of history, I am deeply moved! To think the day would come when I could witness a legend with my own eyes!!"

Finally understanding what Baron Wisley was saying, the members of the Claudia court once again lost their words. The girl across the table had jet-black hair reminiscent of leopard lily seeds and jade-green eyes. Nowhere could a hint of gold be seen. But there was some logic to the baron's explanation.

"Could it be.....?"

Little One sighed at the King of Claudia, who was holding his breath, and pulled off her lace gloves.

"Ah~, this is a pain. That’s right, I’m the Golden King, nyan."

The multiple layers of cats she wore fled in all directions, and Little One, back to her true self, exposed her left thumb to everyone's eyes.

A solemn radiance that seemed to melt into the air. A soft light, like the sun. Mentally, she was in the mood to raise her middle finger, but Chihiro would not do something so vulgar.

"You’ve lost the beast-humans, you’ve lost the Lords of the Forest, you guys are on the brink, you know? Of course, Frontier won’t be providing any support either. You’d better figure something out with the money we paid you, right?"

Giving them a mental middle finger, the girl's soft kufuri laugh was, in effect, a death sentence. It would be much later that Claudia would realize this.

Five years later, Pascal would rebuild the Claudia Kingdom as its new leader, but that is another story.

And so, the secrets of the Claudia Kingdom that had bound the Lords of the Forest were exposed to the light of day, and the Claudia royal family, which had long devoured the blessings of the beast-humans and the Lords, was forced to pay the price.

Whether they could pay it in full was uncertain, but from now on, it was their own responsibility~♪ said Little One, soaring through the sky.

She always, everywhere, goes her own way♪



		
			Chapter 127

			The Primeval Forest

			"You guys again?!"

In the center of the decaying forest on the plains was a deep cavern. Passing through it, Little One found, as expected, a guardian and a Dark Magic Crystal.

After delivering her ultimatum to the royal palace, Little One had come to report the situation to the border town, and while she was at it, to inform Lean, only to be soaked by Lean’s tears of despair. With tears streaming down like a waterfall, Lean flapped his limbs pata pata and explained the situation to Little One. He told her how Dark had gone mad and was uncontrollable. How the Seaside Forest itself was in danger if things continued. And most importantly, that the Seaside Forest and the Plain Forest were connected by an underground cavern, and that even deeper below was a Dark Magic Crystal.

"You should have said so sooner!"

With a roar, Little One charged into the depths, only to freeze at the sight before her.

An immense number of bodies. Most were monsters, but human figures were scattered among them.

"Why.....?"

Chihaya and Dorfen, who had followed her, stood beside Little One as her eyes widened and her face stiffened. Chihaya’s eyes narrowed, his expression changing completely.

『.....My, my. A collection of sacrifices steeped in resentment.』

As if responding to that voice, Dark descended from a hole in the ceiling. Her eyes were murky, turbid, and crimson red.

《Oh my, welcome, O King.》

Dark chuckled, kukkukku, looking thoroughly amused. The children flying around her also watched Little One and the others, their red eyes glowing.

《Isn’t it wonderful? There is nothing left to bind me now. The power here will set me free!》

Laughing loudly, kekekekeke, Dark rubbed her cheek against the Dark Magic Crystal as if it were the most pleasant thing in the world. There was no trace of sanity in her ecstatic gaze.

".....Are you happy?"

With an indescribable expression, Little One asked Dark. Smirking at the question, Dark nodded emphatically.

《This will grant my wish..... All humans should just perish.》

Something shot out from beside the snarling Dark.

《No! We’re going to keep humans as pets!》

It was a person-like figure, formed from countless overlapping thin shadows. A palm-sized Dark Spirit. Seeing it flit around Dark, making a noisy kyan kyan commotion, Little One roared.

"You guys again?!"

The Dark Spirit nonchalantly dodged the piercing shout and shrugged with an unpleasant smile. At its "well, well" gesture, something inside Little One snapped.

She snatched the flying Dark Spirit out of the air and instinctively clenched her fist.

"Explain yourself!"

Terrified by her furious demeanor, the Dark Spirit blabbered out the whole story.

"So, basically, you showed her a dream and tried to make it a reality....."

Dark had been gathering bodies from the sea and offering them to the Dark Magic Crystal. What a mess.

Her heart exhausted and weakened, Dark had been taken over by the Dark Spirit. And at its command, she had continued to send the bodies she collected into the depths as sacrifices for the Dark Magic Crystal.

《That’s right, because isn’t it just pitiful! To lock a creature with wings in a cave! So I taught her a way to escape.》

The Dark Spirit shrieked kyan kyan.

"And that’s why you showed her a dream? What kind?"

Facing Little One's dry smile, the Dark Spirit puffed out its chest and snorted, fufun.

《A dream of soaring through the great sky. A dream of happily cutting through the wind with her children, swimming through the air.》

"And in exchange for granting that, you made her collect bodies? There are a lot of other monsters here, too. What are these?"

Fresh monster corpses, not yet decayed or dried out.

《I brought them from Castrato. It was a lot of work, you know!》

Little One gave the huffy Dark Spirit a light squeeze, silencing it. While the Dark Spirit let out a muffled shriek, Chihiro handed it to Cesare and gazed at Dark with a colorless expression.

"It’s been hard for you. What will you do?"

《What do you mean..... I will destroy the humans!》

As the giant swallow ground its beak, the Dark Spirit let out a scream.

《I told you, you can’t do that, mmmph!》

Little One cast a cold glance at the Dark Spirit being squeezed by Cesare, then approached Dark.

"Destroy them? And after that?"

《I’ll fly in the sky! So high, so fast. Aaaah! It will feel so good!》

Flapping its wings, Dark shook its head like a mad creature.

".....In a dream?"

《Huh?》

"All the Dark Spirit can do is show you dreams. Are you going to keep sleeping as if you were dead, and perish within a dream?"

That was right. Creatures possessed by a Dark Spirit spend most of their time sleeping, aside from the bare minimum of daily life. They never leave their homes, working, playing, and sleeping all within a dream.

《It’s not just any dream! It’s a dream where everyone is connected! We can talk, even have discussions! Let’s build a bridge, let’s build a ship, everyone is living so happily! Well, we spirits do the building. Isn’t it a wonderful world!》

".....You build bridges no one will cross? Ships no one will ride? Really?"

The Dark Spirit’s body flinched. Seeing this, Little One’s lips curled up in an exasperated smirk.

I thought as much.

You can say whatever you want. It’s all in a dream. It doesn't have to be real.

"That’s how it is, nyo. Dark. What is your true wish?"

《Humans do nothing good. It’s better to just sleep.》

"Right. And?"

《I..... I don’t want to sleep. I want to fly in the sky.》

"I know. But if this continues, you’ll probably only be able to fly in your dreams."

Dark’s eyes wavered greatly.

《But, I..... That’s not possible. That’s not what was promised!》

Letting out a roar of "Keeee," Dark glared at the Dark Spirit.

《I didn’t lie. I’ll let you fly. In your dreams.》

Dark stared at the Dark Spirit, which tilted its head quizzically, with an expression of disbelief, then hung its head powerlessly.

《No..... Then, what was it all for?》

As if she understood reality, sanity returned to Dark’s eyes, and their crimson color quickly faded back to black. Little One gently patted the drooping head and whispered softly.

"Let’s start over. You don’t have to obey the King of Claudia anymore, nyo. You can fly freely in the sky."

《O King.....》

As the swallow broke down sobbing, Lean, who had been following them, interjected with difficulty.

《Ah..... O King. The Plain Forest has decayed. I believe it will be difficult to revive it.》

Dark must have known this as well. It was because she had lost her forest that she had gone mad. But this was Little One. With a broad grin, she took Dark and headed for a certain place.

".....So, we need a new forest, nyan. Can we have this one, please♪"

"You..... eh? Are you a Lord of the Forest-sama?"

This was the Flowers Royal Palace.

Just as she had heard before, there was a magnificent forest behind the royal palace. A deep forest that rivaled even Queen's Forest. The fruit of Prince Marcello’s efforts, over a decade in the making.

"How about this place?"

Dark’s eyes went wide as she looked at the forest of Flowers.

《It is a magnificent forest. You would give this to me?》

From Little One’s conversation with the Lord, Prince Marcello gathered that Dark liked the forest. He hurriedly knelt and looked up at the giant swallow before him pleadingly.

"It is an honor to meet you for the first time. I am Marcello de Flowers, second son of the King of Flowers. I would be honored if you would deign to live in the forest of the royal capital, my Lord. We will welcome you with all our might!!"

Welcomed with a beaming smile, Dark nodded with a complex expression.

《.....I don’t trust humans. But maybe I can trust you.》

"Well, I am the Golden King, after all."

Little One casually came out to Prince Marcello. However, the gentleman showed no surprise, just a wry smile as if to say, "You’re only saying that now?"

Right?

Strike while the iron is hot, Little One thought.

She filled the forest of the Flowers royal capital with golden magic and began the process of establishing it as a Lord's Forest. Then she renewed her pact with Dark.

"I’m counting on you to look after Flowers, Dark."

《Well, I’ll help out as long as you’re alive.》

"In that case, we’ll be together for a long time, until Arcadia ends."

The swallow tilted its head at the giggling girl.

Unaware that Little One was destined to gain eternity and become an O-saki, Dark began to busily build her nest in her new forest. The madness had left her adorable children as well, and they looked like a truly happy Lord family.

All’s well that ends well.

Sent off by Prince Marcello, who bowed his head as if in prayer, Little One returned to Claudia to clean up the aftermath.

She turns disasters and hardships into opportunities. Today, as always, Little One is full of energy♪



		
			Chapter 128

			The Primeval Forest

			"My Lord, I hope you are well."

Prince Marcello visited the royal palace forest every day.

He came so often it was like a daily routine, and now he had a free pass to the Lord's nest. He would casually venture into the depths of the forest, a place so vast it could be called a jungle. He had spent over a decade planting hundreds of trees of all kinds every year, and with the help of the border Lord’s children, he had even routed a spring through it, creating this forest with his own loving care. Dreaming that a new Lord might one day live there, Prince Marcello had personally taken command and expanded the forest until it was as large as the royal capital itself. The fact that half of Flowers' land was wasteland was also a boon, and the people welcomed the abundant greenery. It was a struggle at first, but with cooperation from Frontier and Kilfan, he persevered, and eventually the tree planting was successful, leading to the forest that stood today.

.....It has been a long time.

Prince Marcello looked up at the forest, his heart filled with deep emotion. Hearing that living creatures enrich a forest, he had released rabbits and deer, culling them when their numbers grew too large, and diligently developed the wasteland day by day.

What Little One could accomplish in an instant with her golden magic, Prince Marcello had achieved through human effort. It was because of those efforts that Little One had chosen the forest of Flowers as Dark's new home.

Little One had been watching. She had seen Prince Marcello’s tireless efforts.

Three months had passed since Dark’s arrival, and the Flowers royal capital was bustling with life.

"This is magic.....? Hieee."

"You can light a fire so easily. That’s a big help."

"Whoa, this much water?"

It had been nearly three years since the Little One Squad began their pilgrimage through the borderlands. After circling around the Sucaraba Kingdom to the northwest of Flowers and connecting with the Lord's Forest in the Claudia Kingdom to the east, the entire region of Flowers was now within the Golden Ring. And with the arrival of a new Lord of the Forest, people who underwent the Baptism anew became able to use magic. The Lord’s magic acted as a catalyst for the people of the Flowers royal capital, reviving magic.

Since there was an absolute shortage of mages, they couldn't perform the medium-based Baptism like in Frontier, but seeing that those who had studied abroad could use quite a bit of magic, the nobility of Flowers were now flooding with requests to study in Frontier next year.

The circulation of magic depends on the Lord's magic. There is a world of difference between having a Lord's Forest and not having one.

Flowers, where magic culture had suddenly blossomed, was creating new magic departments with great curiosity, aided by the national character.

"This is all thanks to you, Lord of the Forest-sama."

Seeing Prince Marcello's shy smile, Dark snorted, fun, and scratched her claws on the ground.

《That’s only natural. That’s what Lords are for.》

Reading the written words, Prince Marcello couldn't help but beam. The Lords existed for the sake of humans. They were a miracle bestowed by the gods. And we..... His heart tightened as he remembered the past, how many countries had forgotten the blessings of the forests, distanced themselves from them, and even destroyed them. Unaware that this had been a painful decision by the gods, Prince Marcello spoke his honest feelings.

"We should not have taken it for granted. .....It is too late for regrets after something is lost. I learned that painfully ten years ago. That is why..... I will strive not to lose it this time. I am grateful for the miracle that you are here."

Bowing his head to the words written on the ground, Prince Marcello knelt before the Lord of the Forest, causing his guards to stir.

"Your Highness! You are the Crown Prince, and yet....."

Shaking off the guards who flusteredly tried to make him stand, Prince Marcello looked at them with a sharp gaze.

"What of it? Can you not see that there is something more important than myself or my station?"

A fertile land. A being who guarantees it.

There was no respect he would not pay to the Lord of the Forest, who freely gives what should be earned through tireless effort and passion.

Slowly turning on his heel, Prince Marcello brought his lips to Dark’s claw.

"My heartfelt gratitude."

Seeing the overjoyed prince, Dark’s heart wavered. This human was truly happy. For her existence. And he was afraid. Of losing Dark. Dark had also sensed the anxiety of the prince who came every day. Horses could not enter the forest. In the past six months, many magical beasts had been born there. The beasts stayed deep within, so the area around the forest was safe. Thus, only adventurers came deep inside. And yet, Prince Marcello came on foot with his guards. He would confirm she was in her nest deep within the forest, and a look of blatant relief would cross his face.

.....What a strange human.

Thinking this, Dark found herself waiting for him to come every day.

How foolish. He’ll stop coming soon enough. I just want to live in peace.

Telling herself this bravado, Dark watched Prince Marcello.

《It must be a trial to come here every day. I will give you one of my children. If anything comes up, speak to it. The message will reach me.》

Writing this on the ground, Dark gave one of her swallows to Prince Marcello. It was a toddler-sized swallow with beautiful scarlet accents. Holding the proffered creature in his hands, Prince Marcello’s eyes widened, and he was rendered speechless. Then, in a trembling voice, he asked Dark.

"Is this..... really alright?"

In his mind, he pictured Little One, dancing with the children of all the Lords.

《.....With that one, you can fly here in an instant. It will save you the trouble of walking.》

What a tsundere!

If Little One had been there, she would have surely shouted that.

Thankful for Dark’s overly indirect kindness, the next day, Prince Marcello had the young swallow fly him over at once. It was a charming sight as Prince Marcello’s guards had a chaotic time chasing after the swallow, which was far faster than a honeybee, letting out shrieks.

"I’ve arrived!"

Prince Marcello landed before Dark, looking utterly pleased. The giant swallow narrowed her eyes at him, looking not at all displeased.

And so, the new forest began peacefully.

May this peace last for ages to come.



		
			Chapter 129

			Interlude, Everyone's Worries

			".....So, I left Dark in Flowers’ care♪"

Little One declared with a bright smile.

Chihaya and the others, who had been sequentially sending the refugees and beast-humans to Frontier via Castrato in prepared carriages, couldn't help but look up at the heavens with suspicious eyes.

"Wouldn’t it have been better to consult with His Highness, the Prince Regent, first?"

Dorfen murmured in confusion. Little One shook her head and watched the line of carriages departing.

"I’m thinking of building the village for the beast-humans and refugees between Kilfan and Flowers. For that to happen, Flowers needs to have its magic and magical abilities restored as quickly as possible."

Building it on the Castrato side could put it within reach of the Claudia Kingdom. Knowing that king, there was no telling what kind of pretext he would use to try and take the refugees and beast-humans. The Claudia Kingdom was facing hard times ahead. Once they understood their reality, it was entirely possible they would do something reckless. To physically prevent that, it was better to build the new town on the border of Kilfan and Flowers. For the countries in the central region, the existence of a town as a waypoint would also be helpful for crossing to the south. Hearing this explanation, Chihaya and Dorfen grumbled but were convinced.

"For now, let’s rest in Castrato and then head to Frontier. It’s an overland journey, so I’m counting on you for the escort, nyo. I’ll go on ahead and get things ready to receive them."

After giving various instructions, Little One took Chihaya and flew off toward the Seaside Forest.

"Lean, how are things?"

The giant penguin gazed at the twins who had arrived at the Seaside Forest with the look of a kindly old man.

《Things are going well. Thanks to the golden magic, the caves and reefs have been restored as well.》

The sheer cliffs had numerous caves within the sea, and the sea area below them was a complex reef. From large protrusions sticking out of the water to small ones extending along the seabed. If a ship were to enter the shallow reef, it would be reduced to seaweed in an instant. Furthermore, there was a forest of intricately tangled seaweed. Ferocious sea monsters lurked within its frothing waves.

So this is the true form of the Seaside Forest.

Little One looked down at the young penguins swimming and leaping about joyfully, a blissful smile on her face. Cesare cut into the idyllic atmosphere.

『You are here to retrieve it, are you not? Let us go.』

Cesare’s voice was sharp.

That’s right. This was the forest with the last magic crystal.

The large hole right there connected directly to the underground, where there was a graveyard of monsters. The monsters that the Dark Spirit had brought from Castrato had also met their end there. She wasn't eager, but she had to go. Cesare held the little oni he had brought with him and gave a slight nod of his chin toward Little One. This was the last of the little oni entrusted to him by Legion. All that remained was the next-generation red oni left behind in Frontier.

Climbing onto Lean, the twins descended into the deep cavern.

《Welcome! Phew, what a load off my mind!》

A cheerful voice greeted them. It was one of the guardians, Trigger..... a giant earthworm.

.....Why the Kansai dialect? And this cheerful personality.

Little One was reminded of a certain manga about a boy with a 'nbaba'. He had apparently been observing them from within the ground during her previous visit. He had been hiding quietly to escape the Dark Spirit. Looking up at the writhing, cheerful earthworm, Little One, along with Cesare, touched the towering Dark Magic Crystal. As always, she felt a strange pulsation, and a chill ran down her spine.

Power that had grown by feeding on the magic of living creatures.

Cesare released the power, which seemed to be steeped in resentment, and Chihiro neutralized it with her golden magic. Their respective magics were drawn into their needle crystals. Little One narrowed her eyes at the dissipated little oni and checked on Cesare.

"How is it? That should be all of them, right?"

『.....Those bastards!』

Cesare’s lips twisted bitterly, his eyes wide with anger.

Those bastards?

For a moment, his eyes trembled, then Cesare took several deep breaths as if to quell the fire within him.

『.....It is not enough. I have recovered all the memories, but the power as a god is missing. I can only think it was intentionally removed.』

Then he narrowed his eyes sorrowfully and stroked Little One’s head. With a delicate touch she had never felt from him before, Little One tilted her head.

『So it was you..... And..... they try to manipulate me again.....!』

Cesare grit his back teeth. The anguish that seeped onto his face conveyed his inner conflict to Little One.

"What’s wrong? Are you okay?"

His cheek was caressed by a soft hand. Cesare took her slender fingers and kissed them.

『I will protect you..... No matter what happens, you alone.』

The completely restored memories informed Cesare of the truth. While he was devastated by this fact, someone in the abyss also frowned and looked up pensively at the entrance to Arcadia.

『So he found out. This is a pain, for both of us.』

It was the perfected Soul of Light, Sapphard, the first king of Frontier, who murmured as if his thoughts were on a distant place. He was one of the many souls who had committed a great sin and been reincarnated in Arcadia. A fragment thrown in by the Higher Beings to forge dark material. However, despite throwing in the souls of all sorts of villains, for some reason, many of them accumulated good deeds and strayed from the path of darkness. Annoyed by this, the Higher Beings forced Cesare to repeat a tragic life over and over to dye him in darkness. And they did not forget to take out insurance. Insurance that would force Cesare to do the Higher Beings’ bidding.

His sister, Lucrezia. The person she was reincarnated as is Chihiro.

Utterly atrocious and inhumane.

Furthermore, the person Sapphard loved as well.

『Bonnie..... what should I do?』

A seed of anxiety sprouted in Sapphard’s heart. Before being thrown into Arcadia, he had committed inhuman acts on Earth. As retribution, his precious person was taken from him. She was burdened with a curse to never find happiness with the opposite sex, binding Sapphard so that he could not defy the Higher Beings. If he fulfilled his role as the material of light, her curse should be broken.

『Quickly..... I have to break the curse before Bonnie grows up.』

With a pained light in his eyes, Sapphard returned from the abyss to the human he was possessing.

Watching the two of them quietly, Joker let out a deep sigh.

《The Higher Beings do cruel things.》

Thanks to Sapphard’s help, the encroachment of the Dark Spirits was being held back. In a brief moment of rest, Joker pondered in his dreams.

Was there no way to free the two of them?

Two souls, tormented, with their loved ones held hostage. This should not be allowed. Joker himself was in a similar situation, with Tsathoggua held hostage. He held the hope that depending on Little One’s actions, he might be able to free him as a byproduct. But he also knew that it should not be built on someone else’s misfortune.

Somehow..... can’t something be done?

Deeply troubled, Joker’s ethereal body began to glow. She had forgotten. That Little One was Little One. The future, where Little One, with a bright smile, would kick away even Joker’s worries, was a future she did not yet know.



		
			Chapter 130

			The Beast-Human Village and Little One

			"Yaffai! Is everything going smoothly, nyo?"

"Ah, Your Highness."

This was the wilderness west of Kilfan. A location from which the forest on the Flowers border could be faintly seen to the northwest. Little One had created a forest, and the cleared central area was being developed into a village. The frogs summoned a spring, its stream flowed toward Flowers, and was becoming a decent-sized river. Using this river, fields were being cultivated along its banks.

This was the village for the beast-humans and refugees.

Upon hearing of the new village construction, a crowd of artisans from Kilfan rushed to the scene. As true creators, they would come running with delight whenever something needed to be made. With the artisans' full effort, houses and facilities were erected in no time. A windmill of a type never seen before was installed in a high place, and a waterwheel that also served to pump water began to turn with a gisshan gisshan sound. The beast-humans and refugees could only stand and stare with their mouths open.

"This is..... huh? The water is moving on its own?"

"It can thresh grain? Why? Huh? It can grind flour too?"

The artisans smiled wryly at the new residents, whose faces were covered in question marks. They tried to explain that this does this and that happens, but the people, lacking the foundational knowledge, could not understand.

"It’s okay! It’s fine to just think of it as ‘that’s how it is,’ nyo!"

Even Little One understood the logic but not the principle. But she knew how to use it. And that was enough. The girl declared as much, and the new village started with everyone nodding in agreement.

All the beast-humans and refugees came to Frontier, but only the priest remained in Castrato. Castrato had a church, and that church was enraged and greatly incensed by the recent events. They had apparently sent express horses to every church in Claudia, ordering an immediate withdrawal. The orphans, too, of course. They said they would take all of them into other churches. In that case, Katsumi offered to accept them in Kilfan, so a great migration was currently underway. Kilfan was a country of Japanese people. They welcomed gods from anywhere. Kilfan had adopted a syncretic version of Shinto and Buddhism as its state religion. As a result, it had mysteriously become a country where divine oracles from Earth's gods would descend. The church of Arcadia was also quite keen on the idea, seeing it as a good chance to build a church in Kilfan. The various motives aligned well, and it was decided that a priest would be dispatched from the church built in Kilfan to the beast-human village.

Incidentally, the various church members who had caused trouble in Frontier had already been dealt with. The discrimination against orphans and the prejudice and persecution toward the orphanage came to light and were reported to the church headquarters in the central region. The Frontier church was severely reprimanded for behavior unbecoming of a church that teaches faith and mercy, and all those involved were kicked off to strict monasteries in remote areas. Little One didn't have a good impression of the church, but she understood that the lower ranks are prone to corruption anywhere, so while she didn't trust them completely, she held a reasonable amount of confidence in them. So she decided to leave church matters to the church.

Then, around the time the beast-humans and refugees had settled down, a surprising fact came to light.

Mārya, a Lycan, was reunited with her daughter, Sasha. And apparently, her age was over sixty.

"Nasha was my child when I was forty."

The old woman, who looked like she would live much longer, declared with vigor.

"Huh? Isn’t the average lifespan of a beast-human around fifty?"

"If you mean the average lifespan, I suppose it is something like that."

"There are occasionally those who live long lives."

Sasha and Mārya exchanged glances and tilted their heads at Little One, who asked with a dumbfounded expression.

And so, Little One asked for more details.

She held her head at what she heard and couldn't help but crouch down.

"The magic of average life expectancyyyy."

Average life expectancy is measured by how long people live after being born. In other words, the most common age of death becomes the basis for the average. In a civilization at the level of the early Middle Ages, with poor nutrition and sanitation like Claudia, child mortality was naturally high. Furthermore, most beast-humans were slaves. They were sent to the battlefield, forced into heavy labor, and many died in battle, with a high probability of dying from illness or accidents. As a result, the majority of beast-humans died by the age of fifty. Only the few who survived this harshness could live out their natural lives. This had drastically lowered the average lifespan of beast-humans.

Ahhhh, Japan's Edo period was like that too! Misinformation produced by the trick of statistics!!

.....Which means.

"If there are no wars and the living environment is good like in Frontier, Sasha can live a long life, can't she?"

"I..... suppose it would be so?"

Unlike Sasha, who didn't quite grasp it, Dorfen, who understood the logic, had his eyes wide open.

"Nfu~♪ I wonder what they’re talking about right about now?"

Dorfen was fond of Sasha. Though he hadn't shown it due to the difference in status and race. Also, Sasha's desire for marriage was weak, so it seemed he was hesitant to say anything. The short lifespan of beast-humans must have also been a sticking point. No parent wants a future where their child dies young. Especially the generation under the influence of the golden magic, who lived long lives. It seemed to be gradually shortening, but they would still likely live to be around a hundred. Because of all these conflicts, Dorfen hadn't even voiced his feelings.

Now that it was revealed to be a misunderstanding, all that was left was their feelings for each other. As if the accumulated affection had broken through a dam, Dorfen dragged Sasha off somewhere.

"I hope they can be happy, nyan♪"

If Dorfen and Sasha’s feelings were mutual and they wanted to be together, Little One was prepared to kick down any enemy.

The two returned late that day, feigning nonchalance but with a faint blush on their cheeks, exchanging furtive glances. The people around them looked at Chihiro, who had a knowing, warm smile, with curiosity.

Adonis and Zack, who were close to the pair and of a similar age, were sensitive enough to guess. Those who couldn’t guess were Chihaya and the knights.

"What’s wrong? Hero."

"Nyah, just thinking it's spring already. Spring has come to the Little One Squad too. Yep♪"

Dorfen and Sasha blushed at Little One's roundabout words, which sounded like something an old aunty would say.

"Spring, is it? It certainly has gotten warmer."

"Once spring comes, summer will be here soon. A tough season for armor."

Chihaya nodded with a convinced look at the knights’ weary faces. Uris and the others seemed to have subtly caught on and were looking at the muscle-brained members with a hint of exasperation.

"That’s right, we get a vacation after the pilgrimage, right? I need to contact my girlfriend and bring her a souvenir."

He, who had previously fought with his girlfriend, followed Little One’s advice and had recently not forgotten to be considerate. His complaints had turned into doting, but he was as lively as ever.

"Spring is dawn..... huh. Another year begins."

It wasn’t a promising start, but it was a new spring where Sasha was reunited with her family.

All’s well that ends well.

Though Little One thought this and smiled, kufun, she didn't realize that this end was in the midst of a new beginning. When she finished her final pilgrimage, she would learn the truth for the first time. That the one she had to defeat was not the Dark Spirit King, but this world itself.

Little One did not yet know that the trap set by the Higher Beings would soon be complete, and the curtain would rise on a fierce battle.



		
			Chapter 131

			Little One the Matchmaker

			"Me?"

Mārya looked at the wide-eyed Little One and nodded grandly.

"I would like you to stop them. Nasha is a Lycan. She must marry a proper beast-human and have many children....."

The werewolf hung her head, her tail drooping.

Apparently, Sasha had told her she was dating Dorfen. Little One had heard about the significance of Lycans. Most children born to a Lycan are male, and they are important successors for the matriarchal beast-humans. If this cycle doesn't function properly, the prosperity of the next generation cannot be hoped for. For a time, they had given up on her as dead, but now that she was alive, it was a different story. There were seven men in the current beast-human village. Three of them were young. The beast-humans wished for her to marry one of them.

"I understand, but what about Sasha’s feelings?"

The two had always cared for Little One with affectionate bickering, and they often saw eye to eye. This development seemed only natural. In response to Little One’s question, Mārya spoke as if it were unthinkable.

"A child’s marriage is for the parents to decide. To go against one's parents is unacceptable, is it not?"

Ah. So that’s how it is.

Little One couldn't help but make a sour face.

In the Middle Ages, where individual rights were not recognized. Children were the property of their parents, and talking back was out of the question. Even on Earth, there were countries with laws where disobeying a parent was punishable by death. Such customs existed in Japan a long time ago. It is a custom that has turned to dust in modern times, long after the patriarchal system was lost. But Arcadia was in the midst of that medieval period. And the Claudia Kingdom, separated from the central region by a large mountain range, probably still had that custom passed down through the generations.

"Hmm. In Frontier, individual will is taken into consideration. Well, it’s true that parents have rights, though."

That’s right. Frontier was also a country where such customs remained. Although individual rights were recognized, the benefits of marriage alliances were still significant. This tendency was more pronounced the higher the social status, and Little One had been watching to see what Dorfen would do. She had not expected opposition to come from Sasha’s side. Love matches were a privilege of the common people, and in the upper class, those who considered such things were even called base. In fact, among Little One’s circle, there was no one who was engaged through a love match. Everyone was in a political marriage. Well, it was a relief that no one seemed to be unwilling. There are loves that begin with an engagement. Fatima was a typical example. She was eagerly awaiting two years from now when she would marry Prince Marcello after graduating from the academy this year. Wilfe was the same. His wedding was scheduled for the New Year this year, and he was living quite affectionately with his fiancée. Surrounded by such good examples, Little One racked her brain at her first difficult hurdle.

It was a common medieval problem, but Sasha was like family to Little One. She had always looked up to her as an older sister and hoped that she would one day be happy with a good person. If that person was Dorfen, she could rest easy. Having watched the two for a long time, Little One knew of Dorfen’s sincerity and straightforwardness. He would protect Sasha and build a warm family. To be blunt, from Little One’s perspective, she couldn’t trust some beast-human she didn’t know from Adam. Even if he seemed like a good match to Mārya, she didn’t think he could make Sasha happy. If someone were to obstruct the happy marriage dangling before her eyes, then Mārya too was Little One’s enemy.

With a wicked grin, Chihiro looked up at Mārya.

"Actually, there’s a big obstacle for the two of them."

Little One did not miss the faint smile of relief that crossed Mārya’s face. Chihiro then explained the situation to Mārya in a very serious tone.

"I see. So his partner is a high-ranking noble?"

"That’s right. So for Sasha, a commoner and a beast-human at that, I don’t think marriage, let alone an engagement, would be allowed."

A noble’s marriage requires the king’s permission. Even among nobles, there is a status difference, and for Dorfen, the son of a marquis, to marry a commoner would be unthinkable. Not to mention a beast-human. Even though it was a misunderstanding, they were recognized as a short-lived race, and even commoners would not be allowed to marry them. Little One explained these circumstances in detail. Mārya nodded with a convinced look and smiled smugly, lightly placing a hand on her lips.

"In that case, it seems they will break up on their own if we just wait."

"Maybe. So, I have a proposal for you."

With a wide grin, Little One made a certain proposition.

Taking her up on the offer, Mārya returned to the beast-human village.

"This is absurd!"

A few days later, Mārya stormed into the earl’s mansion in the royal capital, her face pale.

"A promise is a promise, right? I told you so. That Dorfen might just pull it off, you know? ♪"

Yes. At that time, Little One had made a promise with Mārya. That if, against all odds, Dorfen managed to obtain permission for the engagement in such an unfavorable situation, she would acknowledge his effort and allow the two to marry. Mārya, who knew the customs of the nobility who valued face, had agreed, though not willingly. His family was that of a marquis. She couldn't imagine them marrying a beast-human. Relieved, Mārya returned to the beast-human village, but less than a month later, a notice of engagement arrived from Sasha, and she rushed to Little One’s side.

"What on earth happened?! I have never heard of a noble marrying a beast-human!"

It was Dorfen who answered the flustered Mārya’s question. The two had come to the earl’s mansion to formally report their engagement.

"I have relinquished my status and become a commoner. I plan to receive a knighthood eventually."

Mārya’s jaw dropped at Dorfen’s nonchalant reply. Sasha looked a little exasperated.

It was simple. If his status was an obstacle, he would just cast it aside. Commoners did not need His Majesty the King’s permission to marry, and Dorfen, who was devoted to being a knight, had no attachment to his marquisate.

"I am merely the second son. It’s not as if I can inherit the house, and I have no regrets if it means I can be happy with Sasha."

Mārya was speechless at Dorfen’s serious words. She had never imagined such a curveball. It was a pitfall born from the Claudia Kingdom, where the dirtiest parts of the nobility were concentrated. Mārya’s mistake was not knowing Frontier. The seeds Little One had sown had firmly taken root in Frontier. Dorfen, who had been traveling with Little One, did not place much importance on the title of nobility. This could be said for the entire Little One Squad. Her spirit was contagious and was undoubtedly changing people’s perspectives. It seemed there was a huge uproar in the marquis’s house, but Dorfen, who had no intention of becoming a political pawn, wanted to cut ties with his family in order to continue serving Little One, so it was no problem. The marquis seemed to have cried to the royal family, but the royal family, who would fall silent at the mention of Little One’s name, was also no problem.

In the end, it was a simple matter. Little One had just used a predictable future as bait to trap Mārya.

"A promise is a promise, nyo. You’ll allow them to marry, right?"

Mārya stood speechless, her face pale, in stark contrast to the happy Dorfen and Sasha. A modest ring shone on her left ring finger. It was a tasteful piece with a star ruby, the same color as her eyes, accented with aquamarine. The aquamarine was the color of Dorfen’s eyes.

And so, Little One wrested permission from Mārya.

It was an inevitable conclusion, and Little One smiled to herself. As it should be, as it should be ♪



		
			Chapter 132

			Little One and the Banquet of the Gods

			"Hero is Cesare’s sister....."

『Her soul is. The current her likely has no memory of me.』

Chihaya had deep ties to Kilfan. He knew of reincarnation and understood karma. But even so, wasn't this too cruel? Cesare had committed a great sin in the past. In the era he lived in, it was commonplace, a dog-eat-dog world where you killed or were killed. The only particularly evil deed was killing his brother. But it was a great sin nonetheless. To amplify it further, those beings called the Higher Beings had made Cesare repeat the past over and over, manipulating every event to its worst possible outcome. As a result, he suffered wounds that scarred his mind and wandered the battlefields seeking a place to die.

His life toyed with for the schemes of the Higher Beings, Cesare was then reborn as a god and created Haysleep, but that too was like an experiment for the Higher Beings.

Haysleep was born as a world completely devoid of magic so that it would have no contact with the spirits. This incurred the wrath of the spirits, who unleashed a torrent of natural disasters, and in the end, humanity, consumed by paranoia, destroyed the world themselves. A soul dyed in malice through every possible means by the schemes of the Higher Beings. That was Cesare.

As he repeated the nightmare over and over, fragments of his memories began to remain in Cesare’s soul, proportional to the wounds he received. Piecing them together, Cesare was able to grasp the general situation and was horrified. At his own life, which had been played with continuously.

So he swore. He would have his revenge on the Higher Beings. He would not let them have their way. He would absolutely make them see.

『In a way, it was a blessing..... I was on the verge of losing Lucrezia again with my own hands.』

When he was the god of Haysleep, if by some chance he had won the wager, he would have unknowingly killed his sister’s reincarnation along with all of Arcadia. A heavy silence lay in Chihaya’s mind.

"Reincarnation, huh. Hero was a person from a different world before, right? What kind of world was it?"

『Earth? I only know of the era I lived in. Well, it was no different from here. There was no such thing as magic, but it was believed that spirits and fairies existed. Though I never saw one. Gods and angels too.』

Even though he'd never seen them, it was believed they existed?

Chihaya tilted his head quizzically.

"You believe in something you’ve never seen?"

『.....? Now that you mention it. .....Yes, for some reason, I believed. There were many stories and legends. Children grew up hearing those as bedtime stories.』

The literacy rate was not as high as in Frontier, in fact, it was worse, yet it was a mysterious world with many such devout people. They believed in gods and angels, spirits and fairies, and thought that illnesses and disasters were calamities caused by evil spirits. There was no concept of sanitation either, and filth was thrown about everywhere, a den of foul odors and rampant plagues.

Ugh, Chihaya’s mouth hung open.

『Thinking back on it now, it was an incredible world. Torture was commonplace. Days were spent inflicting just enough pain on captured enemies to keep them from dying. Crushing fingers, gouging out eyes, as long as they could speak, it was enough. .....Yes. I never thought about the consequences.』

Cesare’s past, where countries not at war were in the minority. One could imagine, without even hearing it, how he had survived in such a harsh world of swords and bullets.

『But it is a good world now. Though conflicts never cease, it seems many countries have stopped warring and won a peaceful future.』

Is that Hero’s world?

Arcadia too had an era called the Age of Disappearance. A time when magic vanished from the land, and countries with declining productivity fought for sustenance. A time when many lives were lost, ruled by hunger and grief. Overcoming such numerous hardships, people now live in these peaceful times.

It must have been the same on Earth.

『I will protect her. This time, I will protect my sister. So, Haya. You should marry someone too.』

"Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?"

『You have feelings for my sister, do you not? That will not do. You must not cross the line as a human being.』

At Cesare’s utterly serious words, Chihaya turned bright red and retorted.

"I’ve never even thought of such a thing! I’m not you!!"

『Gh.....! That was not my will! I was instigated by those Higher Beings.....! Lucrezia was my life!!』

"Oh really? And that very dear, dear sister is right in front of you, isn't she, Onii-sama?"

『You.....! Do you insult me?!』

Someone grabbed Chihaya’s head as he was having a loud one-man conference in his brain. The fingers digging in were subtly painful.

"I don’t know what you’re talking about, but let’s be quiet for a bit, okay?"

Little One was scattering odoro lines with a plastered-on smile, having heard her beloved big brother being called out.

"No, this is!"

『See, it is because you say such foolish things.』

"You’re the one who started saying foolish things!"

Tarō-kun lifted the thrashing Chihaya and made a quick getaway.

"Hey, wait!"

Chihaya looked at the shouting Chihiro with soft eyes and gave a shy, wry smile.

She’s cute, isn’t she?

『Yes, she is cute.』

The two niiniis couldn’t help but find their sister, who puffed out her cheeks and stomped her feet in embarrassment, to be incredibly cute.

『Well, you see. Though her soul is Lucrezia’s, she is a different person now, so it would not be a problem for her to be a romantic interest for me.』

"No, it would be a problem, okay? In that case, you’d be using my body, right? That’s a full-fledged crime!!"

『Ngh..... Unreasonable.』

"You’re the one who’s unreasonable! You really are a dangerous person!"

『It was a joke, you fool. Even if the vessel is different, you think I could make a move on someone with Lucrezia’s soul?』

Age before beauty. Chihaya flailed about, being played by Cesare. The two niiniis shot sparks at each other over their doted-upon sister. Utterly unaware of this, Little One was letting her thoughts wander to her new pilgrimage.

"The last country, huh. There’s a Lord’s Forest right between it and the Claudia Kingdom."

Little One muttered, staring at the map.

Drago looked at her with a fond but complicated expression and lifted his beloved daughter into his arms.

"It’s finally over. We can finally live in peace now. It’s been a long time."

It had been six years since he received the oracle from the gods. It had indeed been a long time. Stroking Drago’s beard, sasu sasu, Little One also smiled brightly.

"That’s right. It’s the beginning of a world of magic, though. The current superiority of the central region will be overturned, so there might still be some confusion. But the pilgrimage will be over. After that, what will be will be, nyo."

Yes. The revival of the lost magical civilization. The world would change drastically. All the forests existed only in the borderlands. The countries of the central region had no Lords’ Forests, and the circulation of magic was proportional to the power of the monsters. The more powerful the monsters, the higher the magic circulating through the land, and the stronger the magic people possessed. The central region, which had until now boasted superiority due to its many civilizations and knowledge, would become inferior to the borderlands in terms of magical civilization. Little One, who had been staring at the map, pointed at something that had been on her mind for a while and looked at Drago.

"Once the Golden Ring is complete, I want to try going here too."

There sat a large mountain.

A mountain larger than the Frontier Kingdom was in the very center of the continent, and the countries of the central region were scattered around it. Most of the great rivers flowing through the continent originated from that mountain, and though it wasn’t marked on the map, Little One thought there might be a Lord’s Forest there as well.

"The spiritual peak, the Table of the Gods, huh. I’ve never seen it myself, but I hear it’s a big mountain."

"If there’s a Lord’s Forest in this location, I feel like the magic would spread out evenly."

Frontier and Flowers, which had Lords’ Forests nearby, were exceptions, but if this mountain, larger than a country, was a Lord’s Forest, it should bring some benefit to the central region as well. But if that was the case, why didn’t the first king mark this forest on the map? A few questions arose, but it wouldn't start until she went and confirmed it for herself.

Drago watched Little One head toward the royal palace with a complicated expression.

Chihiro’s predictions had never been wrong before. There was surely a Lord’s Forest on the spiritual peak called the Table of the Gods. And that would create a new problem. Because it would mean that Frontier would effectively possess a vast land in the center of the Arcadia continent. Even Drago, who was not politically savvy, could understand that this would lead to bad results. Watching his beloved daughter become a small, distant shadow, Drago let out a small sigh.

Well, no use thinking about it. His Highness the Prince Regent will handle it well.

His Highness the Prince Regent, in times of trouble. Drago was unaware of the greatness of the existence he unconsciously relied on. For over ten years, including his past life, Romel had been forced to handle Little One-related matters, and he had permeated the Jorje family more deeply than he himself realized.

It was a charming sight to see Romel hold his head in his hands when the matter of the spiritual peak, the Table of the Gods, was brought to him.

And so, the curtain was about to rise on a beginning of the end that Little One had never anticipated.



		
			Chapter 133

			Little One and the Banquet of the Gods

			"A Lord’s Forest on that mountain..... It’s not impossible, I suppose."

Apparently, Romel was familiar with the spiritual peak in question. At Little One's request for an explanation, he willingly told her about the Table of the Gods. He had visited the spiritual peak in his teens. Intrigued by the peak that had bestowed blessings upon the continent since the age of myth, he had spent two years traveling through the countries of the central region.

"How should I put it. It’s a mountain surrounded by sheer cliffs that curve slightly inward. Water falls from high above like a waterfall, and the area around the mountain is a deep lake. Rivers flow out from that lake in all directions. That’s why it’s called the Table of the Gods, in reverence of the gods’ blessings."

Apparently, its exact height was unknown, but the stream of water falling from above had carved out the land, forming a deep, large lake around it. Of course, it was not a height one could climb, and the slightly inwardly curved cliffs were an untrodden land. It wasn’t that no one had ever tried to climb it. Perhaps they had grown arrogant due to the surrounding lake. They had fallen from tens of meters up and died. The modern theory that a fall from 50 meters onto a water surface is no different from hitting concrete is an exaggeration, but not entirely wrong. An experienced person might be able to survive by minimizing the impact area upon entry, but most people would be slammed against the surface with their entire body, resulting in bodily damage. Water is a substance with considerable hardness. After a series of such accidents, the central region had forbidden climbing the spiritual peak. Lightly spinning a pen with his fingertips, Romel looked at Little One thoughtfully.

"But you know. There’s a legend that humanity began from that spiritual peak."

"Honi?"

He told her that many blessings were brought by that magnificent waterfall. Nuts, flowers, seeds of grass, and various animals. There was a legend that all the creatures that now spread across the Arcadia continent came from that spiritual peak. In fact, many nuts and other things still washed ashore, forming a rich natural environment around the lake.

That means there’s a Lord there, right?

The magic in the central region should be completely depleted. If a rich natural environment could be formed in such a place, the only reason could be the presence of a Lord. The fact that the countries of the magic-depleted central region still survived was likely due to the blessings of that forest. Ironically, because that spiritual peak was at an untrodden altitude, it had become an invincible fortress of a forest, beyond anyone’s reach.

A spiritual peak that has survived even the lost age, standing majestically. How romantic, nyo♪

Little One’s interest was suddenly piqued.

Looking at her with a sigh, Romel drove his point home.

"Dark, was it? The Lord of the Plain Forest. Flowers must be weeping with unexpected good fortune."

Little One shrugged at the chilly air and turned her head stiffly, gichigichi, to look at Romel. There stood the Dark Lord with a serene smile. A chilly aura emanated from his surroundings like smoke.

At that time, Little One had been scolded to death by Romel.

"What are you thinking, letting other countries know you can create a Lord’s Forest! I don’t think Prince Marcello would plot anything evil, but you don’t know what those around him might think!"

Prince Marcello would likely keep it a secret. But as magic revived and people became able to use it, some would grow suspicious of the sudden change.

Why only Flowers?

Such questions could lead to the discovery of Little One’s existence, and there was a possibility that the world would turn against Frontier. It was conceivable that evil schemes would begin with the Golden King as their goal.

"And in the forest of the royal capital, no less? .....How many people witnessed the Lord’s descent? Every country has spies from other nations lurking within!"

That was true.

Frontier was no exception. Looking back at Japan’s history, it was a famous story how spies called shinobi had been flamboyantly active in the age of intelligence warfare.

"But~, Prince Marcello worked so hard, you know? He remembered my words from my past life and rebuilt the forest with his own efforts, nyo! If you saw that forest, Romel, you’d understand! Effort should be rewarded, mon!!"

Don’t give me that "mon." Not at all.

No matter how cute she was, what needed to be said had to be said.

That day, Romel silenced the kyan kyan yelping Little One with sound logic and lectured her for hours on end.

"Ah~, they seem to be doing fine? I heard Prince Marcello was flying on a young swallow the other day."

"Wait a minute! This is the first I’m hearing of this! That?!"

A human who wasn't the Golden King was on friendly terms with a Lord’s kin? That's impossible!!

Little One sighed at Romel's astonished face. Even someone as knowledgeable as him did not know. .....That the Lords of the past had a good symbiotic relationship with humans. That until humans began to shun the Lords out of paranoia, the two had lived together affectionately like a family, supporting each other. It was true that the Golden King was special. But that was a loyalty born from being kindred spirits connected to the gods. It was completely different from the past, family-like exchanges between the Lords and humans. So, if one served with sincere heart, the Lord would return it in kind. The relationship between Prince Marcello and Dark was likely that. Sincerity is returned with sincerity. Unlike humans, Lords do not lie. They see through falsehoods. The future of both sides is determined by the attitude of the human side. Humans are creatures that make mistakes. But because they know this, they are also creatures that can start over. They are creatures that can choose and grasp the best option through trial and error, going back and forth.

Little One believed in Prince Marcello, who had seized a happy future for himself. He would not forget the lessons of the past. He would surely continue to pass them on to his future descendants.

"If something is going to happen, it will happen no matter what. Just like how Prince Marcello became friends with the Lord. Conversely, there are also people you just can't get along with, nyo. That can't be helped. It's impossible for everyone to be best friends."

Little One declared with a blank expression.

"But isn’t it also important to act to avoid such things? I don’t think there’s any need to invite it upon yourself."

That was indeed a sound argument. But.....

"If I have to take away my neighbor’s happiness for that, I’ll gladly take on the trouble. Throwing away a chance to be happy would be putting the cart before the horse, a grand folly. I don’t want to choose a life of guaranteed regret."

Either way, she couldn't be at peace. In that case, it was easier to help a neighbor’s happiness and brace herself with a "bring on the trouble!" attitude. Seeing Little One puffing out her chest, funsu, Romel let out a sigh, for the umpteenth time, and reluctantly nodded.

"You really are that kind of creature, aren’t you."

"Yep♪"

"I’m not complimenting you, you know!"

To be so self-centered to this extent was not commendable, but it was impressive. Her figure, not even weighing her own disadvantages, was in a sense worthy of admiration. .....Though he could never welcome it. Looking up at the ceiling with a distant gaze, Romel brought the conversation back to the pilgrimage.

"So? When is the next pilgrimage?"

"I’m planning for early summer. We’ll zip over to the Claudia Kingdom in the Honeybee Carriage, and then aim for the border forest of the Chechuri Kingdom on the way."

The Lord's Forest in question was in a border region closer to the Chechuri Kingdom. It was the last border country. From there, they planned to circle around the Sucaraba Kingdom, then check on the Lords’ Forests in Donautil and Flowers before returning.

"It’ll take about a week to cross the first part of the Claudia Kingdom, and from there we’ll travel overland, so it’ll be about two weeks to the Chechuri Kingdom. After that, we can fly, so..... staying for two days in each place..... It’ll be about two months in total, I think?"

Little One murmured lightly.

Yeah, I already knew, but.

Was it really okay for her to think of two months as nothing? You’re a child who hasn’t even had her coming-of-age ceremony, let alone her rite of passage.

In Frontier, the rite of passage was at thirteen and the coming-of-age was at fifteen. This was common throughout the world, and commoners, due to the necessity of working, held both at the same time. At the rite of passage ceremony, one would declare one’s future aspirations in martial arts, academics, and so on, and then devote oneself to that field to come of age. Only then would one be recognized as a full-fledged noble.....

Little One, who had long since skipped all that and was traveling the world.

Yeah, thinking about it is pointless. A few years ago, when he wished for her to live peacefully, seemed like a distant memory from long ago. Staring at the ceiling with a vacant gaze, Romel was oblivious as Little One devised various plans and looked up with a beaming smile.

"With this, we can settle things by autumn, nyo. At least the pilgrimage will be over. The Arts Theater will be completed in autumn, and there will be all sorts of festivals, so I absolutely can’t miss them! Yep♪"

So that’s what it comes down to!

Romel couldn't help but scowl at the happily smiling Little One. No matter how much Romel pleaded, Little One rarely budged, but if delicious food and fun were involved, her attitude would change in a heartbeat. In a way, it was the unshakeable Little One quality.

Are food and events more important than me? Are you?!

Swallowing the words that rose to his throat, Romel remained silent. Being silent did not mean being quiet. It referred to a situation where one had much to say but deliberately swallowed it. While embodying this with his entire being, seeing the innocent and joyful figure of Little One, Romel felt the bile he had swallowed begin to dissolve.

I can’t win, can I? Really.

If she was happy, that was enough.

With his eyes curving into a gentle arc, Romel resigned himself to being the troublesome one. No matter how happy Little One seemed, someone needed to keep her in check.

Taking on that thankless role himself, Romel continued to repeat the necessary admonishments to Little One again today.



		
			Chapter 134

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet

			"For now, let’s all just relax tonight, okay?"

The Little One beamed.

They were at the Castrato Royal Palace. She had sent word ahead that she would be staying in the royal capital for one night, and the Crown Prince had replied with an offer to host them at the palace. Since she also needed to return the two younger princes who had been in her care, the Little One readily accepted.

"My bride, will you sleep with me in my room?"

Louis Charles tilted his head with calculated coyness. Augfel shot him a sharp look, cutting him off.

"Brother. I believe I explained that that particular discussion is now void, did I not?"

Charles puffed out his cheeks with a pout, glancing repeatedly at the Little One before looking up at the Crown Prince as if pleading for help. The Crown Prince, too, wore a troubled expression.

Six months had passed. The drug’s effects had frozen Charles’s inner clock. While he possessed knowledge, his mind had developed with the maturity of a child. Augfel had been desperately trying to correct this, and Charles had now grown to a point where he could make reasonable judgments. Yet, though his heart was a child’s, his intellect was not. Augfel was at his wits’ end with Charles, who would slither through any conversational gap to make a pass at the Little One.

"It was a verbal promise, but it was made by the king of a nation. Should it not be fulfilled?"

"It was the rambling of our father. Frontier has absolutely no involvement."

"...In that case, what if I were to propose anew?"

"Her Highness the Princess already has a fiancé."

"...Fel, why are you being so mean to me?"

"That is not the issue here!"

Everything proceeded in this manner. It seemed like they were having a conversation, but their words never truly connected. Despite the many difficulties, Charles had undergone the ritual in Frontier, learned the principles of magic, and acquired a high level of magical power, making him an important figure in the Castrato Kingdom. At tomorrow’s coronation, a royal pardon for his crimes would be announced. By taking the lead in training new mages, he was also set to clear his name of the disgrace of patricide. Under normal circumstances in Castrato, it was a crime that would not escape the death penalty. However, the Crown Prince intended to spin it into a beautiful tale, framing it as Charles having nobly accepted the infamy in order to stop the atrocities of their tyrannical father.

"...And in truth, that is exactly what happened. It was because of my own powerlessness that I caused needless suffering for my subjects and my people," the Crown Prince said, laughing self-deprecatingly.

The many outrages of the late King of Castrato were well known not only to his retainers but to the citizens as well. It was said that there were none who would condemn Charles for stopping him. On the contrary, they revered him.

Though the facts were different, all’s well that ends well.

It may have been a matter of circumstance, but if it meant these three brothers could live without trouble, a lie was a justifiable means to an end. After receiving word from the Little One, the Crown Prince had replied with a request for her to attend the coronation. He had even scheduled the ceremony to fit her plans, which brought them to the present. The twins and Hyrulia were invited as honored guests and were to stay in a detached palace on the royal grounds, along with the Little One’s retinue.

"Have you decided on the Gyoku-rei, Your Highness the Crown Prince?"

It was a simple bit of small talk, but the Little One was curious about the Imperial Decree, a tradition passed down through the nations of Arcadia. It was the first official command issued by a new monarch upon their ascension. Whatever the reason, this order could never be overturned for all eternity. In a way, it was a trial that tested a ruler’s aptitude. If one were to utter something filled with self-interest or something cruel and unjust, they would be immediately stripped of their position. A misstep could even lead to lifelong confinement. The knights of Arcadia swear an oath to the gods to protect the people. For this reason, and this reason alone, the knight orders were permitted to overthrow their superiors. If a monarch issued a Gyoku-rei that proved them unfit to rule, the knights had the authority to strike off their head on the spot.

Well, such a violent event rarely occurred. Usually, the monarch would be bound and apprehended, with the whole affair ending in their imprisonment. And so, no matter how foolish the ruler, at this moment they would issue a splendid imperial command that would make even a wise king raise his eyebrows in approval.

After the Little One’s question, the Crown Prince fell silent for a moment. Then, as if savoring each word, he murmured, "I have a few candidates... but none of them feel quite right. ...I am still wavering."

It seemed a frank admission of his inner thoughts. The Little One gave a small nod of understanding, and after confirming their plans for the evening banquet, she headed toward the detached palace where they would be staying.

"I’m going with my bride, toooo," she thought she heard from behind her, but she ignored the auditory hallucination. As he watched the Little One stroll away, the Crown Prince let out a faint sigh.

"...So, Hyrulia, what will you do? Will you not succeed the ducal house?"

After a short rest, the twins and Hyrulia joined the banquet. It was a reunion of relatives who had not seen each other in some time. There was no end to the things they had to catch up on.

"Let me see. I probably will not. My cousin has already inherited the earldom, and I would like my uncle to continue as head of the ducal family."

"Is that so. That is a great help to me as well."

Count Jaizary had opposed the former king head-on. His political ideology was close to that of Frontier and similar to the Crown Prince’s own views. While the former king had found him a nuisance, he was a coveted talent for the Crown Prince.

"Then, what of marriage? As the daughter of a ducal house, there will not be many men who are a suitable match."

The one to make this probing comment was Charles. For him, who wished to make the Little One his bride, such topics were likely not a distant matter. The Crown Prince looked at his younger brother, who had matured only in the strangest of ways, with an exasperated gaze.

"I would rather not. In Frontier, suitability is of no concern, you know?"

Hyrulia chuckled, leaving the three Castrato brothers looking puzzled.

"Well, but... there is the matter of status, and you are of different nationalities. The problems would be endless, would they not?" said Augfel, who was completely smitten with Hyrulia, his eyes fixed on her as if for confirmation.

"Oh my. You can simply cast aside your status. I have the position of a lady-in-waiting, after all. I will have no trouble making a living."

She smiled softly, dropping her bombshell.

Even the servants were rendered speechless. Ignoring the stunned faces of the Castrato party, Hyrulia continued. "I happen to know someone who recently gave up his title as a marquis to be with his beast-human fiancée. Is that not right?"

Hyrulia cast a meaningful glance at Dorfen, who stood behind the twins. Startled by being suddenly drawn into the conversation, a blush crept up Dorfen’s cheeks. The Crown Prince did not miss it and stared intently at the Little One.

"Is such a thing permitted in Frontier?!"

Now the target of a concentrated barrage of stares from the Castrato side, the Little One shifted uncomfortably.

"Well... if two people who love each other wish to be together, and their status is an obstacle, I see no problem with them choosing to discard it. It would be quite a struggle to overcome the difference in status without doing so, would it not?"

If one wished to become a commoner to be with their partner, she would not stand in their way. So that was it.

He had a position as a knight. That would be sufficient to support a wife. And if his wife were also a commoner, there would be no issue if they could not live a life of luxury. In the end, it all came down to their own feelings.

The king himself permitted it. What a country Frontier was.

The Crown Prince’s eyes widened, his pupils trembling.

In reality, the royal family, who had no problems where the Little One was concerned, had only reluctantly approved it, but the people of Castrato knew nothing of that. This conversation, which overturned the entire foundation of politically arranged marriages for the nobility, caused the Crown Prince to look at Charles with a pained expression.

Their father may have intended it as a political strategy, but even now, his younger brother yearned for Princess Chihiro. In fact, he was far more obsessed than before. How many such heartrending loves must have been trampled upon in the past?

The Crown Prince narrowed his sharp eyes. He had decided on tomorrow’s Gyoku-rei.

"...Moved by these sentiments, I hereby declare. From this day forward, Castrato shall abolish all restrictions on marriage based on social status. Let this be my Gyoku-rei, and with it, I shall become king."

The unexpected Imperial Decree left the people speechless.

They exchanged glances, and then a chorus of joyous cheers erupted. Such matters were delicate. There would be those who welcomed it and those who found it troublesome. But every noble had at one time or another tasted the bitterness of this issue. This was not a command. It merely increased people’s options. Many problems would surely arise from this. Still, the Crown Prince had taken a progressive step that anyone could understand.

"He beat me to it..."

Watching the entire scene from the guest of honor’s seat, the Little One placed a hand on her forehead and gave a happy, wry smile.

Eventually, she had wanted to propose the same bill in Frontier. A bill to shatter the world’s conventions. A precedent had now been set in Castrato. She was happy, and yet regretful. Her heart was a mix of complex feelings, but for some reason, her spirits felt clear and bright.

And so, leading the world, an Imperial Decree that intervened in the rights of the people was born in Castrato. The Little One applauded this bill, the first of its kind outside Frontier to be made for the people, with a beaming smile and a round of applause.



		
			Chapter 135

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet

			"You seem to be doing well, too."

Sliding smoothly down the underground slope, the Little One arrived in the forest of Castrato. The subterranean lake was serene, a complete change from before. The oppressive, ominous atmosphere from that time was gone, replaced by a beautiful lake that stood with quiet dignity. The milky-white water had a bluish tint, appearing to perfectly reflect the color of the moss that faintly glowed on the cavern walls. A strange tree, or perhaps a vine, spread its budding tendrils across the entire ceiling. Countless small white flowers bloomed in profusion on the vines that hung down along the walls. Standing by the water’s edge, a man with silver hair bowed his head deeply to the Little One.

"I was truly in your debt on that occasion."

His name was Abdahil. A Divine Messenger from Donautil. He had felt a kinship with Legion, who had come on a pilgrimage in the past, and became a follower. Due to his deep faith, he had made a pact to become a Divine Messenger. This place was a forest, and yet not a forest. It was originally meant to be a guidepost forest, the first step on Cesare’s journey to reclaim his power.

"So that’s why you were here."

"Yes. I was to be the first to meet him, and I was supposed to accompany my lord on his tour of the forests."

That was why a human Divine Messenger had been prepared in the underground forest of Castrato. To serve as an attendant. But when the crucial Cesare finally arrived, he had a massive entourage that was a chaotic mess of attendants and even guards. So Abdahil saw Cesare off without a word. He already had sufficient retainers. He judged that he would only be a burden.

"To think he would begin his journey from Flowers, so far away. It never even occurred to me," Abdahil said with a wry smile.

Of course it hadn’t. Normally, one would look at a map and visit the nearest border region. To ignore Castrato, a week’s journey by carriage, and head first to Flowers, a three-week journey, must have been unexpected even for the demon Legion.

"This place, it’s a forest but not really a forest. It’s an ambiguous forest without a lord, right? If you’re okay with it, would you like to make a pact with me and become its Lord?"

That was right. This subterranean lake was a place that had only gained the power of a forest in a simulated sense, because a magic crystal had been planted there. Now that the crystal in question had been retrieved, it had become an ambiguous forest maintained by Abdahil’s magic. You could say it was like a border region that had magical power because monsters were present. It had none of the special qualities of a Lord’s forest. It was unclear what would become of this forest in Arcadia, where magic was now reviving. That was why the Little One had wanted to confirm what Abdahil wanted to do. He was not a wild creature. He was a human who knew civilization. If he wished to live as a human, she could turn him back from a Divine Messenger into a person. After explaining this, the Little One waited for Abdahil’s answer. Abdahil, who had been staring at her with a somewhat perplexed look, was silent for a time, and then smiled like a blooming flower.

"If I may be so bold as to wish for it, I would like to make a pact. My duty is finished. From now on, I wish to live as the Lord of the Forest."

Many monsters surrounded him. It seemed this forest was home to many relatively small and gentle creatures, like rabbits and small birds. They must have been his companions, comforting him in his long solitude. For the Divine Messengers of Legion, who was not a Lord, were bound by a curse of immortality. As long as their master, the O-saki Legion, did not die, they could not die. A curse that bound their fates together.

The Little One hadn’t known about this until she heard it from Cesare. Cesare, having regained all his memories, remembered that Legion was an O-saki from the past, and that he had been granted a portion of power from a young god and had lived for an eternity. And this curse also applied to the guardians of the borderlands, who were his Divine Messengers. The Little One intended to visit each of the guardians and release them from that curse. That was why she had planned to tour all the forests.

"Okay! Well then, Abdahil, I’m leaving this forest in your hands from now on!"

The Little One touched Abdahil, and his eyes transformed into gold. A case of so-called heterochromia. Unlike with monsters, Abdahil’s irises, being human, were quite beautiful.

"I’ll tell the king about this place. It might get a little lively, but do your best."

With those parting words, the Little One returned to the Castrato Royal Palace.

"...A Lord’s forest, beneath this castle?!"

The new king shot to his feet with a loud clatter, rushing frantically toward the Little One.

"Yep. From now on, I think it’ll have an influence as a Lord’s forest, so Castrato should become prosperous, I think."

That was right. Until now, its ambiguous existence meant it couldn’t function as a Lord’s forest. Being underground was also a disadvantage, and it hadn’t been enough to revive the magic in Castrato. But from now on, it would be different. Abdahil’s magical power, having become a Lord through his pact with the Little One, would surely skyrocket. Even accounting for the fact that it was underground, there was no doubt it would bring great blessings to Castrato. This was the first case of a forest existing within a city. If the palace didn’t manage it properly to ensure the monsters didn’t harm people, things could get ugly. After explaining this, the Little One narrowed her sharp gaze.

"This is top secret. It should be a secret known only to the royal family. If others find out, some fool might get bad ideas, and adventurers might come flocking to get their hands on monster materials."

Fools could come up with ultra-C-class delusions, like using monsters to overthrow the state, so they couldn’t let their guard down. Adventurers were more practical. If something that could make them money was nearby, their eyes would change color.

"...So, with that, the Lord who lives underground is human. He’s an ancestor of the Jaizary family, an ancient who once built the foundation of Castrato. You will show him respect."

The king’s eyes widened to their absolute limit, and he was rendered speechless.

Could that mean... he was an ancestor to the royal family as well?

In other words, the founding king was living underground.

"Guards! Someone! Call the artisans!!"

Stunned, the king went stumbling and tripping over himself as he ran off. The Little One watched him with an amused expression and nodded in satisfaction. It was deep underground, accessible only through a passage behind a mirror. Abdahil’s life was no different from that of a wild animal. He had built a bed of piled dry grass in a slightly elevated spot and ate only the fruits that grew wild in the forest, using large leaves as dishes. Apparently, the fortune teller would occasionally bring him food, but she was old, and descending that steep slope was not easy. It was a secret known only to the successive generations of fortune tellers. It had been kept hidden even from the royal family, and no one had ever spoken of it.

"If the powers that be at the time were to learn of it, they might entertain wicked thoughts. Especially a fool like the former king..."

The old woman had murmured these words as if squeezing them out, and the Little One could only nod, agreeing that it had been a wise decision.

However, now that the forest was to be fully activated, she couldn’t keep quiet about it. In a way, it was like having a bomb nestled inside you. She wanted to instill respect and gratitude for the Lord of the Forest, and while she was at it, implement a plan to improve Abdahil’s living conditions. So, the Little One had spilled everything to the king.

If you don’t do things properly, you might incur the Lord of the Forest’s wrath, you know? she had said.

As expected, the three Castrato brothers flew into a great panic. After seeing them off, the Little One, wondering if there was anything tasty to eat, headed out into the royal capital with Dorfen and the others.

To depart from a newly revitalized Castrato, the Little One and her group gathered in the palace courtyard the next morning.

"You haven’t forgotten anything, have you?"

As they checked their belongings and prepared to board the carriage, the three Castrato brothers arrived.

"You are leaving so early. You could have stayed a while longer."

The Little One gave a wry smile at the king’s earnest eyes, which pleaded for her to stay, and waved her hand.

"My purpose was the forest and the coronation. My business is done, and I have other forests to visit."

The Little One had already told Castrato the purpose of her pilgrimage. She planned to visit the royal palaces of each border nation to inform them as well. Once she visited the last country, magic would be revived throughout all of Arcadia. It wouldn’t happen suddenly, but as magical power gradually recovered, people would become able to use magic. Naturally, confusion and disturbances were sure to arise. There was a chance that accidents would become frequent. Knowing versus not knowing would change how they dealt with it. Hearing this, Castrato immediately invited mages from Frontier and set about establishing laws and developing a magic department. Castrato knew Frontier. They knew how convenient and how dangerous a thing magic was. It was a power that could change the world.

Nodding in understanding, the king bowed his head deeply to the Little One.

"I offer my heartfelt thanks for your kindness. Here and now, I vow that from this day forward, Castrato will not oppose Frontier. ...No, we will follow Frontier’s will."

A great stir went through those gathered in the courtyard. The knights from Frontier, in particular, stared at the King of Castrato as if they were looking at something unbelievable. But the Little One was unconcerned. She grinned and looked up at the King of Castrato.

"You’ll have your hands full too, but do your best. Your Gyoku-rei was splendid. I’m sure there’s a lot of opposition to that, too. Don’t let it break you, okay?"

When she implicitly told him not to go back on his word, the King of Castrato raised the corners of his mouth in a grin.

"That is bait. In order to prevent it from being overturned, my subjects will strive. I have no doubt they will cooperate with me and contribute to building a good country."

The Little One’s eyes widened slightly.

It was simple, really. He was also looking properly to the future. A bill that asserted the rights of the people for the first time. In order not to lose it, the subjects would desperately support the King of Castrato. That’s what he was predicting. Of course, commoners, but there were surely many among the nobility as well who longed for romantic freedom. A bill to win over that younger generation. The younger generation was ecstatic about the King of Castrato, who had driven a deep wedge into the Arcadian concept of children being their parents’ property. Even that was part of his plan. He was a shrewd one.

"They say love is a fever, but watching Charles, I have learned that when a fever reaches its peak, it becomes power."

I see.

The two of them looked at each other and couldn’t help but share a wry smile.

Little did she know that this conversation would later cause a great uproar. The Little One departed, seen off by many people from Castrato.

It was the Little One’s standard procedure to continue on her journey until Romel, hearing the news later, would tear at his hair in anguish.

"Castrato declared itself a semi-vassal state?! At times like these, you come back and explain! Chihiro!!"

The Little One did not yet know of the future where Romel would scold her through a water mirror, bringing her to the verge of tears.



		
			Chapter 136

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet

			"Greetings, O Golden King."

"Hey there, Lean!"

Hanging from Pochiko-san, the Little One descended the cliff and entered the seaside cave. Dorfen followed her down on a rope, carrying a toddler-sized penguin under his arm. The penguin’s beak was skillfully turned down in a pout, and its sullen face reminded Dorfen of the Little One, making him chuckle quietly to himself.

"This little guy, he followed us."

The Little One’s party hadn’t noticed it until they arrived in Frontier. It had snuck into their carriage at some point. It seemed to have hidden inside the large cart on which the carriage box rested. When the penguin emerged, wiggling, the entire party had stared, their eyes wide.

When she asked if it had Lean’s permission, it nodded. But still, the Little One couldn’t rest easy without hearing it directly, so she had brought the little penguin here to confirm with Lean.

The giant penguin narrowed his eyes as he listened.

"I did not give permission, that is true."

"What?! You lied?"

The Lords were not supposed to lie. Knowing this, the Little One’s eyes flashed with anger. But Lean continued.

"I did not give permission. However, I did see this one off. I tacitly approved of it accompanying the King, so it did not lie."

With the gaze of a kindly old man, Lean patted the head of the little penguin, which was kicking glumly at the floor. The little penguin glanced at the Little One, then quickly turned its head away. What? Is it sulking?

The blatant attitude made her burst out laughing, and she and Lean shared a smile through their gazes alone.

"Then it’s okay. Do you want to come on the pilgrimage, too?"

The little penguin’s face lit up, and it started pattering its feet. Thinking how transparent it was, the Little One turned back to Lean.

"How have things been since then? Has the King of Claudia tried anything?"

"Tried anything, you ask... He was about to, so I had them sunk in the sea," Lean replied with a sly grin.

Apparently, more than a dozen ships had set out from the coast, heading for Frontier. Since land travel was difficult, sea routes were the primary mode of transportation in Arcadia. Most merchants also used sea routes for the main part of their journey, then traveled the world by land. With a large mountain in the center of the continent, heading inland from the border ports was the fastest way. And so, the border regions flourished as nations possessing port towns, but Claudia, separated from the interior by a large mountain range like this one, couldn’t receive those benefits and, as a coastal nation, lacked that particular advantage. But being on the coast was an advantage. With Arcadia currently suffering from magic depletion, the sea routes were a fast and safe path, free of monsters. She didn’t know what their motive was for heading to Frontier, but Lean and the others had sunk several of the ships to block their path.

"They were fully armed ships. I do not believe Frontier would be outmatched, but to make them aware that the seas are ours, I thought I would make a little move."

Lean sounded truly delighted. The Little One had too many thoughts on the matter and just gave a wry smile. The seaside forest was a marine forest, primarily consisting of caves. A corner of the steep cliffs where lush plants thrived. It covered the entire border region, but it didn’t reach the Claudia Kingdom itself. If the Plain Forest were still intact, the southern half of the royal capital would have likely received the forest’s blessings. Now that the Golden Ring was being restored, a peaceful granary was not just a dream. But because their ancestors had acted foolishly for generations, Claudia couldn’t receive the benefits of the magic’s range. Having made an enemy of the Lord of the Forest, it was as if their lifeline had been cut.

"That’s why I came to talk to you. Life might become difficult for the people of this country. People who want to escape might come to the border."

Lean tilted his head at the Little One’s explanation.

"That... well, it is possible, I suppose."

"So, if people like that come, I want Lean’s children to take them to Castrato."

As she said this, the Little One took out several sealing gems from her pocket and threw them into the sea. Several boats appeared on the water. About five small boats, large enough for about ten people to sit in a row, bobbed gently on the waves.

"I’ll leave these here. Put the people who escape on them and have your children take them to Castrato."

She had informed Castrato during her previous visit. The three brothers had been speechless at the state of the Claudia Kingdom, but they had readily agreed to accept the refugees.

"It shall be done. If any troubled people come, I will guide them and have them board these."

The Little One thanked Lean, who nodded in understanding, and flew off to the border town.

"Hmm? Has it gotten worse, I wonder?"

Three months had passed since then. It wasn’t immediately obvious, but the people of the border town also showed signs of exhaustion. When spring arrived and summer approached, any land would normally be bustling with farm work and other activities... But the townspeople lacked spirit. They went about their work mechanically, with a somewhat vacant look in their eyes. Wanting to hear the details, the Little One and her group headed to the border count’s town.

"This is..."

This was even worse.

The townscape was deserted compared to their last visit. When they asked the few people passing by, they said the royal capital had taken people away. The Little One could guess what had happened. The capital had probably run short on labor after she bought the beast-humans. The beast-humans had superior physical abilities and were an extremely valuable labor force. Each one could easily do the work of several people. They had sought labor from the border to make up for that loss. If they took people from around the capital, it would affect the capital itself.

"For some reason, the planting didn’t go well this year... It was already hard enough, and then they took the men. I just don’t know what to do anymore."

The lady sobbed, her face on the verge of tears. The Little One watched her quietly and whispered in a small voice, "When it comes to the worst, you should head to the seaside forest. The Lord of the Forest will help you. He’ll send you to another, richer country."

The lady’s face lit up.

Move to another country?

She slowly looked around and sighed. Anyone would hesitate. The decision to abandon one’s homeland was difficult. But it was important to have it as an option. To know that such a method existed. Because land travel was difficult, such a simple choice was surely something the people of Arcadia, who couldn’t even conceive of it, had never considered.

"Let everyone know, okay? The Lord of the Forest is on the people’s side. If you want to escape this country, he’ll help you."

The lady watched blankly as the gently smiling girl left. From here, a plausible rumor began to spread throughout the Claudia Kingdom.

When the time comes, seek help from the Lord of the Forest.

The Little One visited the border count’s mansion and heard the details.

"I see. So you have heard."

The border count sat limply in his chair, his head hanging low.

When she had come before, he had also been at the mercy of the royal family. He had said there was nothing he could do. He was surely in the same state of mind this time.

"If the current king isn’t useful to the country, you should probably just get rid of him. I wonder if that idea doesn’t exist in this country."

The border count’s eyes widened at the girl’s casually uttered, unsettling words.

Get rid of the king?

Noticing the question in his gaze, the Little One raised the corners of her mouth in a grin.

"Why does a king exist? To protect the people and make the country prosper, right? A king is one who serves the people. That’s why they can live in luxury and hold great power. Can you call someone who only enjoys the rights and doesn’t fulfill their duties a king? A king like that would have been dragged from the throne long ago in Frontier."

The border count blinked at the girl’s words, replaying the unbelievable phrases in his mind. A king is one who protects the people. One who serves the people.

For that reason, the subjects respect the king, serve to support him, and pay taxes. He had forgotten such a common-sense dynamic.

The scales fell from his eyes, and a faint light appeared in the border count’s pupils.

Yes. I thought this man would be like that.

The Little One watched the conflicted border count with a gentle smile. He was kind. That was the same for everyone. For the people and for the king. If someone was in trouble, he would lend a hand. In particular, the ingrained notion that he could not defy the king was deeply rooted. Since that was the worldview of Arcadia, it couldn’t be helped. But she had thought that he, who treated the people without discrimination, would realize it. That a king is a position, not a reference to the person themselves. If the current king was a fool, then they should just make someone else king. Someone who would make the people happy. That a king was by no means absolute.

However, even if one could reform a person’s consciousness, a clash with public opinion was unavoidable. It wasn’t something that would spread to the general populace so easily. So for now, a starting point was fine. If he could just have a little doubt about the current state of Claudia, the rest would work itself out.

Watching the conflicted border count, the Little One got to the main point.

"If this continues, the border will be exploited. The royal family disrespected the Lord of the Forest and incurred his wrath. They caused one of the Lord’s forests to wither. The Lord of the Forest will not forgive the current King of Claudia."

The border count’s face shot up in alarm, and he stared intently at the Little One.

"But the Lord of the Forest is not merciless. He thinks the people are not to blame, so he will help those who want to escape. Can you be the bridge for that?"

Finding a glimmer of hope in the Little One’s smile, the border count listened to the details.

"That is..."

Hearing the story, the border count was at a loss for words.

In short, she was asking him to take in the people who fled and help them escape to another country.

"I don’t know what will happen from here on. It would be good if the Claudia Kingdom could recover, but I don’t think things will go that smoothly."

A temporary evacuation would be necessary. The first signs were already visible.

The planting had not gone well, and the manpower had been taken away. There was no doubt that the harvest would be poor. The Claudia Kingdom, which had no leeway to import from other countries, was at risk of a large-scale famine. Many people would suffer, and there was a possibility of starvation. Being on the coast, they could manage to some extent with the blessings of the sea, but there were limits to that.

The border count was in agony. The reception room was filled with a heavy silence when it suddenly became noisy outside. The next moment, a loud knock echoed through the room. His thoughts interrupted by the sound, the border count answered the knock with a rather stern face.

"What is it?"

What entered were the knights of the Claudia Kingdom. They lined up in the reception room, and one loudly read out the letter he was holding.

"An order from His Majesty. To support the people of the border count’s domain who were taken to the capital, this year’s taxes will be increased by twenty percent. Furthermore, you are to immediately prepare one thousand gold coins as payment for their living expenses up to now."

"What!"

The audacity of a thief, taken to its extreme.

In short, the plan was to use the people of the border count’s domain as hostages to snatch money and taxes. The royal palace must be in dire straits financially.

"...Then give them back. All of the people from the border count’s domain."

They must have only been looking at the border count. Hearing the sharp tone of voice, the knights finally noticed a small girl sitting on the sofa.

"I do not know whose daughter you are, but to suddenly interrupt a conversation is rude, is it not?"

The Little One glared at the haughty knight and slowly stood up, looking exasperated.

"The rude one is you, is it not? I was speaking with the border count first. Do you think a mere knight has the right to interrupt?"

The Little One was currently dressed as a young noblewoman and armed for her meeting with the border count. And the knights recognized her appearance.

"...! The princess of Frontier?! Why are you here?!"

The Little One slowly surveyed the astonished knights and, fanning herself, let out a small sigh.

"That is none of your concern. I was just now hearing from the border count. That many of his subjects were taken to the capital, leaving him short of manpower and in distress. If you have no intention of supporting them, then that is a stroke of luck. We will come to collect the people at once."

Unable to argue with the girl’s elegant smile, the knights of the Claudia Kingdom’s eyes widened fiercely.

"They are the people of His Majesty the King! How he treats them is his own affair!"

It was not the Little One who reacted violently to the knight’s words, but Dorfen, who was standing behind her. In an instant, his face contorted with rage, and he roared at the Claudia Kingdom knights.

"You fool! Have you not sworn the knight’s oath?! To whom did you swear your loyalty?!"

Called out, the Claudia Kingdom knights couldn’t help but falter. And then, every one of them gasped.

Arcadian knights swear an oath to the gods. To wield their swords to protect the people. For that cause, they would even strike off the king’s head. The Little One restrained Dorfen, who was gritting his teeth and growling as he stared at the stunned group, and murmured, "This is the current state of the Claudia Kingdom. How pitiful."

The border count, who had been watching the events unfold in stunned silence, swallowed hard and whispered to himself.

The border is being exploited. Correctly understanding the meaning of those words, the border count made his resolve. I am here to protect my people.

"Your Highness the Princess’s proposal, I would like to consider it favorably."

Smiling as if she had expected it, the Little One headed for the Claudia Royal Capital. The situation was more serious than she had thought. She wouldn’t get deeply involved, but she decided she should at least give a warning. Ignoring the king, the Little One headed for Pascal.



		
			Chapter 137

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet

			"...So that’s the situation. I’m just letting you know, okay? If you think things are getting bad, come to Frontier through the Lord’s forest. We’ll shelter you."

The Little One beamed at a stunned Pascal.

Late at night, while strolling through the royal palace from the sky, the Little One had spotted Pascal through a skylight and called out to him.

"Hey there, I want to talk for a bit, is that okay?"

She had suddenly appeared at the skylight, startling Pascal, who blinked and said, "Huh? Huh?" before she abducted him. The two of them were now on the top floor of the royal palace, on a tower with a fine view, talking while gazing up at the night sky.

"My father, once again... I am so sorry. I am not yet an adult, and as the second son, I am not involved in the country’s politics. Due to the last incident, I am scheduled to be sent away to a territory in the far north after I come of age... It is vexing that I cannot be of any help."

Pascal hung his head in frustration. When she asked for details, he explained that the king resented him for helping to free the beast-humans, and that he was to be stripped of his royal status. He had been ordered to become the lord of a barren northern territory once he came of age. It was a land on the border with the wilderness that separated them from the neighboring country, a place with only a few villages, each with a hundred people or so. The Little One had Pascal show her a map of Claudia and confirmed the location. Her eyes widened.

Wait a minute. This place is...?

There was a break in the western mountain range, a narrow gap that led toward the center of the continent. Moreover, the side near the mountains had quite a rich natural environment, likely due to the snowmelt. A vast expanse of wilderness stretched from where the mountains ended to the sea. That was the territory given to Pascal.

So, Pascal was to become a new border count.

Claudia, with land routes only to the north and south, was a natural fortress. The long mountain range prevented invasion from the interior. Perhaps this isolated location, which didn’t have to anticipate attacks from multiple directions, was what had produced a line of tyrants, the Little One mused for a moment. The original border count of southern Claudia was located far behind the land Pascal was being sent to. It seemed he was being conveniently saddled with developing a new frontier.

But this was also convenient.

The Little One grinned with a wicked look on her face.

"Pascal, when do you come of age?"

Pascal’s heart skipped a beat for a moment at the sight of the girl turning to him with sparkling eyes, and he hastily answered.

"I will come of age on the new year. So I will likely go to my territory next spring."

Hearing this, the Little One’s wicked smile deepened.

"Lend me your ear for a moment."

Pascal listened silently to her whispered secret, and his eyes widened more and more.

"Is such a thing possible?"

"If we do it right, it could be a hidden card. Good luck!"

Pascal was at a loss for words as the Little One gave him a thumbs-up with a determined look. She patted the bewildered boy’s shoulder and, telling him to check on his future territory from time to time, she flew away from the Claudia Royal Palace, unaware that Pascal was still frozen in place, watching her depart.

"Alright then. Are you ready? Here we gooo!"

The Little One landed in the land destined to be Pascal’s territory. Standing in the center of the border with the wilderness, she began to create a forest with the monsters in her usual way. A forest grown by scattering seeds and water and nurturing them with golden magical power. The monsters who were seeing this for the first time stared at the magnificent, deep forest, their mouths agape in astonishment.

"I’m leaving this forest to you, okay?"

The Little One patted the little penguin’s head and anchored the Lord’s forest. Just then, a light-hearted voice echoed.

"Is this the place? Leave it to me, I’ll just go dig it up a bit."

Trigger, the giant earthworm, poked his head out of the ground. He, who crawled through the earth, had refused to have the curse of immortality lifted.

"I will spend my life with Lord Legion. I thank you for your kindness, but I’m fine as I am."

The earthworm grinned. He had no eyes or mouth, yet somehow you could tell he was smiling. Still, he had said he would cooperate with the Little One, so she had immediately flown over to ask for Trigger’s help. As she watched Trigger till the soil of the wilderness, making it fluffy, the Little One gave instructions to the other monsters and began to clear the land. She had the frogs draw in a spring and made grass and flowers grow all over the wilderness. In the blink of an eye, the desolate land transformed into a windswept grassland.

"No matter how many times I see it, it is a magnificent sight," Dorfen said, his eyes wide with admiration as he smiled happily at the Little One.

Pascal’s future territory had been transformed into a lush green land in an instant.

"It’s just for show. It’ll take time to make it a truly rich land."

The Little One let out a sigh, as if she had finished a hard day’s work.

Only when animals came to live here and settled in would the forest have meaning. Until then, she would have to leave the Mononoke corps to stand guard. So that someone else wouldn't notice and snatch it away. She had heard that the little penguin was Lean’s successor. In that case, he could become the Lord of the new forest as he was. The Little One turned to the little penguin and confirmed once more.

"I’m leaving this place to you, okay? Is that all right?"

The little penguin puffed out its chest and turned its beak down in a pout, as if to say, "Leave it to me." Stroking its head, the Little One designated the little penguin as the Lord of the Forest. At that moment, the little penguin’s body began to glow, and its shape started to change.

"Huh?"

""""Wha...?""""

The onlookers who had been watching quietly, and even the Little One herself, couldn't help but be taken aback as they saw the ball of light grow larger. A brilliant, dazzling light filled the area for a time, and when it faded, a giant penguin appeared. The penguin looked down at the dumbfounded Little One and flapped its wings happily.

"Me. Do my best. So, a name."

"Are you the one talking? Huh? What is this?"

It was a penguin that looked very similar to Lean, but slightly different. The feathers behind its eyebrows were shorter, and it had fluffy feathers up to its forehead.

It’s a Royal Penguin.

Noticing the Little One staring in awe, the penguin in question began to patter its feet happily.

"Me, was, child. With King’s power, became, adult. Me, evolved. So, want, name."

"Whaaaat?!"

Evolved? A Lord?! Someone explain, please!!

As the Little One’s mind went into a panic, someone called out to her in a carefree voice. It was the giant earthworm, who had finished tilling most of the land and had returned.

"Well now? This is a rare one. It’s been a while since I’ve seen an evolution."

"You know about this? Tell me! What happened? What is this?!"

Trigger stared intently at the desperate Little One, his eyeless face switching back and forth between the girl and the penguin.

"You did this without knowing? What a fool."

With a dramatic sigh, Trigger explained that the golden magical power wasn’t just for plants, but a magic that governed all life.

"In other words, you can do everything from growth to acceleration of living things. Furthermore, to anchor a Lord, a corresponding amount of power is needed. If you make a juvenile individual a Lord, it needs power to match, and on rare occasions, an individual will evolve."

"Nobody told meeee! Chaos! Abyss! You should have told me important things like that beforehand!!"

The Little One yelled at the sky, but it was too late. The penguin was staring at her with sparkling eyes. Gritting her teeth and clenching her fists, the Little One thought of a name for the new Lord.

"Your father is Lean, so... Leon? How about Leon?"

The Little One turned to him, her lips twitching, and the former little penguin spread its wings to the heavens in joy.

"Leon! I’m Leon!"

Leon began to do a little dance, perhaps a dance of joy.

Somehow, that sounds familiar.

Hearing the nostalgic sound that she remembered from long ago, the Little One tilted her head, and Trigger stared at her intently.

"You’re pretty unoriginal."

Shut up!!

The Little One, who was aware of her poor naming sense, forcefully shook off Trigger’s piercing gaze and called out to the Mononoke corps in the carriage.

"Help him out until this forest is stable, everyone."

"Roger!" the Mononoke corps saluted. It seemed they had started imitating the knights they had been watching. The sight of the assembled monsters all saluting was so adorable that the knights’ faces were permanently relaxed in a smile.

So incredibly cute!

Of course, the Little One was grinning from ear to ear, too.

And so, a new Lord’s forest was born on the border of Claudia.

When Pascal came to visit later, he was surprised to find the forest just as the Little One had secretly told him it would be, surprised that there was a Lord, and he broke down in tears at the sight of his future territory overflowing with green.

"...I thank you, God. No, Golden King! With this, I can do it. I will create a splendid domain!!"

Here was recorded the first step of the boy who would later become the King of Claudia.

He, who would be called the sole conscience of the royal family in the hellscape that Claudia was to become, would conspire with the southern border count to rebuild his country, but that is another story.

Scattering all sorts of seeds everywhere, the Little One continues on her own path today.



		
			Chapter 138

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet ~Interlude: The Seed of the Claudia Kingdom~

			How did it come to this?

The King of Claudia sat on his throne, glaring at the southern border count. Count Calvados’s eyes, sunken in the way of the elderly, wandered vacantly, and he stared back at the King of Claudia with lifeless pupils.

"Having been deprived of half my labor force, a tax increase is impossible. Therefore, I intend to return my title and retire to a detached palace on the edge of the border."

Auguste explained that he would have to sell off his estate just to raise the one thousand gold coins, and the King of Claudia grew flustered. If that happened, managing his domain would be out of the question. The withering of the Plain Forest had also taken away their rich farmland. Naturally, the planting was not going well either. The border count explained calmly. Half of it was what he had heard from the Little One, but the border count had been stunned to learn the reason for this year’s poor planting. He had reread all the old documents and understood that it was true. The border count’s family, which had existed for a long time, had many records regarding the Lord’s forest, and according to them, the harvest yields had been decreasing year by year. As if in time with the withering of the Lord’s forest.

"The Lord’s forest has such power...?"

This was a fact known only to Frontier. The Golden Ring, which was shaped like an incomplete circle, was now connected to the new forest created along the mountain range due to the loss of the Plain Forest. In other words, most of the Claudia Kingdom was now outside that ring. If the Plain Forest had been intact, they would have received ample benefits from the forest even with the mountain range in between. But Claudia had committed the outrage of replacing the Lord, causing it to lose its power, and had destroyed that forest with their own hands.

Hearing the explanation, the king and his followers’ faces twisted in fury.

"I have no desire to hear such nonsense! Do something!"

Despite the threats, the southern border count shook his head weakly.

"With only the women, children, and elderly remaining in my domain, there is nothing I can do. We probably will not be able to survive the summer, let alone the winter. Therefore, I will have my people accepted into some other domain and retire. The border count’s domain will wither. ...Now that the blessings of the Plain Forest are gone, the Claudia Kingdom itself may wither."

"I will not allow it! Do something!"

"Then how do you expect me to produce a sum as large as one thousand gold coins?!"

The southern border count’s eyes widened at the wailing king, and he roared with the sharp gaze of a bird of prey. The king and his followers, momentarily speechless, were met with a glare from him as he gritted his teeth so hard they might break.

"Your Majesty was the one who demanded one thousand gold coins! What do you expect my family to do, when we must dispose of all our household assets and will no longer be able to maintain our dignity as nobles just to prepare it! Do you think a domain with no workforce can be run! What Your Majesty has done is tantamount to pronouncing a death sentence on my domain, why can you not understand that!!"

Stunned by the border count’s glare, the king and his followers’ faces contorted.

"Are your words not excessive? Count Calvados, you are in His Majesty’s presence."

A close aide to the king tried to placate him, but the border count, who had already made his resolve, showed no signs of stopping his torrent of rage.

"That is why I am saying this! That for His Majesty’s sake, my family will return its title! That to raise one thousand gold coins, we will close the border count’s domain! Where is the problem? It is a last resort to fulfill His Majesty’s wish!!"

In Claudia, which was not as wealthy as Frontier, a noble’s stipend was around thirty gold coins. Tax revenue was separate, but even without that, one thousand gold coins was an astronomical sum. An amount that would crush a noble family. The people around them finally began to realize that the King of Claudia’s sense of money, which had allowed him to demand such a thing so casually, was strange. Hearing the faint murmurs of the nobles, the King of Claudia looked at the border count with a vexed expression. He had thought he was a good-natured old man. A weak-willed person who would accept anything. It was completely unexpected that he would bare his fangs and bite back.

"Are you threatening me?"

Startled by the king’s unexpected words, Count Calvados let out a great sigh.

"What have you been listening to? It is Your Majesty who is threatening me. Trying to fleece this old man of his money and let him die on the streets. You need not be so roundabout. I am saying I will return everything."

"Who said such a thing!"

The border count replied to the furious King of Claudia in a low voice, trying his best to remain calm.

"Your Majesty did."

The surroundings fell silent.

"One thousand gold coins is equivalent to one month of our country’s national budget. Were you not aware?"

When this was pointed out, the King of Claudia looked back at his aide. Suddenly put on the spot, the aide’s eyes darted about in confusion, but he nodded.

"My domain operates on about one hundred gold coins a year. Even with tax revenue, it’s one hundred and fifty. And you demand a sum as large as one thousand gold coins from such a domain. Of course it is a matter of life and death."

The reality of the border count’s domain was spelled out plainly. In the already not very wealthy Claudia Kingdom, even the border, which had benefited from the forest’s blessings, was run on a tight budget. One could only imagine the state of the other domains. There was nothing but credibility in Count Calvados’s words that he had no choice but to close his domain to meet the outrageous demand.

"Indeed... Even my domain could not produce one hundred gold coins."

"In the first place, why was Count Calvados asked for one thousand gold coins?"

"He also said his workforce was taken. What is this about?"

As the voices of the nobles grew louder, the King of Claudia grit his teeth and raised his voice.

"Enough! The matter of the one thousand gold coins is forgotten, so manage your domain as you have been!"

With those spitting words, the king rose from his throne and quickly exited the audience chamber. Watching him go with a fixed gaze, Count Calvados let out a dramatic sigh. The surrounding nobles tentatively spoke to the border count.

"The planting has not gone well in my domain this year either. Could it be that you know the cause...?"

That was the start. Voices rose, saying, "Me too," and, "Me too," and Count Calvados knew that the Little One’s explanation had been correct. According to her, it was the combination of the seaside forest in the south of Claudia and the Plain Forest in the west, on the other side of the mountains, that filled the entire Claudia Kingdom with the blessings of the Lord’s forest. But recently, the Plain Forest had withered. The Lord of the Plain Forest had also moved to another forest. Claudia could no longer receive the blessings of the Lord’s forest. From here on, the land would wither and the country would fall into ruin.

When he explained the Little One’s story without hiding anything, the eyes of many of the nobles wavered in shock.

"If that is true... what are we to do?"

"She said to take up animal husbandry. That princess."

That’s right. The Little One had also left them a way to overcome this crisis.

"Cows or horses. Chickens are fine, too. Graze livestock and fertilize the soil. It might be tough for the first few years, but in two years, the soil should be good, and crops should be able to grow."

To be blunt, livestock could be raised with grass and water. As long as one was careful they didn’t get poisoned by toxic plants, they would happily munch on grass and live healthily. The livestock of Arcadia were wild animals, almost close to their original species. They were tough and sturdy. If they could survive the present by raising livestock for meat and continuing to farm on a small scale, there was a future, that little princess had said.

Adding that story, the border count left the audience chamber. Count Calvados quietly watched the nobles who had started to move with changed expressions. A hand suddenly tapped his shoulder, and he turned around.

"Prince Pascal?"

"I heard what happened. Do you have a moment?"

At the boy’s gentle smile, Count Calvados felt a strange sense of hope welling up in his chest.

"...And that’s the gist of it."

"Good heavens..."

Count Calvados was aghast when he learned the reason for the one thousand gold coins. It was simple. The one hundred million gold coins, the payment for the slaves the princess had bought on her previous visit. Having gotten their hands on it, the king and his followers had lost all restraint and, after several months of unrestrained luxury, had spent it all. And humans are foolish creatures. Once they get a taste for something, they don’t stop. To continue their luxurious lifestyle, they were collecting money from here and there. It wasn’t just the border count’s family.

"I only learned about this because the princess came, you know."

Since that day, Pascal had gathered many subordinates and had been investigating the movements of the king and his followers. Pascal had also received a share of the payment for the slaves. Out of one hundred million coins, he had been given one thousand, but that was still a sufficient amount of funds. The king and his followers, having spent all their own money, probably never imagined that Pascal, to whom they had given so little, would have any left. As a result, the money in his possession was not taken. And when he learned the amount lost to the king and his followers’ debauchery, Pascal was at a loss. So much money and goods, feasts and amusements of the utmost extravagance. The foolishness of spending ten years of the country’s annual budget in a few months. Because it was not a wealthy country to begin with, they did not know how to use their newfound wealth. Pascal also learned for the first time from his investigation that most of the country’s administration had been left entirely to the retainers. They would give vague instructions, and all reports and duties were left to the retainers. In other words, the king and his followers knew nothing of governance. Then, this great sum of money fell into their laps, and they were dazzled by it. Without even putting it in the national treasury, they spent it all on debauchery. They didn’t even know the amount of the national budget. A balance was skillfully maintained at the discretion of the retainers, and the king and his followers just spent what they were given. That was why they had no sense of money. The ones running the country were a group of competent retainers. Pascal couldn’t help but be grateful that they, who knew how poor the Claudia Kingdom was, had distributed the taxes correctly.

"This country has been rotting from the roots for a long time."

The border count could only nod at the boy’s bitter words, and he was suddenly shaken by the presence of a proper royal before him.

Here he is. A person who thinks of his country and feels its pain.

It was undeniable that he was young, but he could grow from here. A heart that thought of the people was the most important thing.

Come to think of it, he had heard that Prince Pascal was the only royal who had cooperated with the princess who had freed the beast-humans and saved the Lord of the Forest. News of that great commotion had reached the border count’s ears. As had the story that he was disliked by His Majesty the King because of it, and that he would be sent to the remote northern regions as a subject. The one thousand gold coins must have been a final act of parental compassion.

With a relaxed smile, Count Calvados decided to raise Pascal. As a senior in domain management and statesmanship, he would teach him all the knowledge he possessed.

The small seed of a king that had sprouted here would nestle against a great tree rooted in the earth and transform into a large sapling.

A bond born in a place unknown to the Little One. Under the watchful eyes of the gods, a single light flickered in the turbulent Claudia Kingdom.



		
			Chapter 139

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet

			"So that’s the last of the border forests."

In the distance, she could see the Torzebisont Kingdom. A cold country in the far northeast of the borderlands. Unlike the Donautil Kingdom, which had a long dry season, she had heard it was a humid country where snow remained even in summer. Gazing at the faint outline of a tall tower, the Little One descended into the final border forest. It was a deep green forest where low bushes spread out. The coniferous trees gave her a harsh, splintery impression. Relieved that the vegetation was thicker than she had expected, the Little One walked deeper into the forest.

Somehow, this makes me want to sing "The Bear in the Forest."

The Little One walked on with a look of excitement, into a deep forest just like one from the tales of Peter Rabbit, with its dense conifers and the moss that grew rampant on their trunks. The Frontier knights spread out around her, acting as her guard. Hyrulia and Zack were staying behind. They had set up a proper living space around the Mononoke carriage, which was now like a second home. Though they could maintain their cleanliness with grooming magic, it seemed they didn’t feel truly refreshed without bathing and doing laundry, so the three of them divided the various chores. They even roped in the few knights who had remained.

There’s a strange sense of domesticity that’s so calming.

When she returned to the carriage, she was sure she would find laundry fluttering in the breeze and the smell of a delicious meal, with Hyrulia standing by, towel in hand.

As the Little One was thinking about such trivial things, the forest ahead of her broke, and a clearing filled with brilliant sunlight appeared. In the center of the clearing, where soft grass swayed, was a gaping hole. There was a mound of earth, with a hole in the middle of it.

Wait a minute, I’ve seen this before.

The Little One, who had spent her childhood running through the mountains and fields and playing in the rice paddies and rivers.

As she placed her fingers on her forehead, trying to remember, something emerged from the hole. A pure white pole shot out. No, below the twitching pole, she could see a large face. The Little One’s mouth fell open, and she murmured, "A rabbit..."

Of course she recognized it. It was a bigger version of the many rabbit holes in the mountains.

A giant rabbit, about two meters tall, emerged. It blinked its round, crimson eyes and looked around until its gaze stopped on the Little One.

"King? The Golden King?"

"Probably. Are you the Lord of this place?"

"That’s right! I finally get to meet you!"

The giant rabbit leaped up, about to embrace the Little One, but Dorfen slid in and snatched her away. The rabbit dived stomach-first onto the ground and seemed to have hit its abdomen hard, as it thrashed its limbs in agony for a moment.

"Noooo! Why did you run away? That’s so meeean!"

"You fool! If you hugged her with your weight, Lady Chihiro would be crushed!"

The giant rabbit looked at Dorfen, who was scolding her with wide eyes, and brought its paws to its mouth, biting its nails.

"But, but, Ragon contacted me, you know? He said the King had come! I was so excited, thinking it was my turn next!"

Seeing the rabbit biting its nails in frustration, the Little One nodded in understanding. Ragon was the Lord of the forest between the Sucaraba Kingdom and the Torzebisont Kingdom. A giant chicken. The rabbit, having heard of the Little One’s visit from Ragon, must have thought this forest would be next. However, the Little One and her party had returned to Frontier for the New Year. Furthermore, they had continued their pilgrimage in the opposite direction, so the giant rabbit, whose expectations had been raised, had been left waiting.

Patting the head of the weeping rabbit, the Little One asked its name.

"I’m Chihiro. And you are?"

"Olga!"

"Okay! Shall we make a pact, then?"

Olga was about to nod at the Little One’s outstretched left hand, but she stopped and slowly lowered her face.

"That’s right, there was something I had to do first."

Something she had to do?

Olga grabbed the Little One by her sides, hoisted her onto her back, and took off running. "Hero?!"

"Lady Chihiro!!"

The Frontier party hastily chased after the rabbit, which had inexplicably started running on two legs. Olga leaped into the large rabbit hole and ran through a maze of twisting and turning tunnels. She brought the Frontier party to a large cavern. And there, they saw something familiar.

"A magic circulation device..."

"I heard the King needs this. We have to get the spirit before the pact, right?"

"Huh? Why?"

The Little One looked up inquisitively at the rabbit, whose whiskers twitched.

"Well, because the Golden Ring will be complete, won’t it? If you don’t have the three spirits, you can’t go to the Primeval Forest."

Primeval Forest?

She didn’t understand, but for now, she wanted the spirit. The Little One and Chihaya expertly channeled their magic and obtained the Wind Spirit. A small dragon appeared with a ‘powan’. A Western-style dragon perched on each of the twins’ shoulders. A tiny dragon with small wings on its back. But then, Chihaya’s face smoothly shifted, and Cesare emerged.

"Wait, if this is here, could it be?"

"Oh, right, we had a lodger. That’s right. There’s a golden magic crystal in the ground here."

A golden magic crystal?!

"...A pure magic crystal, nurtured by the land of Arcadia. For the Golden King."

Olga’s eyes narrowed in a smile as she dropped her bombshell. Stunned, the Frontier party, frozen in place, were urged on by her and proceeded down a path that led further underground.

"Whoa... It’s real."

Honey-colored magic crystals covered the entire wall. Gazing at the dancing golden magic, Dorfen and the others were at a loss for words at the spectacular sight.

"What you people call a magic circulation device is a contraption for gathering magic. For the Primeval Forest. This place is a transit point. A byproduct, you could say."

According to Olga’s explanation, long ago, when the gods still descended frequently, the Primeval Forest was created to bless the world. The magic circulation devices were installed to send magic to it. They absorbed magic from the land of Arcadia, gathered it, and sent it to the Primeval Forest. Here was the answer to the question Romel had once had. The magic poured into the magic circulation devices became magic crystals like this and were sent to the so-called Primeval Forest.

"But the other forests had dark magic crystals."

"That’s because of that lodger over there."

Cesare, who was called a lodger, raised his eyebrows fiercely. But Olga brushed off his scathing gaze and snorted.

"It’s because his companions planted fragments of dark magic crystals, and they fed on the golden magic. What a nuisance."

I see. So originally, there were stored golden magic crystals under the other magic circulation devices as well. They were dyed by the dark magic crystals, leading to the current situation. While the Little One was lost in thought, Cesare patted the golden magic crystals. He let out a faint smile and murmured as if in a trance.

"Haha... So it was here. Those detestable Higher Beings, they hid it here!"

The divine power that was missing, even though Cesare had collected all the dark magic crystals. The magic circulation devices were all connected. Using that, the Higher Beings had hidden Cesare’s power as a god here. Hearing this explanation, the Little One’s eyes rounded in surprise.

"Does that mean I’m the one to release it this time?"

"That’s right. And I will neutralize it."

Cesare gathered dark magic and took a stance. But Olga stopped him.

"There’s something we must do before that. Let’s make a pact, shall we? O King."

The giant rabbit offered her smiling face. Right, I did make her wait.

The Little One readily agreed, and when they exchanged their magic in the pact...

The world shook.

"Whaaaat?!"

The air trembled with a ‘buuun’, and the world in her vision blurred from the intense vibration.

"Ufufu, have a good trip, O Golden King."

Her eyes, changing from red, flashed gold. Seen off by those eyes, the twins’ figures vanished from the cavern as if dissipating into mist. The Frontier knights were frozen in place, their faces etched with shock. The only ones who could move were Olga and her children, who had gathered from somewhere.

"Now then... I wonder what will happen."

Olga twitched her whiskers and waited with her children for the Little One’s return.

"Where is this...?"

Recovering from the intense jolt that had wracked her entire body, the Little One found herself standing on unfamiliar ground. It was a landscape like paradise, with lush greenery, flowers of all seasons blooming in profusion, and many fruit trees bearing fruit.

It was truly a utopia. ...This isn’t heaven, is it?

The Little One and Chihaya walked cautiously and spotted a figure in a gazebo in the distance. It was a gazebo of beautiful design, surrounded by climbing roses. They could tell someone was there, but they couldn’t make out their features.

Who could it be?

As the twins cautiously approached, the figure noticed them and gave a light wave.

"Chihiro, Chihaya, over here. Come."

The man standing there was someone the twins knew well.

""...Romel?!""

Why is Romel in a place like this?

Romel gave a wry smile at the twins, whose faces were covered in question marks, and offered them a seat. But there, the Little One’s feet stopped.

"You’re not Romel. Who are you?"

A chill like static electricity ran down the Little One’s spine. Even if his appearance was the same, she would never mistake him. Like Chihaya and Cesare, they looked the same but were not the same. If she had to put it into words, it was a recognition of the soul. The same way Romel could distinguish between Merda and Melitta.

The man before her widened his eyes slightly and raised the corners of his mouth in amusement.

"Good intuition."

With that murmur, he shook his head. As he shook his hair, the color seemed to dissolve into the air, and the man before them transformed into gold. Hair like the sun and honey-colored eyes. He looked just like the Little One used to.

What happened?

The golden man smiled at the staring twins and opened his mouth.

"I suppose this is our first time meeting? Though I have been watching you for a long time. It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Sapphard. The one known as the Founding King."

The Little One’s mind couldn’t keep up.

Someone! Explain, please!!

As the panicked Little One screamed in her mind, the giant honeybee, sensing the disturbance, took off towards the Table of the Gods.

This is...? Could it be!!

The nostalgic magical power she felt from far away, before she could even see it. Whether Merda, who flew with single-minded determination, would have a tearful reunion was something not even the Little One knew.

Was it divine providence, or the devil’s temptation?

And so, the three who had been made to dance by the Higher Beings met face to face for the first time.



		
			Chapter 140

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet, Part Eight

			"You’re right. Where should I begin?"

Awaiting them in the gazebo was a spread of tea, with a table laden with countless sweets and snacks. Sapphard’s gaze seemed distant, as if lost in thought. The twins accepted the tea he offered and waited for him to speak.

"I don’t need to explain things like otherworld reincarnation or gods, do I? The three of us are souls from Earth."

Sapphard was originally from Earth too?

He gave a small nod to the wide-eyed Little One and began to speak of his past. He told of his youth, when he had been arrogant and had taken many lives. He no longer even remembered what had possessed him to do such things back then.

"To stain those souls who committed such evil deeds with even greater darkness, the Higher Beings cast them into Arcadia. A great many of them."

The Little One listened with rapt attention to this new story. Cesare, who was one of those involved, looked as though he had bitten into something sour.

"But it didn’t go well. Because, in order to bind those souls, the Higher Beings always took away something precious to them."

Just as they had reincarnated Lucrezia’s soul as the Little One to control Cesare, the Higher Beings had reincarnated the loved ones of the castaway villains nearby, giving them power over life and death. Because of this, the villains who retained their past memories had a change of heart and began to accumulate good deeds, all to bring happiness to the ones they held dear. The Higher Beings do not understand the subtleties of the human heart. They never imagined that the hostages they prepared to control souls stained by evil would have such an effect.

In the end, the exasperated Higher Beings forcibly stained Cesare with darkness through cruel and vicious means.

Knowing this, Sapphard glanced over at Cesare.

"My precious person was near me, too. Merda’s soul at the time was that person. So, I worked desperately to found Frontier, you know? Ah, those were happy times."

Sapphard chuckled to himself.

Then, his expression turned serious, and he fixed the twins with his sharp eyes.

"I know what the Higher Beings are plotting. But to be honest, I want no further interference from them. That’s why I timed your arrival and waited for you here."

According to Sapphard’s explanation, the Higher Beings find the Dark Spirit King in the Abyss to be a nuisance. To eliminate him, they prepared Sapphard as a Soul of Light and Cesare as the new ruler of darkness. Their plan was to use the friction between these opposing forces of light and dark to erase the current Dark Spirit King.

The Little One tilted her head as she listened to Sapphard’s dispassionate explanation.

That’s strange. Why do something so convoluted? If the Higher Beings wanted to, they should be able to make even the gods vanish in an instant.

The Little One had seen it in her past life. An apostle of the gods had dispersed a young god with a single hand.

Why would the Higher Beings, who should possess such one-sided power, resort to such indirect methods? It was strange. Something was off.

The Little One fell deep into thought.

Even as she pondered, the girl’s hands moved unconsciously, and she shamelessly helped herself to the sweets and snacks. Sapphard watched her with a gentle gaze, then turned his eyes to Cesare.

"They’re trying to use us, the Higher Beings are. What do you say? Shall we form a united front?"

"A united front?"

"You bet. If either of us is missing, they’ll be at a dead end. Now that both light and dark are coming together, this is our chance. I wanted to hash things out so we won’t have to do their bidding when the time comes."

Having witnessed everything since the dawn of humanity in Arcadia, Sapphard had also heard about the general course of the gods. And he had realized something. The gods and the Higher Beings did not know about Earth’s other dimensions. More accurately, they knew of them, but they did not understand their true nature. Sapphard, being originally from Earth, noticed this and spent a long time building the Table of the Gods. He gathered relics from Earth at the mountain’s summit and created this lush, green place.

"I see. I had a feeling when I saw that magic circulation device. Is that also a relic from Earth?"

"Correct. With help from the Celestial Realm and the Spirit World. I’m using it to separate this place from Arcadia. When the Table of the Gods is active, time in Arcadia stands still. No one can eavesdrop on our conversation here."

Only the Higher Beings could manipulate time. However, Earth’s Celestial Realm, which possessed a similar power, had ways to interfere with time even if it couldn’t control it.

Stopping time.

This was an ability the Higher Beings did not possess, granted only to the Celestial Realm of Earth. The other dimension, having branched off independently from the gods, had grown and developed in ways different from the gods’ own principles.

"Does that mean time has stopped for the gods right now as well?"

"Yes. Only those with souls from Earth can move."

The Little One instinctively looked around, following the smirking Sapphard’s gaze. She saw that many people were now standing there.

"Let us welcome our new child."

Four figures stood with beautiful, elegant grace.

"I am the Flame Spirit King."

"I’m the Wind Spirit King."

"I am the Water Spirit King."

"And I’m of the Earth. Welcome, children of Earth."

After introducing themselves to the stunned twins, the four Spirit Kings looked at Sapphard and smiled.

"It has been a long time."

"Yes, it has. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for your cooperation."

Sapphard and the Spirit Kings nodded to each other with deep emotion.

It seemed they had been fighting together for a long time to free Arcadia from the yoke of the gods.

"I can only meet them here at the Table of the Gods. This is the only place I can stop time."

Sapphard smiled wryly.

Apparently, the reason he built this mountain, the Table of the Gods, was to escape the domination of the Higher Beings. So that many people would possess spirits and grow to distrust the world, Sapphard borrowed the power of the other dimension and installed the magic circulation devices. However, to reach this summit, one had to possess three of the four great spirits, and he seemed to have felt a sense of despair as the principles of magic were being lost in Arcadia. At this rate, they would be at the mercy of the Higher Beings. Feeling a sense of urgency, Sapphard sent an SOS to the other dimension and had them connect the summit of this mountain to the Spirit World. This was so that, in a pinch, Arcadia’s kind spirits could take refuge, or conversely, reinforcements could be sent from the Spirit World.

"It has been a long, a truly long time."

"To think that someone could reach this place."

"Especially you, you connected to the Spirit World on your own!"

The Wind Spirit King grinned. At his words, the Little One realized she recognized his face.

"From that time?"

When she repelled the servant of the Dark Spirit King in Castrato, she had caught a glimpse of a beautiful world. Was he not one of the people standing there? The Little One then realized that the faces of all four were the people she had seen at that time.

"You were the Spirit Kings…"

"That such a miracle could happen is perhaps thanks to Arcadia’s Twin Gods making a mistake, no, showing the compassion they should have as gods."

The incident that Chaos and Abyss regretted.

The fact that they had filled Arcadia with golden magic. As it turned out, that very act was now trying to save Arcadia. The creation and installation of the magic circulation devices required an immense amount of magic. But the people of Arcadia at the time could never have produced such a quantity. What supplemented it and made it possible was the golden magic. The failure of the now legendary Twin Gods had ended up helping Sapphard and the others back then.

Wow. It really is true that fortunes are unpredictable. You never know how life will turn out, nyo.

"And so, we wish to grant you the right to manage this place."

"The right to manage?"

"Yes. It is our blessing to you."

The four of them surrounded the Little One and held out their left hands.

"Flames like pillars of fire that scorch the very heavens."

"Winds swift as meteors that pierce the very heavens."

"Waters that glitter like tears and cover the very heavens."

"Mountains and earth that tower to pierce the very heavens."

A glittering wind blew from the hands of the four, swirling around her.

""""In the name of the Spirit Kings, we grant this unto you.""""

The swirling winds of four colors danced around the Little One like ribbons, then burst with a paan and scattered like stars. The four colors, floating gently, mingled together, and a seven-colored glimmer drifted through the air.

"What in the world?"

The fluffy floating lights gathered, and a small sphere was born there. The sphere squirmed, poyo poyo, and shimmered like a soap bubble.

"Is this…?"

"A water spirit. It is our first time creating one, but I believe it went well."

The Water Spirit King smiled elegantly. Apparently, this land itself served the same function as a magic circulation device. There was another proper water magic circulation device, but the spirit for the Golden King’s exclusive use was a special creation made by all the Spirit Kings together.

"You were never able to reach the water magic circulation device in your lifetime, were you, Sapphard?"

"It’s frustrating. Still, I was able to visit the others, so I have no regrets."

When Sapphard was alive, the same thing had been done at the other magic circulation devices, and spirits for the Golden King’s exclusive use were born. That was why the Little One could obtain the other spirits simply by pouring her magic into the circulation devices.

"Is that why you brought me here?"

"Well, I also wanted to talk. There were things I couldn’t do through the magic circulation devices. Like the Spirit Kings’ blessing."

"A blessing…"

Come to think of it, something echoed in my head. Was I just hearing things?

The Little One stared blankly up at the sky. From the mountaintop, the clouds seemed close.

"Words that can destroy even the heavens…"

Kotodama. It is said that words hold power. Words that can destroy even the heavens? What could they be?

As the Little One was lost in thought, the poyo poyo sphere before her rose up three-dimensionally.

…A slime?

A water creature known as the weakest of Arcadia’s monsters. Slimes, which change form depending on their habitat, had earned the nickname "the seven-formed." In watery or marshy areas, they were liquid. In mountainous regions, there were individuals that looked like they had turned to stone. The one she found and touched in Flowers before had felt like a rubber ball. This one was right in the middle. It was a typical forest-dwelling slime, a plump sphere like a water manju. Except, its color was of seven hues. It was transparent like a soap bubble, with seven rainbow-like colors flickering within it. It approached the Little One with a pote pote hop and looked up with its eyeless face.

Huh? This is kind of cute, isn’t it?

"Doesn’t it want a name? You should give it one."

Chihaya, who had switched places at some point, was staring at the slime with envy.

Right, a name.

The Little One looked up at the sky and thought. Then her eyes widened, and while looking at the clouds in her vision, she looked down at the slime.

"Then, your name is Mousse. It’s nice to meet you."

The slime bounced joyfully with a po-wan and vanished into the air. But after having orthodox spirits like a Salamander and a Gnome, why was the wind spirit a dragon and the water spirit a slime? The Little One couldn’t help but murmur her question, and the four Spirit Kings exchanged glances and burst out laughing.

"That is because the Golden King’s influence is present in their creation."

The Flame Spirit King explained, glancing at Sapphard. Sapphard quietly averted his gaze.

"When I heard ‘spirit’… well, for a while, I pictured them normally. But… dragons are cool, right?"

The Spirit Kings roared with laughter.

In other words, the form that was pictured in the Golden King’s mind at the time of birth was reflected. Huh? Then, does that mean?

As the Little One made a dumbfounded face, the Spirit Kings watched her with amusement and nodded in unison.

"That’s right. The water spirit you pictured was that one."

The Wind Spirit King broke into a grin.

Nnoooo! You should have told me something that important sooner!

The Little One screamed in her mind again, but it was too late. She could not yet imagine that an era was coming when many slime spirits would walk the lands of Arcadia.

But Sapphard smiled to himself, knowing that it would be a very happy sight.



		
			Chapter 141

			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet, Part Nine

			"Well, it is rather cute, is it not? A spirit much like you."

The Earth Spirit King patted the flustered Little One’s head, then looked at Chihaya with the kind expression of an old man.

"You must want a water spirit as well, yes? If so, you should go to the water magic circulation device after you return to Frontier."

"Huh?"

The Water Spirit King frowned slightly at Chihaya, who stood there looking perplexed.

"The water magic circulation device is at the bottom of the sea."

At the bottom of the sea? Why in a place like that?

The twins had identical expressions of doubt. Sapphard smiled wryly at their sibling resemblance and spoke of a past event. Long ago, there was a small island far to the south of Frontier. That was where the water magic circulation device was built.

"For the Lord of the Primeval Forest who can only be met there. I can only see that Lord of the Forest in that place."

However, the gods of Arcadia, unaware, placed the continent of Kilfan right there. As a result, the small island was crushed by Kilfan, and the underground magic circulation device sank to the bottom of the sea.

Wow…

It was terrible timing. An event that occurred in the gap between the installation of the magic circulation devices and the time it took for them to accumulate magic and demonstrate their true power. Due to an unavoidable physical phenomenon, Sapphard had missed his chance to obtain a water spirit.

"After that, this place was completed, but by then I no longer had a physical body."

Sapphard laughed, saying the timing was bad in all sorts of ways. It was only natural. None of these things could be accomplished overnight. He must have completed them one by one, desperately, over a long period of time. Thinking of the hardships of her predecessor, the Little One’s expression became complicated and indescribable.

"Don’t make a face like that. I had fun, and it was a happy life that went by in a flash. The same is true for you, isn’t it? Look back on it."

The founding king smiled with an elegant grace. His fulfilled smile exuded a genuine, happy satisfaction. At his words, the Little One also looked back on her own short yet turbulent life. There had certainly been many hardships, but it had all gone by in a flash. The days passed before she could even think of them as hardships, and before she knew it, she was living a happy life.

That’s right. This is what life is like.

It must have been the same for Sapphard back then.

"Well, that’s my story. When the time comes, Cesare, let’s team up and protect the Dark Spirit King."

"Protect him?"

"If the Higher Beings want him gone, there must be a reason. I’ve heard rumors in the Celestial Realm, but I don’t think what he’s doing is a bad thing. It seems like there’s room to negotiate so he doesn’t meddle with Arcadia. So, I want to go against the Higher Beings. Think of it as a form of harassment."

Sapphard flashed a cynical smile.

But the Little One had thought the same thing.

When she heard from Joker what the Dark Spirit King had been up to, she had thought, "If that world desires a cradle, then that’s fine, isn’t it?" She didn’t understand what was wrong with it. The part about him trying to destroy worlds that disliked the cradle was not ideal, but…

There, the Little One had a realization.

The Spirit Kings possessed the power to rule worlds.

And not just one or two. The power to nurture many worlds and wrap them entirely in pleasant dreams. The power to endlessly create dark spirits and support the very foundation of those worlds.

Isn’t that unbelievably powerful?

The Heavenly Gods can at best build and maintain a single star. The Dark Spirit King, who has snatched away and controls dozens of them, is an anomaly.

In that case, it’s almost like…

He is like one of the Higher Beings who rule over the gods. As she thought that far, multiple pieces clicked into place in the Little One’s mind with a sound.

A Spirit King dwelling in the Abyss. What if he was actually trapped in the Abyss? They say loneliness can kill a person. If even short-lived creatures like humans are affected, it must be an unimaginable pain for beings who live for eternity. Is that why the Dark Spirit King resorted to such outrageous acts? For him, was it an unavoidable means of comforting himself?

If you think about it that way, many things change.

Spirits fundamentally love humans. And for some reason, the human world always perishes. Unable to bear it, the Dark Spirit King intervened. If it was his one and only comfort, it would have been a natural act.

But the Spirit King’s actions saddened the Heavenly Gods. As a result, the Higher Beings began to move, leading to the present situation.

Wait, wait, wait, wait! Something’s wrong with this!

The Little One was Japanese. Because her home country had lived through a long, albeit not always peaceful, history, her sense of this was dulled.

In the past, there have been no nations that have survived for eternity. Many countries have histories of less than a thousand years, and even those continue to change their names and forms.

That is the natural way of things.

Humans are creatures that change. They change, they experiment, and they continue to create new civilizations. They are creatures that can change according to their environment. That is what a human is. The fall of a country is also a chance to be reborn anew. Is it possible that the beings in the heavens and the Dark Spirit King do not understand this at all? They force things into a mold of how they "should be," and when that doesn’t happen, they become disappointed and desperately try to maintain their own mold.

Ah, I’ve seen this pattern before.

The troublesome people who were on the internet in the past.

A tribe that is super dependent on others, who cannot stand it when everyone is not the same. They cannot live without receiving empathy, and they hate and attack people who are different. The actions of the Higher Beings are exactly that. And then there are the weak-willed people who cannot defy them. Brainwashed in such a way, even if they hold doubts in their hearts, they cannot voice them and are just yes-men who nod along. These are the gods.

If that’s the case, then the Dark Spirit King… might he be seriously trying to protect humans?

The Higher Beings who do not allow change. The gods who merely follow them. Humanity, which will perish on its own if left alone.

The Dark Spirit King who has watched this for a long time.

His methods are not commendable, but he is certainly protecting humans. He is stopping them from heading toward ruin.

Gods who have received names cannot descend to the human world. But the Higher Beings appear wherever they please. Yes, just as they made Cesare go back in time over and over, they can interfere with events they dislike. And yet, they do not interfere with the stars ruled by the Dark Spirit King. If they dislike it, they should be able to go back in time and repel his interference.

It all makes sense if it’s not that they won’t interfere, but that they can’t.

For some reason, is it possible that the Higher Beings cannot interfere with the Dark Spirit King’s power? That is precisely why they want to erase him. It also makes sense why they would try to use Sapphard and Cesare as indirect tools, if they cannot lay a hand on the Dark Spirit King directly.

Isn’t that amazing? The Higher Beings created the gods, created the world, and even manipulate time itself. They are, in a sense, omniscient and omnipotent beings. An opponent that even they hesitate to touch must be something extraordinary.

At this point, the way I see the Dark Spirit King has completely flipped. Is he truly an evil being?

The words the Little One murmured as she thought aloud froze the faces of everyone present.

"It’s possible… that’s possible. I never even considered that possibility! That’s the reason the Dark Spirit King still exists despite being loathed by the Higher Beings!"

"If he is a being that is not subject to the interference of the Higher Beings, then everything we’ve discussed so far makes sense. No wonder he was able to dominate other worlds as he pleased."

"But doesn’t that change the story? For us, who consider the Higher Beings our enemy, could the Dark Spirit King actually be a blessing?"

The people erupted in astonishment, beginning a debate on this and that. The Little One glanced at them and thought of Joker. She, too, did not seem to fear the Dark Spirit King very much. When they had spoken before, the two of them had simply sighed and said he was a troublesome fellow.

Could it be that she knows something?

In this classic situation where one mystery leads to another, the true nature of the Higher Beings was finally beginning to unravel. What she had seen until now was not wrong, but it was not the whole story. Everything has an opposite side, a different aspect. What is justice for them is not always right. And intelligent life forms are often creatures that seek their own benefit. Front, back, and side. I want to choose the one that is most advantageous from any of these angles. I couldn’t care less about the Higher Beings or the gods. I will choose happiness for Arcadia, nyo.

Thus, a new seed of doubt was sown and sprouted. The ingredients placed on the Table of the Gods did not wish to be cooked as others pleased. Unbeknownst to the Higher Beings who schemed to cook them to their liking, those ingredients were consulting with each other, infusing themselves with a deadly poison to shatter their plans.

New problems were revealed one after another, and the mysteries of the world expanded, winding in the unraveled threads.

Even in the midst of all this, the Little One reached for the sweets and started munching, mosha mosha.

Seeing her operating as usual, the Spirit Kings and Sapphard couldn’t help but feel a sense of warmth.

Wherever she is, whatever she’s doing, the Little One is the Little One.
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			The Little One and the Gods' Banquet, Part Ten

			"Either way, we’ll have to meet him at least once, won’t we? The Dark Spirit King."

The Little One’s cheeks puffed out like a squirrel’s as she stuffed a sandwich into her mouth, mo mo. Seeing her eat endlessly, like a small animal preparing for hibernation, those around her gave wry smiles.

"Are you not eating too much?"

Cesare sounded concerned, but the Little One just drooped her eyebrows and swallowed the food in her mouth.

"Because no matter how much I eat, my stomach doesn’t get full."

That was right. It was delicious and she could eat as much as she wanted, but for some reason, it didn’t fill her up. Sapphard gave a pointed cough at the Little One’s slightly dejected mumble.

"Ah, sorry. It’s all an illusion. My apologies."

"Wha…!"

The Little One’s mouth fell open.

So that’s why… But this is amazing. This flavor, this texture. It seems completely real, nyo.

Paying no mind to the Little One, who looked at her sandwich with fresh eyes rather than seeming offended, the atmosphere around them suddenly became frantic. The air trembled, a tremendous roar echoed, and a doon of an impact from behind shook the gazebo. Standing in the billowing cloud of dust was a familiar giant honeybee.

"Sapphard…?"

"…Merda? Huh? No way!"

Sapphard shot to his feet, his face a mask of astonishment. He rushed over to Merda and touched her body. His fingertips were trembling, wana wana.

"Impossible…! Those Higher Beings, they used Bonnie again…!"

"…Bonnie?"

As Sapphard collapsed with a look of disbelief, the Spirit Kings around him also wore expressions of shock.

"When Sapphard agreed to become a material for the light, he desired the release of his loved one and made a pact with the Higher Beings. …To think they would reincarnate her again."

Apparently, Sapphard had been present when Merda’s soul was passed on to the next generation and had confirmed without a doubt that a different soul had taken her place. A new Lord is born while the current one is still alive. It should be impossible for the same soul to be inherited. However, the Lord had changed several times over the past few thousand years. They must have mixed his precious person’s soul back in during one of those successions. As they explained this, the Spirit Kings looked up at the heavens with disgusted expressions.

There was no way Sapphard would mistake the soul of his beloved.

"Why…? Didn’t you set her free?!"

"What’s wrong? Why are you so sad, Sapphard? It is me, Merda. Ah, how nostalgic!"

Merda embraced the golden youth as if to comfort him. Sapphard looked up at her, his brow furrowed, his face on the verge of tears.

"…You’re right. It is nostalgic, Merda. Have you been well? How did you know to come here?"

"I felt your magic. I must have flown a very long way… but it’s strange, the sun hasn’t moved."

Sapphard caressed the cheek of the tilting Merda and clenched his teeth.

"I won’t forgive them, those bastards from the higher realms…! This means all-out war. If they won’t keep their promise, then I have no reason to keep mine!"

The Little One had no memory of her time as Lucrezia. Naturally, Merda had no memory either. But the Little One was distracted by something else and murmured softly.

"…Could it be, Sapphard is Clyde? From the movie?"

"…That’s a nostalgic name to be called. A movie? They made a movie about us? What’s the title?"

After a brief hesitation, the Little One replied with a wry smile.

"…Bonnie and Clyde… nyo."

Sapphard’s eyes widened for a moment, then the next instant, his lips twisted into a defiant smirk.

"A fine title. We don’t need any tomorrow. Tomorrow will come on its own, anyway."

His eyes flashed fiercely, and Sapphard spat out the words like a growl. The Little One nodded vigorously in agreement, her own eyes shining brightly.

"Exactly. Tomorrow will come no matter what you do. So, let’s struggle as hard as we can today."

They clasped hands, gashi, and Sapphard and the Little One brought their faces close, looking delighted.

"We’re almost out of time. Stay safe until we meet again, alright?"

"You too. Don’t you dare let the Higher Beings find out about you, nyo? …They might just erase you, you know?"

The Little One was beginning to understand the Higher Beings’ methods.

They were like it. The intellectual yakuza, the high-minded outlaws you’d find in Japan.

As the two of them vowed to meet again, the Spirit Kings also began to fade.

"The magic here is running out. We are at the limit of how long we can stop time. Forgive us."

"Let’s meet again. With our blessing, you can come and go from here as you please. From the Spirit World side, the dimension is different, so we can talk without the gods knowing, you know?"

"The magic circulation devices, perhaps. It should be easier to connect to our world from there."

"Well, it seems you could connect on your own even without such things."

The Spirit Kings vanished, each leaving their own parting words. After seeing them off, Sapphard’s form also began to fade.

"I’m sorry, Merda. I have to go back now…"

He intertwined his fingers with hers wistfully, brought Merda’s foreleg to his brow, and placed a kiss on the tip of her leg.

"I will be happy, I swear it. I will make it happen. So wait for me, okay?"

Merda looked at Sapphard’s pained expression with curiosity, then let out a soft laugh.

"I do not understand what you are saying, but I am quite happy, you know? I was able to meet you again, Sapphard. You have given me an unexpected joy."

"Merda…"

The moment Sapphard tried to say something more, his form vanished.

The Little One gently patted the bewildered Merda, who was staring into the empty space where Sapphard had been, and broke into a wide grin, nika.

"I’m happy for you, Merda. But let’s keep this a secret, okay?"

There was no telling where the ears and eyes of the Higher Beings or the gods might be. If the unknowing Merda let something slip, it would be a disaster. As the twins’ forms also began to fade, they watched Merda nod obediently.

"This place is like a dream. A fleeting dream. We’ll be back soon, so wait for us!"

With those parting words, the Little One’s group also dispersed, and when Merda came to her senses, she was back in the forest of the royal capital. …A dream?

Even though she should have flown so far, the place she was in and the position of the sun hadn’t changed. Understanding her current situation, Merda looked strangely at her own body, which felt pleasantly tired.

For a dream, it was awfully real. Was this what they called a daydream?

Even if it was a dream, it was a very good one, being able to meet a nostalgic person.

Around the time the giant honeybee was deep in bliss, her antennae twitching fuku fuku with happiness, the Little One was transported back to the underground of the rabbit forest.

"Welcome back! Did it go well?"

Next to the giant rabbit who struck a pose, sucha, with its right hand raised, time began to move again for Dorfen and the others.

"Chihiro-sama? …Wait, huh?"

Dorfen blinked his eyes as if taken aback. The other knights also looked around, kyoro kyoro.

"It looked as though the young lady had vanished."

"An illusion? Huh?"

"…Well, as long as nothing happened, then that’s fine."

The knights muttered with suspicious eyes. Ignoring Dorfen, who looked like he wanted to say something, the Little One looked up at Olga.

"You’re from Earth too?"

"That’s right."

The giant rabbit embodied the "tehepero" gesture.

What a cute face you have!

Even the little rabbits that had gathered at some point were all imitating the tehepero.

Whoa! This is too cute! What kind of utopia is this?!

Unable to get angry, the Little One writhed in moe agony as the baby rabbits flew around her. The Lords’ Kin, performing a realistic rabbit dance on their hind legs, made it impossible for the surrounding knights to stop their hearts from pounding.

"Aren’t they cute? I taught them myself! See, everyone, great job, great job."

The rabbits even started singing to themselves, tarattarattaratta~♪, and began to dance.

At this point, it was a free-for-all, and the Little One joined in with a Bon Odori.

The knights, caught up in the cute and chaotic scene and able to do nothing but watch, stood there dumbfounded until the rabbits and the Little One were out of breath. Of course, they were burning the delightful sight into their memories.

Later, it was a charming episode when the guardian group, upon hearing this, pushed Romel to miniaturize a recording magic tool to give to the Little One’s squad.

And so, the ingredients that were nearly made into the gods’ banquet unified their will, and each began to move toward rebellion against the Higher Beings.

Their goal is the happiness of their loved ones. Which is to say, the peace of Arcadia. A modest yet grand ambition now begins to move.



		
			Chapter 143

			O-saki and the Emissary

			"Do you understand?! If something happens, you are to report it properly! Especially you members of the knight order!"

The Little One’s squad hung their heads before a floating water mirror. Reflected in it was Romel, who was giving them a severe lecture.

Well, I didn’t think it would turn out like that. I really didn’t.

This was a border town in the Torzebisont Kingdom.

Afterwards, unable to discuss the events at the Table of the Gods with those around them, the twins communicated only through eye contact.

They exchanged a quick glance, nodded slightly to each other, and struck up an innocuous conversation with Olga.

"To think you’re one of us. Do you have your memories?"

"I do. But I’m happy with my life here, so I don’t really care."

The giant rabbit was still dancing, yoicho yoicho. Following its lead, the young rabbits danced as well. She didn’t know how or why she was reincarnated as a Lord, but if she was happy, it was a trivial matter.

"Singing, dancing, and eating delicious food. You have to enjoy life, you know."

Oh my, what’s with this one? I feel like we could get along like family!

Dancing along with them, the Little One placed her hands on her cheeks and couldn’t help but blush. Seeing this, Olga-sama’s whiskers twitched in a grin.

"You’ve fallen for me, haven’t you?"

"No, definitely not."

The Little One shot back a sharp retort, her fingertips perfectly aligned. The rabbit-sama rolled on the ground, roaring with laughter.

"Ahahaha, this is it, this is it! I love it, that kind of banter!"

This person is definitely Japanese on the inside. And a slightly older model, at that.

The question she had about Cesare, the reincarnation that didn’t align with Earth’s timeline, was cleared up when she learned the Higher Beings could manipulate time. Apparently, because a golden magic crystal existed underground here, this forest was spared from magic depletion and remained rich, so she wanted for nothing.

"Mmm, other than that, well… I guess I’d like to have a human-style meal once in a while," she muttered.

Her quiet words struck a chord in the Little One’s heart. A pity she couldn’t dismiss as someone else’s problem welled up from the pit of her stomach. She heard that Olga’s basic diet consisted of fruits and nuts. She could use magic to sauté wild grasses, but it seemed it didn’t suit a Japanese palate. "It’s a struggle to catch fish or birds. And I can’t make anything worth the labor. Even when I shake down the adventurers who occasionally come by, all I get is preserved food like dried meat."

Did she just casually confess to mugging people?

The Little One gave a wry smile.

Olga possessed earth and a slight bit of flame affinity. She had apparently tried to make a fish preserve by manipulating the earth at the bottom of the water to catch fish, but the lake she stirred up remained murky for a long time, and she ended up having to drink muddy water for a while.

"I’d rather give up on fish than drink such earthy water."

The giant rabbit-sama drooped and liquefied, sticking to the ground. Seeing the languidly writhing rabbit, the knight order felt a strange sense of kinship.

She’s similar… to the Little One.

This has happened before.

Dorfen, lightly dredging up his memories, pictured his princess and his eyes widened.

That’s right, Sakura-sama.

Ten years ago, with the Little One and the soaring Sakura, the knight order of that time had cried out that it was as if there were two Little Ones. And Dorfen felt a cold sweat on his temple.

"Could it be, this one as well…?"

The Little One grinned with a wicked smile. Dorfen, who knew much about reincarnation and the blunders of the gods, understood without needing to hear the rest and dramatically covered his eyes with one hand. Paying him no mind, the Little One called out to the liquefying Olga.

"Then I’ll treat you to a meal. Come on."

With eyes shining brightly, Olga and her entourage of young rabbit-samas followed the Little One back to the monster carriage.

"Aaaah! What is this!"

Olga danced with wild joy, don don pafu pafu.

The table before her was laden with dishes and desserts. While it was a normal meal in Frontier, this spread had surprised people in other countries as well with its lavishness. For Olga, who lived deep in the forest and whose only way to obtain civilized food was occasionally mugging adventurers, it was a dream-like feast.

"A Lord of the Forest? Will sweets be alright?"

Adonis and Zack, who were far too accustomed to monsters, knew that other Lords had a sweet tooth. Monsters, who primarily live on magic, also eat normal food to build their bodies, and it was a well-known fact that they were fond of sweets. The monster squad they led was always eyeing the honey cubes packed in the Little One’s bag with avarice.

"Nah, Olga wants to eat a proper meal. So, more food please."

Imitating the Little One who raised her right hand with a chatto, Olga and the young rabbits all raised their right hands in unison.

…What is this adorable scene?

The rabbit-samas had round eyes and long, twitching ears, piko piko. Only Olga was pure white with red eyes. The others were young black, brown, and spotted rabbits. Their eyes were all black.

Desperately trying to keep his face from collapsing into a massive grin, Adonis began preparing a meal for the new guests.

"Would you prefer something vegetable-based?"

Olga vehemently rejected Adonis’s question. The Lords’ Kin were omnivores.

"Nooo, I want to eat a hearty meat dish! I’d be happy with fish too!"

The giant rabbit-sama stomped on the ground, dadadadaddan. Her eyes spoke volumes, and with her excessive body language, no words were needed. With flared nostrils and a shaking head, Olga conveyed her desire. Adonis nodded rapidly and pulled out several large whole chickens from their food supply, swiftly butchering them. The rabbits watched this, fuoooo, surrounding Adonis. Exposed to multiple gazes of envy, Adonis broke out in a cold sweat.

"…Give me a break."

Zack noticed Adonis’s pleading gaze and threw him a lifeline.

"Here… eat this until the meal is ready."

He spread out a large mat and set down several kinds of baked goods. Various cookies, Madeleines, Pound Cakes, and Gaufrettes. A dazzling array of confectionery that had evolved over the past decade was laid out.

"Oh myyy!"

The rabbits rushed forward, dodododo, with the Little One following them. They each picked up a sweet and began to eat with abandon.

"Delicious! This is it, this is it! What a nostalgic taste!"

Olga-sama stuffed one sweet after another into her mouth, mofu mofu mofu mofu, and shed tears of emotion. The young rabbits’ eyes widened as they nibbled on the sweets, poli poli poli. The rabbit group looked like a procession of hungry ghosts, and even the monster squad and the Little One’s squad were taken aback.

"…Ah. Really, just for this, I feel like I could serve you. Thank you."

Large teardrops fell from Olga’s eyes, but she continued to stuff her face with sweets. Despite having trouble breathing through her tears and runny nose, she showed considerable grit.

"I know how you feel, nyo. I was in despair too when I found out there was no sugar."

Has it already been over ten years since then? Time flies.

"But you still made it, didn’t you? You searched and gathered?"

"Giving up is something you do after you die. I started with honey and came this far over more than ten years, nyo."

"A light novel staple, isn’t it?"

"No doubt about it. But there’s a big difference between reading it and doing it. Honey was one thing, but if it weren’t for the gods’ blunder, I might still be searching for sugar even now."

A past life where every misfortune turned into a blessing.

As they were blooming with conversation about their memories, Adonis, whose preparations were finally complete, brought over the food with a beaming smile.

"It’s ready. Eat your fill!"

The large plates set down with a don don held butchered chicken cooked teriyaki style. The savory, appetizing aroma wafted through the air. The chicken was glazed with a glistening, glossy sauce and sprinkled with white sesame seeds. Around it, green beans and carrots were arranged colorfully, and a separate dish of mayonnaise was provided to be used as desired.

"Te-ri-ya-ki?! No way! A goddess has descended!"

The giant rabbit-sama shrieked.

Seeing her, the Little One superimposed her past self and gave a wry smile.

Is this how I looked to others back then? Learn from the behavior of others. The people of old said some good things.

She let out a dry laugh, hahaha, and the next day, after promising to deliver food to Olga, the Little One and her group headed for the Kingdom of Torzebisont.

And so we return to the beginning.

"Even if Chiihiro didn’t know, the rest of you should have understood, shouldn’t you? The meaning of the new King of Castrato’s words! You will properly explain it to Chiihiro and have her contact us!"

"We have no excuse."

Dorfen and the rest of the Little One’s squad bowed their heads deeply. They had realized it at the time, but they had been so caught up in one thing after another that they had completely forgotten. They had no words to offer in return. The words the new King of Castrato had sent them off with at the end.

Castrato will follow the will of Frontier.

The Little One had not understood that these words were an acceptance of becoming a semi-vassal state to Frontier. She had thought they were just a promise to listen to Frontier from now on, a friendly gesture.

"…Honestly, I thought we’d be lucky to get a non-aggression or peace treaty. Really, you just go careening off on a tangent from our expectations. …I hate to say it, but… you did well. Thank you."

Being smiled at with a grimace like he’d just swallowed a bitter pill is scary.

Even though I’m being praised, it doesn’t feel like I’m being praised.

As she thought this, the Little One voiced something that had caught her interest.

"This isn’t a water mirror, is it? What is it?"

Romel’s face floated in the air. What was reflecting it was not a water surface like the one she had seen in Frontier before. It was a mirror-like surface floating in the air, created by the two Frontier spies who had appeared as soon as they crossed the border of the Torzebisont Kingdom. It had been a surprise, but the Little One was very interested in this mysterious magic. Hearing her innocent question, Romel gave a dark smirk.

"An improved version of the water mirror, I suppose. It takes a little effort, but it’s a composite of water and wind magic."

She heard that they created a mirror surface with water magic mist and transmitted sound with wind magic’s wind-sending. Originally, there was a method of using mist as a mirror surface to convey a scene, but it had the drawback of not being able to transmit sound. A water mirror, being a water surface, transmits sound by vibrating it. However, its drawback is that it can only connect fixed coordinates. They had apparently devised a method to compensate for the mist mirror’s drawback of not being able to transmit sound due to the lack of a vibrating water surface by using wind-sending.

"With this, as long as we have a water and wind user, we can make contact anywhere. Right, Chiihiro?"

The Prince Regent looked pleased with himself. The two covert arts users smiled wryly, as if they had no choice.

Oh, wow… They’ve invented something incredible.

Silence fell over the Little One’s unit.

The journey ahead. The Little One couldn’t help but collapse at the thought of a future where everything would be reported, contacted, and she would be struck by a lightning storm of real-time lectures.



		
			Chapter 144

			O-saki and the Emissary, Part Two

			"Hmph, what a mess this has become."

The covert mages who had joined the Little One’s unit. She understood they were her guards and monitors, but she couldn’t help but feel resentful, thinking they were nothing more than tattletales.

"You need not be so hostile."

"Yeah, yeah, it’s not like we enjoy ratting you out. It’s a shock to be made the villain."

"Before you worry about being a villain, why don’t you learn some proper manners! You are in the presence of a princess, you know!"

The elderly man was Hyarbas. The young man whose collar he was grabbing was Darvy. They were mages from Frontier’s covert operations. Hyarbas looked old, but there was no telling Darvy’s age. Even though the lifespans in Frontier were said to be shortening, the generation born under the influence of the golden magic still aged slowly. That was beginning to change, but Drago, who was over half a century old, and Romel, who was past thirty, looked exactly the same as they had in her previous life. Darvy watched with amusement as the Little One tilted her head with a finger in her mouth, then broke into a wide grin.

"I’m from the city, so please forgive my rough speech. I’ve never been a guard before, so I’d like to receive guidance from the knight order."

As Darvy bowed his head, Dorfen gave a magnanimous nod.

"There’s no need to be so formal. This is not the royal palace, and we are practically incognito. We will not reveal our identities unless something happens. Just remember that."

Both covert agents listened to Dorfen with wide eyes. With similar dark brown hair and black eyes, the two looked very much alike. They might be father and son.

"It’s amazing you can be a covert mage with that coloring."

Magical power is dependent on hair and eye color. It’s something you’re born with and can’t change later. Hearing the Little One’s murmur, the two exchanged a mischievous glance.

"Our hair is our natural color, but we’ve changed our eye color. Look."

Darvy lightly touched his own eye and took out a small, round object. Seeing it, the Little One cried out in surprise.

"Colored contacts…?"

"Karacon? I am not familiar with that, but this is an experimental disguise item. I hear it was inspired by the colored glasses that are popular in the capital."

The Little One couldn’t help but snort, and Uris slickly put on a pair of sunglasses.

"Ah, those. I see, so that’s what they are."

The two of them, who had been undercover in the Torzebisont Kingdom for a long time, had not returned to Frontier for many years. These colored contacts had apparently arrived by honeybee mail. They had tried them on with trepidation but had taken a liking to the completely different atmosphere they created.

"If I had to complain, it would be that my vision is poor. It’s dark, and that can be a bit of a problem at times."

Darvy smiled wryly. Hearing this, the Little One looked at the colored contacts again.

Ah, it’s just solid black glass. If I just, so, a little something here and there…

"Ah, what are you…?!"

The colored glass melted with a shuu sound. Ignoring the flustered Darvy, the Little One carefully made a hole in the center of the colored glass. She made the hole thin and smooth so as not to injure the eye, then grinned at the surprised Darvy.

"Try it on."

Darvy stared intently at the altered colored glass, then fearfully placed it on his eye.

"Eh? Oh? Whoa, I can see! Even with the colored glass on, I can see the scenery normally, Dad!"

So they were father and son.

The Little One took the colored glass disguise items from the astonished pair and made holes for their pupils.

"But try to take them out as much as possible, okay? I don’t think they’re good for your eyes."

The human body is delicate. The slightest thing can cause problems. As things like this evolve more, they might become fashionable, but as prototypes, their safety is low, and wearing them for long periods is dangerous.

"This is a lifesaver. Our eyes are a bit conspicuous."

Darvy and his father had troubled expressions. Their eyes were crimson. Not red, but a vermilion close to orange. Eyes the color of a freshly setting sun were indeed noticeable. But the Little One had seen those eyes before.

"Are you of mixed Donautil heritage?"

"You know of it? My great-grandfather was from Donautil."

I see, atavism.

Genetically, darker colors are dominant, but sometimes that can be overturned. There are cases where a dominant gene is pushed aside and asserts itself.

"In Donautil, even the commoners have silver hair and red eyes. Things like this can happen."

Considering that, Donautil had the potential to be a nation of mages. From the principles of pigmentation, all its people would have high magical power. In a sense, it could become a greater magical nation than Frontier.

"But what’s the logic behind this? How does making a hole like this allow you to see the scenery? The eye color stays the same."

The father and son checked their appearances in a water mirror.

"Ah, what you see with isn’t your whole eye. It’s the pupil in the middle. Only the black part in the center sends what you see to your brain. So, if you open that up, you can secure your vision."

"Hoh…"

The mages stared at the Little One with admiration. As if to voice their thoughts, Dorfen spoke up.

"I have thought so regarding industry and politics, but to think you are also versed in medicine… You are truly a person of unfathomable depth."

Uwaaaah?!

The Little One was once again made aware that knowledge that was common sense for a modern person was a cheat in medieval Arcadia.

It’s not that big of a deal!

The Little One tried to explain, but Dorfen just nodded along, smiling knowingly as if to say, "Chihiro-sama is so humble." Dejected by the miscommunication, the Little One armed herself and headed for the royal capital of the Torzebisont Kingdom.

"What… You say that magic will be revived?"

This was the Torzebisont royal palace.

The Little One’s unit, having been announced in advance, was warmly welcomed. At the banquet after the greetings, the Little One conveyed the main point to the King of Torzebisont.

The current monarch of the Torzebisont Kingdom was a queen. This was the first time the Little One, who had traveled around the borders, had met one.

"That is correct. I have traveled to many forests and formed alliances. As a result, magic is returning to the world. It won’t be immediate, but I believe people will be able to use magic again."

The King of Torzebisont listened, his cutlery trembling. It was the return of a legend he had only known from fairy tales. It was only natural.

However, the revival of magic was not all good news. There was the possibility that many problems would come to light, such as accidents from accidental discharges or its use in crime by the unscrupulous. There were many things that needed to be done in advance to prevent such occurrences, such as establishing laws and giving lectures on its proper use.

After explaining this, a question and answer session with experts was held the next day.

"In a way, it might be a good thing Hyarbas and the others are here."

"I agree."

The twins left the lectures to the two mages and leisurely strolled through the castle town. From Frontier’s perspective, the Torzebisont Kingdom was a remote land. If not for this event, they probably would never have visited. Only the Golden King on a pilgrimage would visit.

I wonder if my ancestors felt this way.

The capital of Torzebisont was a bustling place with a mix of Northern and Western European styles, but upon closer observation, the commoners wore something like ethnic costumes. They were splendid outfits with vibrant embroidery. They had a design like the nomads she had seen on TV on Earth. The proximity of Olga’s forest was likely a factor. On the way here, they had seen horses and sheep grazing, and several mobile dwellings like gers or yurts. The border villages and towns were made of adobe bricks, which suited the dry climate characteristic of a northern country.

"The embroidery is so beautiful. I’d like to buy a few pieces to take home."

"Hiro’s embroidery is prettier. If you embroider my tie next time, I’ll buy you some clothes."

The siblings ran around excitedly.

They also purchased many other items, such as woodwork and glassware, to their great satisfaction. They went on to hop from stall to stall, getting lots of food as well.

"This Fried Manju is delicious!"

The Little One stuffed her cheeks with a fried bread filled with ingredients and chewed, mo mo motto.

Adonis, eating the same thing, analyzed the filling and preparation with a look of enjoyment. "Meat and vegetables… peppers and carrots. Just salt, I think. It would be even better with some sesame oil and pepper."

"This… could be used for dessert, too. With a custard or cream cheese base, and a fruit compote filling…"

The Little One watched the two of them, engrossed in their research, with amusement and handed an armful of food to a honeybee.

"Take this to Olga."

As if it understood, the honeybee flew off. The Little One and her group returned to the royal palace, where the exhausted father-son mage duo was waiting for them.

"Our job is to be guards and monitors, you know!"

The Little One waved her hand nonchalantly at Darvy, who was glaring at her with a reproachful upward glance, and her lips curved into a cheerful smile.

"Even a parent can be put to work if they’re standing around. Well, this is a great help. Thank you, Romel-sama, nyo."

She gave them a thumbs-up, saying she’d be counting on them in the countries to come, and handed them a gift, which was the souvenirs. It was food they were used to, as they had originally been spies in the Torzebisont Kingdom.

"Street food? You went to the town?"

The father-son mages’ faces twisted in panic. They likely never imagined a princess would go down to the lower town.

"This is normal. Not worth being surprised about," Dorfen declared nonchalantly.

"Right. It’s not like Hiro would ever sit still," Chihaya said with a sigh.

"…You’re just noticing?" Zack finished with a chuckle. The Little One’s squad headed for the guest room prepared by the King of Torzebisont.

The two mages watched them go, stunned, bewildered by their baptism into the Little One’s squad.

And so, with new companions joining them, the Little One’s unit became even more lively.

Needless to say, when Romel heard about this later, he couldn’t help but stare off into the distance.

"Well, I expected it. Yes, I did. …When they get back, I’ll need to have a long talk. With Dorfen and the others."

Romel was just as soft on the Little One as anyone else.

She turns any situation into an opportunity. The unconsciously strongest Little One is still going strong.



		
			Chapter 145

			O-saki and the Emissary, Part Three

			"Nyu?"

The explanations of magic and how-tos of the situation would not be finished in a day or so. After sending off the reluctantly protesting father-son mage duo, the Little One was taking a leisurely stroll through the Torzebisont royal palace today as well, intending to relax. Then, she heard the sound of arguing from somewhere.

Feeling curious, the Little One advanced on her belly through the untrodden shrubbery.

After a short while, she came to an open lawn, where she saw small figures in a gazebo.

"I am telling you, it does not suit you! You are plain, so you should be more modest!"

The boy declared this with no consideration for her feelings. He had a handsome face with red hair and blue eyes, but his expression was twisted with irritation.

"…I, I am sorry."

The other person was a girl with chestnut hair and green eyes. She had a gentle appearance and stood there looking out of place.

Both were around the age of adulthood, and the boy, while chewing on a bitter pill, threw something at the girl and quickly walked away. The girl with chestnut hair picked up the fallen object as if it were precious and began to sob.

"Why…? If you dislike me so, why can’t you just leave me alone?"

From her muttered words, the Little One mostly understood the situation.

Ah, he’s the type who can’t be honest. Later, this will become part of his dark history, and he’ll writhe in his heart over it. So young.

It’s a common adolescent phenomenon. The rule of being unable to be honest with the person you like, and instead resorting to behavior bordering on harassment.

But this was not good. It seemed that boy had broken something important to the girl. Unable to leave the quietly crying girl alone, the Little One revealed herself as nonchalantly as possible so as not to startle her.

"Is something the matter?"

Startled by the sudden appearance of a child, the girl hastily hid her tears.

"Please forgive my unsightly appearance… It is nothing."

While not a stunning beauty, the girl had a lovely face. To call this plain, just how high is the facial deviation score of the people around you, the Little One felt like grabbing that boy by the scruff of his neck. Hiding her murderous thoughts, she gently reached out and touched the object the girl was holding. She enveloped the thin, trembling fingers with both her hands, looked up at her, and smiled with a cute tilt of her head.

"You seem to be troubled by something. If you would be so kind, would you please tell me about it?"

Pressed by her warm smile, the girl haltingly began to speak.

She was Princess Meg, the third princess of the Queen of Torzebisont. Among the royal family, who had flaxen hair close to gold and sky-blue eyes, she was the only one with chestnut hair and green eyes, a trait she inherited from her late father. The Queen apparently doted on Meg, the only one of her five children who resembled her father.

"This was a hair ornament for my coming-of-age ceremony, a gift from my mother. …I was planning to have a dress made to match it."

Meg hung her head with a clouded expression.

The boy from before was Meg’s fiancé, the only son of a grand duke. His name was Vincent. He had always disliked Meg for not having the royal colors and had complained about her plainness. There wasn't a day that went by when he didn't insult her with the equation of plain equals homely, so he was a handful.

Well, you know.

Childish vanity. And now, unable to correct it, he was flailing. The Little One could picture it clearly.

She couldn’t help but let out a dry smile.

"I know that such an elegant item does not suit me. But it feels as though my mother’s feelings have been trampled. …It makes me sad."

The Little One looked at the princess, who was weeping bitterly, with a gentle gaze and wondered what to do. Most likely, Vincent was unhappy with the hair ornament and the dress that were being prepared without his input. He probably felt excluded from the celebration of a major milestone in her life.

The Little One had more than enough experience with such things.

For her baptism, school entrance ceremony, and New Year’s celebrations, she had received gifts from Romel and many others. She had been tormented by the decision of which to wear.

They just gift me accessories as a matter of course. My big brother, my daddy. Even Adonis, Zack, and the entire royal family joins in.

It’s a luxurious problem to be so loved that you get fed up, but as the one in the middle of it, she felt like complaining.

Vincent, who was at an age where he couldn’t be honest, must surely want to give her something as well.

That was the Little One’s fond thought, but it was practically her default setting for situations to take a diagonal, half-twisted turn.

"This is…"

The Little One had become acquainted with Princess Meg and had been consulting with her on various matters. The day after the incident with the hair ornament, she saw the gift that arrived from Vincent and her mouth fell open in disbelief. The dress on the torso was a drab outfit of brown with beige lace and ribbons. Furthermore, the hair ornament was a forgettable piece with gray flowers and black lace. For Meg, with her chestnut hair, it was a color scheme that could only be seen as a form of harassment, like camouflage.

"Does that man lack any sense of aesthetics?"

The Little One muttered without mincing her words. Meg gave a wry smile and answered with a touch of sadness.

"This is normal. He has only ever given me such clothing and accessories… so… my mother tried to preempt him. Though it ended up being broken."

She heard that ever since their engagement, his gifts had been nothing but such plain things. He would say that flashy clothes did not suit her plain coloring. That it was unseemly. That she should know her place. He had been pushing servant or old woman-like accessories on her. Because the other party was a grand ducal family, the royal family, with the queen having succeeded the late king, could not speak out strongly and had let it slide. However, the coming-of-age ceremony is a major event in one’s life. It is an important occasion that also serves as a debut into high society, and it is no exaggeration to say that its success determines one’s future. The queen, thinking she could not let this go, had preemptively gifted Meg the elegant hair ornament. It was a mother’s love, thinking that if the hair ornament was decided, the matching dress could not be plain, but that too ended in vain due to Vincent’s outrageous act. The grand duke was the late king’s younger brother. He was also the head of the family his daughter would marry into, so even the queen could not say anything rash.

The Little One tapped her cheek with her finger, ton ton ton, and her eyes narrowed sharply.

"I accept this challenge."

Seeing the girl’s lips curve into a grin, Princess Meg felt a shiver run down her spine for some reason.

And half a day later.

"This is…!"

Meg was at a loss for words. The queen, who was also present, had her eyes wide with admiration.

"I threaded red and black decorative cords through the lace at the neckline and hem, and since the stomacher on the chest was plain, I added embroidery. The rest are Tsumami-zaiku flowers, a specialty of Frontier’s neighboring country. What do you think?"

The plain brown dress that had been on the torso, which would have blended into its surroundings, had been reformed into an elegant outfit accented with black and red. On the left breast was a large, layered peony of red and black. Around it, small flowers of the same color were scattered, and several dangles swayed gently. The hem of the dress was also decorated with many flowers, and dangles swayed from the scattered small flowers as well. The opposite of Kyoto’s "hannari," this pursued the "tsuya" of Edo, a contrast of red and black based on brown. The hair ornament also featured a large peony. With many small flowers and dangles, it was a gorgeous outfit that created a sense of unity. The mother and daughter of the Torzebisont Kingdom were speechless.

"How magnificent… Are you sure? To give us such a wonderful item?"

"Of course. Please allow me to present this as my gift of celebration. Then the grand ducal family will have no room to complain."

She had only taken apart and used some of the many sweets and crafts that had been brought for goodwill. Her fiancé had tried to fill a maiden’s blossoming youth with insults and curses.

Anyone who would throw a wet blanket on a young lady’s big moment should go to hell, nyo. Yup.

The Little One is always on the side of girls.

She had only remodeled the gifted outfit. If they had a complaint, they could take it up with Frontier. She penned a roundabout letter to that effect, gave it to the queen, and the Little One and her group left the Torzebisont Kingdom.

Later, it was a charming episode when a protest-like letter from the very indignant young master of the grand ducal family arrived in Frontier, causing Romel to hold his head in his hands.

It is just a side note that since that incident, the slightly tougher Princess Meg began to treat Vincent coldly.

"I am saying this for your own good, you plain thing!"

"Is that so. Then, so as not to show you my unsightly face, I shall excuse myself."

Vincent hastily stopped Meg as she tried to leave the room with a swish.

"I did not say such a thing!"

"You find my plain self annoying, do you not? You are welcome to get fed up with me and go home."

Overwhelmed by her cold gaze, Vincent was filled with frustration. He had been the one to say it. That she was plain and homely. That she should not dress up because it was embarrassing. He had never imagined such a counterattack.

It was too late to regret his past self. And he was at an age where he could not be honest.

"Know your place! If I do not take you, you will be nothing but a spinster! You should just quietly obey me!"

"…In that case, please leave me be. A spinster? How wonderful! I shall study abroad! I am utterly fed up with a life of being pushed around by you! I am the third princess, after all. Marrying into another country would also be an amusement."

He was her political fiancé anyway. If so, she wouldn’t mind finding another partner.

Right now, Meg was wearing clothes she liked, with hair ornaments she liked, and was greatly enjoying her life. She had broken free from the days of suppressing herself and, with the queen’s support, had decided to fully enjoy her freedom.

The Little One had told Meg.

Come and visit anytime.

The princess of Frontier had gently encouraged her to enjoy her youth. Advised that she was allowed to live as she pleased, the scales fell from Meg’s eyes. Because I am a princess. I must make a marriage that benefits the people. I must fulfill my duties and responsibilities. She had been blind. To be liked by her in-laws, by her fiancé, she had suppressed herself, enduring and enduring until it became normal. She hadn’t understood the queen’s concern, hadn’t heard the words of those around her, and had simply deluded herself into thinking that as long as she endured, there would be peace.

Even though no one had wished for such a thing.

The queen had only been considerate of her in-laws because she had thought Meg wished to marry Vincent.

At the New Year’s coming-of-age ceremony, seeing Meg in her resplendent form, Vincent had immediately started shouting at her.

"How unsightly! Dressed so gaudily, have you no awareness as a princess! You look like a back-alley prostitute!"

The queen and others were speechless at the string of outrageous insults. Then, her eyes narrowed sharply, and she curved her lips into an elegant smile. She was, for better or worse, the supreme ruler of the Torzebisont Kingdom. Vincent, who had been insulting Meg as he pleased, had let his guard down and committed the blunder of insulting a princess in front of the queen.

"To say such things in my presence… Grand Duke, since when did your son become greater than the royal family?"

The grand duke, who had come along with Vincent as his escort, hastily bowed to the queen and apologized profusely.

"My apologies. It is my lack of oversight."

"Why are you apologizing, Father? It is Meg’s fault for wearing a dress that does not suit her."

Vincent felt no remorse at all. It was Meg’s passive attitude that had made this normal. She now understood that her appearance of being at his beck and call so as not to be disliked had made her fiancé so arrogant.

"Prostitute was going too far. However, a princess should be frugal and follow the customs of her marital home, should she not? Her living expenses are paid by taxes. Such a flashy outfit will be laughed at by those around us. Including myself."

He continued with a string of insults. His own attire was luxurious, befitting a high-ranking noble, yet he forced a one-sided frugality only on Meg.

Hearing this, the princess remembered the words of the people around her. Meg was also a member of the royal family. She had her own private manor and a public allowance. She had money she could use without asking anyone’s permission. Vincent was probably afraid that this would decrease.

It was her head lady-in-waiting who had voiced this cynical opinion.

"It suits you."

"You are truly beautiful!"

"How many years have we waited to be able to dress you up like this…"

The ladies-in-waiting, who cursed and resented Vincent’s treatment, praised Meg in unison for her decision to dress up, some even on the verge of tears. Her mother had also nodded repeatedly with a beaming smile, looking satisfied.

Meg, who had been brainwashed by the insults of the fiancé she had been with since childhood and had known only how to suppress herself, finally understood the feelings of those around her. The inferiority complex that had been ingrained in her. She brushed it off and looked at her fiancé with a steady gaze.

"Then let us break the engagement. There is no need for you to marry someone you dislike."

Flipping the hem of her dress, Meg headed for the hall alone.

From here, her furious comeback began.

After laying bare all his past actions to the grand duke, Meg petitioned the queen for an annulment. The queen agreed, and the grand duke, faced with a list of his son’s countless insults, could not object. Unbeknownst to the stunned Vincent, discussions were held between the royal family and the grand ducal family, and the engagement was nullified.

It was Vincent who panicked at this.

As the only son of a grand duke, he had been raised to believe it was natural for him to marry into the royal family. Meg’s two older sisters were already married. She was the only princess he could marry. Moreover, if it became known that the engagement was broken due to the royal family’s displeasure, his future prospects for marrying into a family of equal status were hopeless. His only option would be to buy a bride from a lower-ranking family. For him, who was supposed to have ties to the royal family, such a humiliation was unforgivable, and he repeatedly sought reconciliation, leading to his current daily visits to the royal palace.

"I will not allow you to marry into another country! And studying abroad is out of the question! Women have no need for academics!"

"Then please convey that to my mother. If I do not receive her permission, I will give up on studying abroad. Please, go ahead and advise her that women have no need for academics."

Her former fiancé-sama smiled sweetly.

He knew full well that he could never say such a thing to the queen. As Vincent’s face turned bright red, Princess Meg enjoyed a long-awaited sense of satisfaction.

The Little One had saved a maiden in distress.

However, the Little One did not yet know that in the near future, the lives of these two would intersect once again.



		
			Chapter 146

			O-saki and the Emissary, Part Four

			"Will that be enough, I wonder?"

Chihaya sipped his tea while relaxing in the monster carriage. He was likely talking about the dress the Little One had produced for Princess Meg. He didn't know what kind of person her fiancé was, but Chihaya couldn't begin to imagine what would happen when he saw that dress at the New Year's banquet. Princess Meg looked very beautiful in it, and it suited her well, but he had heard that her fiancé looked down on her and had been calling her plain.

Chihaya found those words unbelievable.

Princess Meg was a lovely person. Where did the word "plain" even come from? Even if that were true, if she were family, he wouldn't even notice. Shouldn't you praise and love someone so they can live a better life?

His eyes said it all.

The Little One gave a wry smile at her brother, who was tilting his head with a question mark and a gaze so sharp it seemed otherworldly as he listened to Princess Meg's story.

Right? It's unbelievable, isn't it?

The Little One and her group were just chatting idly, but they were unaware of the deep chasm in understanding between them and Vincent's side. This was something the royal family didn't know either.

The fact that Vincent had asked his father for the engagement to Meg because he wanted it.

The royal family had accepted it as a reasonable proposal from the grand duke's side, and the Little One, having heard it secondhand from the royal family, had no way of knowing Vincent's true feelings.

The Little One's initial impression of a difficult boy was overwritten in her mind as a misunderstanding after seeing the clothes he sent later. But in fact, her first impression was the truth.

Unaware of the dramatic scene that was about to unfold, he was visiting the royal palace today to see Meg.

"You are plain, but your embroidery skills are average. In that case, I may allow you to embroider my cloak."

"Is that so."

Vincent took the embroidery frame Meg was working on without permission and examined it. Then, he noticed something strange about Meg's demeanor. Usually, she would be delighted, saying things like "thank you" or "I'll do my best" through tears, but now she remained seated, impassive. Having learned that the hair ornament he had broken a few days ago was a gift from the queen, Vincent had rushed to apologize, but even there, he had only received a single glance from the queen's vacant eyes.

The strange atmosphere in the royal palace was clearly different from before.

I don't understand what's going on, but should I try to appease her a little?

Vincent looked gently at the princess he had admired since he was a child. It was enough for him alone to know her loveliness. Her outer appearance didn't matter. He had fallen in love with Princess Meg's inner self. In fact, a lovely appearance was a hindrance. There was no telling when some insolent fellow might appear. That's why he had deliberately sent her plain clothes that would make her blend in. Even if she became a wallflower, Vincent could identify her in an instant. No one would disturb the two of them. But thinking it would be unwise to incur too much displeasure, he placed the embroidery frame on the table and sat down in a chair.

"They say the flowers are at their best in the height of summer. Let's go on a picnic to the lake sometime."

Vincent proposed, looking gently at his beloved princess. However, his proposal was shattered by the princess, who lifted her face with a swish. Her fresh green eyes swayed with revulsion.

"No, thank you. Taking a plain person like me would only be an embarrassment to you, Vincent-sama. Please invite another beautiful young lady."

Leaving the speechless and stunned Vincent behind, Meg left the gazebo.

And so Meg's counterattack began.

Tea parties, evening parties, outings, and more. Vincent was flatly rejected no matter what he invited her to.

On every occasion, she would say things like, "Because I am plain," "You would be embarrassed, Vincent-sama," or "I have no dress to wear to such an event." Vincent was flustered as she hit him with a continuous barrage of retaliations that used his own past actions.

"That has nothing to do with it! You should just obey me!"

"And be made a laughingstock? You seem to be very happy when I am made a laughingstock, Vincent-sama."

Lately, Meg had not been wearing the dresses Vincent had sent her. She was clad in modest but brightly colored dresses. That was fine in the royal palace. She wasn't trying to appeal to other men, and the sight of the lovely princess was a treat for his eyes as well. But it was a different matter when she was in public. He wanted to make her wear clothes that would let her blend into the surroundings.

The rope of twisted love and jealousy was still coiled thickly within him.

"I am not making you a laughingstock!"

"You said I was a laughingstock, did you not?"

That was true. A princess who didn't even have the royal colors was a laughingstock. It was Vincent who had constantly told her to be modest, stay back, and not stand out.

"It is fine if you are inconspicuous by my side, is it not? No one will even notice you!"

"And then you would say to those who do notice, ‘I have a hard time with my plain fiancée,’ would you not?"

This, too, was true. Especially if the other person was a man, he had been so overtly jealous that it made those around him recoil.

"I am telling you it is fine even if you are plain! Why can you not understand?!"

"There are many who tell me I am cute. I simply do not feel any attraction to someone who tells me I am plain."

"Wha…?!"

Who is this person?!

Vincent was stunned. Oblivious to him, Meg continued to speak.

"I have endured it because it was a political marriage. …But I have stopped. If I am plain and embarrassing and cause you trouble, I will break off the engagement at any time."

The princess of Frontier had said that cute clothes are a lady's armor. That a bright mood gives you confidence and strength.

She was right.

Drawing encouragement from her favorite dress, Meg gave her fiancé a cold glance and turned on her heel with a hmph. Unable to take his eyes off the departing Meg, Vincent stared blankly at the door she had disappeared through.

And so, the fuse was lit for the no-holds-barred war between the rebelling princess and her fiancé.

However, the Little One, who had no way of knowing such a future, was answering her brother's question, counting on her fingers.

"Meg learned that she is loved by those around her, right? She has lots of allies, right? She learned to arm herself with pretty clothes and accessories, right? She realized that her partner is in the wrong, right? …There’s no way she can lose."

Chihaya sighed at his sister's bright, nipaa smile and gave a faint smile of his own. Dorfen, who had been listening to their conversation, spoke up.

"Setting aside the matter of the Torzebisont Kingdom, about the next kingdom, Sucaraba…"

Dorfen pointed to the map spread out on the table and frowned slightly.

"The Queen of the Sucaraba Kingdom is acting as a regent, waiting for her sons to come of age. According to reports from our covert ops, the atmosphere in this country is a little unsettling."

The Little One peered at the map with a "hmm."

The princes of the Torzebisont Kingdom were twelve and seven. By the customs of Arcadia, a royal before adulthood cannot be made crown prince. Therefore, after the previous king passed away, the queen consort has been conducting state affairs as queen. While women also have succession rights, as men are simply given priority, Meg had been removed from the line of succession because she was engaged and scheduled to be married off. Meg, who was scheduled to come of age next year, would not be made provisional crown princess. If people didn't know these details, some idiot might think of taking over the Torzebisont Kingdom by marrying Meg.

"Well, I suppose I'll stop by the Lord of the Forest's domain on the way and subtly fill them in on the details. If they know Meg can't be used as a pawn, they won't get any strange ideas."

"That is a good idea," Dorfen said, rolling up the map.

However, the Little One, who had underestimated how her own life always took a diagonal, half-twisted turn, did not yet know the future where Meg would break her engagement at the New Year's banquet and her right to the throne would resurface.

"I’ve arrived!"

"...Pardon?"

Nor the future where Meg, clad in the uniform of the Frontier Noble Academy, would come to study abroad in the same upper school as the Little One and Chihaya.

Not even the gods had predicted the world's plans that were beginning to move with Frontier at their center, pulling in the stunned Little One and Chihaya.

Cheers to the Little One's future, where only chaos is in store.



		
			Chapter 147

			The O-saki and the Emissary

			"Right then, shall we get the carriage moving?"

After a stop at the giant centipede’s forest, Little One’s party had the Honeybee Carriage set them down just before the border of the Sucaraba Kingdom, which was visible in the distance. When they had visited the forest on the opposite side before, they hadn’t entered the Sucaraba Kingdom. They had been in a hurry, and they hadn’t wanted any extra trouble. The kingdom was relatively tolerant and had permitted the Honeybee Carriage to fly so long as it didn’t enter their borders, so they had taken advantage of that generosity.

"I wonder what kind of country this is. This is so exciting, isn’t it?"

Hyrulia captured Little One, who was gazing at the border village from the window, and smiled gracefully.

"Let’s get you ready before we arrive at the inn. I shall polish you up."

Her twilight-colored eyes formed a crescent but held no laughter. The knights watched with wry smiles as the girl was led away, letting out a little "unyaa". Their entry into the Sucaraba Kingdom should have been no problem, as they had sent a messenger ahead during their stay in the Torzebisont Kingdom.

That was how it should have been.

"Huh?"

Upon arriving at an inn in the border village, Little One’s troupe was suddenly surrounded by a large number of soldiers. There were soldiers in light armor standing in a line with weapons at the ready, and what appeared to be knights clad in metal armor.

Suppressing the mononoke who were beginning to act threateningly, Dorfen stepped down from the carriage to speak.

"What is the meaning of this? This carriage belongs to the party of Frontier’s special goodwill envoy. We have been granted permission to enter the country. There should be no issue."

The knights faced him and exchanged glances. A man who appeared to be in charge raised the visor of his helmet and shouted loudly.

"It is a summons from the Crown Prince! You will come with us!"

The Crown Prince?

So that’s why they dispatched a unit all the way out to this borderland and lay in wait. They meant to take them by force. A quick scan revealed at least a hundred men. Most of the soldiers wore light armor. About ten were clad in full plate. The weapons they held were mostly bronze. Their military strength was laughable. Dorfen couldn’t help but look to the heavens and ponder for a moment. When he glanced toward the carriage, he saw Little One peeking out the window, a grin splitting her face.

Right. I thought so.

In Arcadia, with its strong medieval feel, if you let yourself be underestimated, it was over. Strength was justice. The soldiers before them brandishing their weapons operated on the same logic.

"We are entering this country through the proper channels. If you intend to use force, we will push our way through."

When Dorfen waved his right hand, many of the mononoke unleashed their true power. The frogs provided protection while the honeybees cast wind magic. What scattered over the heads of the lined-up soldiers were spider threads running in every direction.

"We will take you by force if you resist!"

"Try it if you can. You lot are not even a match for our knights."

In contrast to the smirking Dorfen, the soldiers cowered. The moment the spider threads released into the air entangled their targets, the spiders pulled them taut.

"Uwah?"

"What is this!"

"It hurts, it hurts!?"

Panic ran through the hundred soldiers as they were bound tightly by the threads of the Lords’ Kin, which could not be cut even by a blade. The honeybees, not missing their chance, used wind magic to blow the soldiers away. The armored knights were helpless, their movements completely restricted by the fine, entangling threads.

"With threads like these! Nngh, mmph!"

The threads wouldn’t break, no matter how much strength they used. They were thinner than ordinary sewing thread, so fine they were nearly invisible, yet their efforts were utterly futile. The threads were so thin they hadn’t even noticed being entangled, delaying their reaction. The unit of one hundred men was reduced to a writhing pile of caterpillars.

It wasn’t just that the knights weren’t needed, the mononoke troupe was far stronger than the knights. With faint smiles on their faces, Dorfen and the other Frontier knights glared down at the people of the Sucaraba Kingdom.

"It appears an order has been given to capture us. What shall we do, Chihiro-sama?"

A lone girl appeared before the soldiers, who were squirming and groaning.

Her black hair fell in lustrous waves. Her pale eyes were reminiscent of budding new leaves. Her slender form was draped in a magnificent outfit. The wrap-front dress, which gave off a modest sheen, looked like silk but also seemed to be something else entirely. It lacked silk’s distinctive smoothness, and the patterns drawn on it were of a design they had never seen in the Sucaraba Kingdom. It was then that they gasped. They had noticed the pattern was drawn directly onto the cloth. It was not dyed, nor was it sewn. The fabric was like a single painting. They stared at the pattern, which had clearly been drawn with a brush, and at the three-dimensional embroidery and tsumami-zaiku flowers that adorned it. All of it was an encounter with the unknown for the people of Sucaraba.

The difference in technical skill could be measured by this one outfit alone. The soldiers were one thing, but the men in armor who appeared to be knights must have been of some standing. They swallowed hard at the splendid sight of the Little One who had stepped down.

"Thank you for such a rough welcome. You said it was a summons from His Highness the Crown Prince, but is His Majesty the King aware of this?"

With a swish of her knee-length dress, Little One stood before the man who had shouted loudly.

"We are merely following orders."

Little One looked down at the man, who muttered bitterly. She opened her fan and smiled demurely.

"Oh, is that so? In that case, I shall ask at the royal palace directly. I will ask His Majesty the King why His Highness the Crown Prince picked a fight with Frontier."

"We are not picking a fight! Urk…"

The man looked up, intending to offer a hurried explanation, but his throat froze before he could continue. What entered his vision were inorganic eyes, devoid of any warmth. Overwhelmed by that clear, cold gaze, the men, who were likely seasoned soldiers in their own country, couldn’t move a muscle.

They had weathered different kinds of battles. Her fighting spirit, forged in struggles not just for life and death but for the fate of the world against the gods themselves, had not diminished in the slightest.

What were these dime-a-dozen men to her?

"What foolishness. In the Sucaraba Kingdom, is attempting to abduct someone by force of arms considered gentlemanly? Unfortunately for you, in Frontier, the going rate is to repay malice a hundredfold. I suppose we shall have His Majesty the King take responsibility for the Crown Prince, who has so kindly ruined our goodwill visit."

Wait, isn’t that going rate a rule only for you, Chihiro-sama?

The thought crossed the minds of Little One’s troupe, but they did not say it aloud. However, someone who could not remain silent at this juncture jumped out.

"A communication from His Highness, the Prince Regent!"

It seemed Darvy had been giving a live commentary on the proceedings. As a result, an objection had apparently come from Frontier. Little One clicked her tongue at Darvy’s interruption. The magic user and his son stared in disbelief.

Did she just click her tongue? What kind of princess is she!

They set up a water mirror before the restless Sucaraba soldiers and connected to the Frontier royal palace.

"A pleasure to meet you. Can you hear me? I am Romel von Riglet, head aide to the King of Frontier. I hope you will remember me."

The men of Sucaraba widened their eyes upon hearing he was the head aide to the King.

"I have been briefed on the general situation. Why did His Highness the Crown Prince order the abduction of Princess Chihiro? Depending on the circumstances, Frontier may lodge a formal protest."

Romel spoke in a roundabout, sugarcoated manner, but his point was clear. It was outrageous to try and kidnap them the moment they entered the country, despite them having followed proper procedures and been granted official permission to visit.

"Frontier is a nation of magic. We can maintain constant contact like this. Please inform His Highness the Crown Prince that such a contemptible act as trying to do things in secret is impossible."

Romel’s gentle expression instantly transformed into a sharp, ferocious one. Stared down by his cold, calculating gaze, the soldiers of Sucaraba hung their heads powerlessly.

"There is no need to visit such a country. Just take the Honeybee Carriage and take a detour."

It was Little One who retorted to Romel’s dispassionate statement.

"Whaaat! But I haven’t even done any sightseeing yet, nyo!"

"Your safety is more important than sightseeing, isn’t it?"

"I don’t know who this Crown Prince is, but I’ll just fight him off, so it’s fine."

"There is nothing fine about that, is there? I can only see a future where you make things worse. Not everyone lives in the same world as you, you know?!"

Little One’s troupe nodded emphatically at the clamorous exchange, while the Sucaraba soldiers wore dumbfounded expressions.

"Okay, so, to the royal capital! It’s fine if I just take these guys and find out what’s going on, right? You’re curious too, aren’t you, Romel?"

"Urk… Well, yes, I suppose I am."

"We’ll fly there in the carriage, so it’s not dangerous, and if we sense any danger, we’ll just fly away and escape the same way!"

Little One possessed the ability to do just that. Even Romel couldn't deny it.

"Understood. You are only to hear them out. Do not, under any circumstances, stick your nose into any trouble, got it?"

This was the compromise reached by the two after their breathless argument.

"Yay! Let’s give the King of Sucaraba a firm warning, and then we can take our time sightseeing on the way back, okay?"

"So that’s what this was about after all, you—!!"

Ignoring Romel’s roar, Little One had the spiders weave a net from their threads and put the armored men inside it.

"Huh? What are you…?"

The men, still unable to move, were bundled into the net. The next moment, they were soaring into the sky along with the carriage.

"We’re having you testify before the king. The rest of you soldiers can find your own way back!"

As Little One said this, waving from the carriage window, the spiders snapped their respective threads. The fine threads instantly went slack. Clutching the strands, the soldiers stared blankly as the Honeybee Carriage disappeared into a tiny speck.

What in the world had just happened?

Little One’s troupe, likely with both sides just as confused as the other, made their way toward the royal capital of the Sucaraba Kingdom.



		
			Chapter 148

			The O-saki and the Emissary

			"What in the world… is the meaning of this?"

The King of Sucaraba was dumbfounded.

This was the audience chamber. Kneeling with their hands bound were knights wearing the armor of the Sucaraba Kingdom’s regular army.

"Who knows? We came here to ask you that very question, you know?"

Behind the row of knights stood an adorable girl, her eyes curved into crescents as she smiled sweetly. She flashed a fan, her attire lavish.

Rewind to a few dozen minutes earlier.

A carriage had suddenly descended in front of the royal palace. Tied to the carriage, which was protected by numerous monsters, was a net. Inside the net were knights clad in the armor of the Sucaraba Kingdom’s regular army, suspended by bee-like monsters.

Two children had disembarked from that carriage.

Dressed in opulent clothing, they had requested an audience with the King of Sucaraba, their gazes possessing a sharpness unbefitting of children.

"What is this? Monsters? They came down from the sky? You must be joking."

The gate guard took the aide’s exasperated words head-on, his eyes fixed in a glare.

"How much better it would be if I were joking… Royalty leading disaster-class monsters… I myself do not want to believe it!"

"Royalty?!"

A stir rippled through the air in the hall.

"According to their escort knights, she is a princess of the Kingdom of Frontier. Moreover, it seems they were surrounded by soldiers of the Sucaraba Kingdom and nearly abducted the moment they entered the borderlands. The men captured in the net are some of them."

The king’s face twisted strangely.

He had been informed that a special goodwill envoy would be visiting from Frontier. The word was that they had a report concerning magic and magical power. There was more. They were supposedly bringing a wide range of technologies, such as paper-story shows and puppet theaters for entertainment, sweets that were recently popular in the central region, and magic tools jointly developed with Flowers. The king himself had been looking forward to it. The central region was closed off and did not accept the borderlands. Their military strength was worlds apart, and Sucaraba couldn't hope to compete. Amidst this, the nobles of Sucaraba had also been waiting with bated breath for the arrival of guests from Frontier, a nation on good terms with the central region. And yet…

Someone attacked Frontier’s special goodwill envoy party?

The king gripped the armrest of his throne, giri. The whiteness of his knuckles conveyed the depth of the King of Sucaraba’s fury.

"Prepare for an audience at once. We must not keep our guests waiting."

And so, within a short time, the King of Sucaraba came face to face with Little One.

"According to these men, His Highness the Crown Prince told them to abduct us. He said he wouldn’t shy away from using military force. Frontier has been thoroughly underestimated, hasn’t it?"

Little One sighed lightly and glanced at the King of Sucaraba.

"The Crown Prince…? You men, are you certain of this?"

The knights nodded at the king’s questioning.

"We were not told they were Frontier’s special goodwill envoy… The order was to secure the carriage pulled by monsters and bring them here."

A carriage pulled by monsters could only be Little One’s troupe. The Frontier knights’ eyes narrowed slightly. Ignoring them, the King of Sucaraba ordered an attendant to summon the Crown Prince.

"I am terribly sorry about this. I swear to the gods, the Sucaraba Kingdom has no intention of harming Frontier. On the contrary, we were looking forward to the new technologies and entertainment you would bring."

Observing the King of Sucaraba’s undisguised dismay, Little One pondered, fumu.

So this was the Crown Prince acting alone?

As the king and Little One exchanged a few words, the doors to the audience chamber opened, and a young man appeared. He looked to be around twenty years old. He had light reddish-brown hair and grey-blue eyes. His hair, which reached the middle of his back, was tied in a single knot behind his neck. The young man glanced over Little One’s party, jirori.

"What is the matter, Father?"

The young man walked right past Little One and looked up at the King of Sucaraba on his throne.

"These men say they went to the border on your orders. Is that correct?"

"It is."

The Crown Prince’s low reply sent the chamber into an uproar. Unfazed by the murmurs, he continued.

"I heard that a special goodwill envoy was coming from Frontier and ordered them to provide a welcoming escort. What of it?"

"A welcoming escort?"

It was Little One who sharply cut into the Crown Prince’s coolly delivered explanation.

"Is attempting to abduct someone with military force what you call a welcome here?"

"It is only natural to provide an escort to ensure their safety along the way. Unlike Frontier, our country’s public order is not so good."

"My, my, I was threatened with being dragged away, you know? Is that an escort? So that is what you call it in the Sucaraba Kingdom. I was not aware."

The Crown Prince’s composed brow twitched. Little One did not miss it. Before he could open his mouth, she launched a verbal assault like a Gatling gun.

"It seems the knights did not even know we were the Frontier envoy, and dispatching a unit without informing them of who they were supposed to be escorting is the way of Sucaraba, I see. I feel sorry for the soldiers. Being made a spectacle of in a place like this. As someone in a position of leadership, I sympathize with soldiers who are given such vague orders."

In the dead silent hall, only the Crown Prince’s eyes widened as he ground his back teeth.

I won’t let you get away with it, nyon.

The knights of Sucaraba looked upon Little One’s words with admiration. They had only been told by the Crown Prince to capture the party in the monster-drawn carriage and bring them to the detached palace. They only learned it was a party of Frontier royalty when they came face to face. Even so, they tried to carry out the Crown Prince’s order, but His Grace was now trying to shift the blame onto the knights’ independent actions. That he had sent them out as a welcoming escort, but the knights had resorted to military force on their own.

Having discerned this from the flow of the conversation, the knights, who had hung their heads in despair, heard unbelievable words.

The princess of Frontier had cut off that unsettling line of reasoning. She explained the situation with neither too much nor too little detail, closing off the Crown Prince’s escape route.

A knight’s duty is to serve the royal family, no matter what injustices are forced upon them. If it is an order from the Crown Prince who will one day be king, they have no choice but to obey. That is what leads to the peace of the nation. But the princess of Frontier was saying she felt sorry for soldiers who were told such unreasonable things by their superiors.

Someone understands.

That alone was a knight’s reward.

Whatever judgment was passed down here, as long as there was someone who understood, it would be enough. The knights were prepared. They would likely be punished to cover up the Crown Prince’s blunder. That was how it was in most countries in Arcadia. Their superiors thought of them as nothing more than tools. In fact, it had been drilled into them that it was an honor to be sacrificed for the sake of a noble.

Following that example, the kneeling men resolved to take the blame for the Crown Prince. It was the best way to avoid tarnishing the royal family’s name. But they did not know the creature called Little One.

"The one above must take responsibility for the failures of those below. At least, that is how it is in Frontier, you know?"

the girl murmured in a cute voice, fufu.

Eh? The people of the Sucaraba Kingdom wore expressions of utter confusion.

"The knights’ failure is the Crown Prince’s responsibility. And furthermore, the Crown Prince’s failure is His Majesty the King’s… Now then, what will you do?"

Little One tilted her head, putting on a cunningly cute face. It was the Crown Prince who was flustered by this, casting aside his composed mask.

"That’s absurd! Do you have any idea how many subordinates I command? Are you saying that if any single one of those soldiers causes some trouble, the blame falls on me?!"

"That is correct. One who cannot even command their subordinates and make them follow regulations is not fit to be king, you know? Your Highness the Crown Prince?"

"Impossible!"

The Crown Prince strode toward Little One, trying to intimidate her. Dorfen slipped in between them and looked down at the Crown Prince sternly.

"It is a subordinate’s duty to serve so as not to bring shame upon their beloved lord. To be able to serve such a person is a knight’s highest honor."

Looked down upon by the knight with a powerful build, the Crown Prince showed a hint of fear. Dorfen’s words were a scathing insinuation that a royal who could only keep subordinates who caused scandals was an outcast.

"If I were to cause some incident, Her Highness the Princess would surely try to protect me with all her might. That is precisely why I intend to serve with my utmost sincerity, so as not to bring such a predicament upon my lord."

"This is what it means to be a knight. I, too, give detailed instructions so that nothing will happen. To neglect such a thing… Perhaps Your Highness the Crown Prince is not suited to be a ruler?"

The girl shook her head, as if in exasperation. The Crown Prince’s face turned from pale to bright red. The composure he had just moments ago was nowhere to be seen. He was so enraged it looked like steam might rise from his head.

Well, of course he would be. He had been called an amateur in public. And by a knight from another country at that. Furthermore, it was impossible he wouldn’t notice Little One’s subtle insinuation that he was not fit to be king.

"How dare you say such a thing!"

Just as the Crown Prince looked ready to pounce, a shout from the king stopped him.

"That is enough! Her Highness the Princess is correct. You are far too incompetent. Knights, you have done well. You may leave. I will grant you a reward later."

"Father?!"

"You will leave as well! Do not disgrace yourself any further!"

The Crown Prince was dragged away by the knights, shouting something. The King of Sucaraba watched him go with a tired expression, then turned to look at Little One.

"This is most embarrassing. I would be grateful if you would not be deterred by this and would continue to maintain friendly relations between our countries…"

Yeah, that seems unlikely, doesn’t it?

The King of Sucaraba must have guessed as much from the expressions on the faces of the Frontier party. He looked up at the sky and covered his eyes with one hand.

While such a pointless scene filled the audience chamber with an awkward atmosphere, the Crown Prince, who had been forcibly sent back to his detached palace, was in a rage.

"Why did it come to this?!"

He swatted the food and wine that had been prepared on the table to the floor, then pulled off the tablecloth and threw it down as well. If things had gone well, Her Highness the Princess should have been here right now. They would have had a pleasant banquet, and he could have drawn out Frontier’s secrets. He had wanted to apologize for the forceful methods, give her the gifts he had personally prepared, and grow close to her. Once she was welcomed into the main palace, he wouldn’t be able to get a private meeting. She would be guarded by Sucaraba knights at all times. That was why he had absolutely wanted to meet her at this detached palace before she entered the main palace. The Crown Prince’s detached palace had a separate entrance from the main palace for private meetings and excursions. That was why he had schemed to use it to invite Her Highness the Princess and her party.

But he had failed.

It was more than a failure. Of all things, he had made the worst possible impression on Her Highness the Princess.

The princess he had yearned for for so many years.

"She was such an adorable person… Just as I imagined, commanding so many monsters. Oh, what have I done!!"

The Crown Prince would never forget the monster carriage that had soared through the sky several years ago. He, who had just come of age, had fallen in love at first sight with the Honeybee Carriage flying through the sky. And with the princess who was said to control it at will.

What kind of person could she be? He had heard she was a young princess. She must be a wonderful person.

With an admiring gaze, he had investigated everything he could about Little One. A sage who lived in the royal palace with monsters and possessed great technology and knowledge. She was kind and gentle to all, regardless of status, and had a fiancé for a political marriage. He had learned in detail that when she traveled as a special goodwill envoy, she was accompanied only by a small number of guards and attendants, and had resorted to this reckless act.

He had thought that if he greeted her roughly, Her Highness the Princess, who was reputed to be gentle, would surely obey him meekly to protect her followers. He had never imagined that she would fight back and bring them to the royal palace.

"I just wanted to know… how she controls the monsters. It must be a secret technique of Frontier. I suppose I won’t be able to find out now."

This was the reason the Crown Prince had wanted to welcome Little One in secret.

He could not act improperly where the king could see.

"Ah… I wanted to find out no matter what. I wonder what it feels like to command monsters. It must be so pleasant."

the Crown Prince murmured in a daze.

Little One, in the audience chamber, was unaware of the crazed light in his eyes.

Here, too, was a person obsessed with Little One, but in a way different from Frontier and the other countries, whose feelings had become twisted. For now, Little One was completely unaware of the existence of the Crown Prince of the Sucaraba Kingdom, who showed an extreme partiality to monsters.
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After that incident, Little One was begged by the King of Sucaraba and ended up giving a lecture on magic-related matters. They couldn’t dispatch magicians from Frontier unless the basics were understood. Well, she had left that entirely to Hyarbas and Darvy, so she didn’t mind.

But because of that, Little One was stuck staying at the Sucaraba royal palace.

As the girl nonchalantly strolled through the palace, someone secretly followed her.

"What’s with him?"

"He has an unpleasant look in his eyes."

Chihaya and Dorfen narrowed their eyes suspiciously, glaring at the person following them at a distance. He probably thought he was being stealthy, but with his guards and attendants hovering around him anxiously, he wasn’t being stealthy at all.

Little One, who had relented to the Sucaraba King’s desperate pleas after the commotion, received an apology from the said Crown Prince at a banquet. His name was Salim. He had been invested as Crown Prince last year and was seventeen this year. Little One let the Crown Prince’s excuses about truly meaning no harm go in one ear and out the other, and she spoke in detail about the revival of magic and magical power, as well as her desire to lecture on the basic knowledge and principles that came with it. In contrast to the king, who accepted with a beaming smile, Salim just stared with wide eyes and listened in silence.

But from the next day on, the Crown Prince began to trail Little One.

No matter where she went, the shadow of Salim was always flickering into view, and even Little One was growing weary of it.

Occasionally, his moist eyes would fill with affection, and he would let out a sigh, sending a chill down Little One’s spine.

A melting, passionate gaze.

The dense Little One hadn’t noticed, but there was no way Chihaya and the others could miss a gaze laden with such blatant passion.

He’s a pervert. A pervert with a thing for little girls.

Little One’s troupe glared at Salim with a sub-zero sneer. However, a single word from the unaware Little One changed the situation. Ignoring her wary and glaring troupe, Little One beckoned to Salim.

"Oh, honestly! This is so annoying. Come here."

"Eh?"

The Crown Prince froze, dumbfounded.

"Hero?!"

"Chihiro-sama?!"

As Salim approached, mindful of the flustered Chihaya and the others, Little One handed him a single honeybee.

"You’re interested in the mononoke, aren’t you? Here."

"Is… is this alright?"

"It’s better than being stared at from a distance all the time, nyo."

Little One snorted with a huff.

The members of Little One’s troupe felt their jaws drop at the sight of the Crown Prince’s face melting into a puddle of joy as he gently hugged the honeybee.

So that passionate gaze was directed at the mononoke all along.

"What else could it be? Come on, there’s no weirdo out there who’d fall for a shorty like me."

Chihaya and the others couldn’t help but glare as Little One waved her hand dismissively.

There are at least five of those weirdos among royalty alone, you know.

But they dared not say it aloud. If Little One were to become conscious of it and act accordingly, it would only add unnecessary fuel to the fire for the other party. In response, at the very least, Little One’s super doting family would start sharpening their weapons to thrust at said party.

Ignition and explosion were guaranteed.

There was no need to wake a sleeping child. Yup.

Little One’s troupe exchanged nods and zipped their lips. Unknowingly, Little One was planting landmines all over her peaceful daily life. Her personal theory was that people didn’t look at her as much as she cared, but she would later come to realize that people were not as indifferent as she thought.

"I told you so!"

"Unyaaaan!"

In the not-so-distant future, Little One would be scolded by Romel for her lack of self-awareness and would be wailing her eyes out, but that is another story.

"Ah."

Little One’s group was taken aback by Salim, who was shedding tears while hugging the honeybee.

"Ah, wah… uuu."

The honeybee poked the weeping Crown Prince’s cheek with its leg as if to comfort him. The Frontier members froze in place. The Crown Prince’s attendants exchanged glances as if in a bind and smiled wryly.

"His Highness the Crown Prince is very fond of monsters."

"He would go on expeditions to the border forest and try to get them to warm up to him."

Apparently, he would go to the forest almost every month, trying to feed them, asking adventurers to somehow capture them so he could try to pet them, a one-man struggle. From the attendants’ perspective, their days were filled with heart-stopping moments, as he would be threatened from inside a cage, stick his hand in and get bitten or scratched, and even when he tried to release them in the garden to get them used to him, he would be sent flying by a headbutt.

"When he was tossed by a boar monster…"

"I thought he was dead… Oh, no."

The attendant, who had been staring into space with a bewildered look, hastily covered his mouth. He must have thought he had said too much. Indeed, the story was enough to make one’s stomach full just by listening. Faint scars ran across the arm hugging the honeybee. There were probably even larger scars on his back and stomach.

"Uuu."

He was the very picture of someone overwhelmed with emotion.

"Dorfen, heal him."

"As you wish."

Dorfen nodded to Little One and held both his hands toward Salim. A pale light instantly enveloped the Crown Prince. Wrapped in a haze-like magical power, the Crown Prince’s body flashed several times.

"Eh?"

"My!"

The visible scars faded and disappeared. Salim, perhaps sensing something, raised his face, red from crying.

"The pain…? Huh? The scars are gone?"

The Crown Prince twisted his body to check his stomach and back. Little One watched him with a fond smile, her own smile as gentle as a blooming flower.

"It is healing magic. Dorfen is a noble with high magical power. He can even heal a severed limb."

"Incredible… But then, why have Her Highness the Princess’s scars not been healed?"

Salim was pointing to the countless red lines running up Little One’s arm. Though faint, they were certainly there. They were scars from the time she was in Joker’s forest, by the crack leading to the broken abyss.

"There are some special circumstances with these…"

Little One gazed at her scars with a melancholic air. Dorfen, standing beside her, furrowed his brow painfully. These were wounds inflicted by the Dark Spirit King. Healing magic had no effect on them. The dark magical power consumed the golden magical power. That was likely the reason. The dark magical power probably possessed the ability to nullify all other magical powers. Conversely, golden magical power could also nullify dark magical power, if one could get the first strike. In terms of power balance, the dark magical power surpassed the golden magical power.

Thinking that far, Little One had a realization.

Is that why the Higher Beings can’t touch the Dark Spirit King? Could it be that the Dark Spirit King is a natural enemy to the Higher Beings?

Can the Dark Spirit King devour even the Higher Beings?

While Little One was lost in her own thoughts, Chihaya and Dorfen were desperately struggling to somehow tear the Crown Prince away from the honeybee.

"There is a Lord’s forest about a day’s journey by carriage from here. We are going to meet the Lord. Would you like to come with us?"

In the afternoon, Little One visited the Crown Prince’s detached palace and invited him to go to the Lord’s forest. It was a forest Salim visited almost every month. He agreed without a second thought and eagerly boarded the Honeybee Carriage. And, like everyone else before him, he stared in amazement, comparing the interior space with the exterior appearance again and again.

We’ve gotten used to this, haven’t we.

Romel’s magical remodeling had progressed, and the Honeybee Carriage now maintained a space about the size of a single-story house. It had a living room, bedrooms for the twins and the knights, and even a simple kitchen. It was now, without a doubt, a house.

Little One’s secret base.

The only drawback was that a toilet couldn’t be installed, since it traveled through the sky. Toilets on vehicles were basically just a hole. Like horse manure, it would be released onto the road. The thought of droppings falling from the sky was too terrifying.

I wish he’d improve this too. Romel doesn’t seem interested though.

A craftsman is indifferent to anything outside their specialty. The same went for magicians.

While thinking about such things, the carriage, which would normally take a day, flew the distance in a few hours, and Little One arrived at the chicken forest.

"Ragon, are you there?"

From the forest, which had gained lush greenery thanks to Little One’s magical power, a giant chicken appeared with a rustling sound. The chicks hopping around it were also full of energy.

"Welcome. Here, how about an egg?"

Ragon happily offered a large, ostrich-like egg. Apparently, it was an unfertilized egg, different from the ones from which its children hatched. Adonis and Zack’s eyes sparkled at the sight. Little One left the egg to them and turned her gaze to the other Lord.

"I came today because I have something to talk to you about."

"I know. The answer is no."

"I see. Understood."

Bread, the giant mantis with large scythes. He, too, seemed intent on spending his life with Legion. The Crown Prince stared at Little One conversing with the two, deeply moved, fooooh.

"Are you truly on such friendly terms with the monsters? If you have any secrets, I would be most grateful if you would teach me."

Little One felt uncomfortable being stared at with sparkling, envious eyes.

"It’s not difficult. The Lords’ Kin are intelligent monsters. We eat delicious things together, communicate through writing… well, it’s like being neighbors, I guess?"

She wasn’t lying. Nope.

Salim nodded, saying, "I see, I see." Then he had his attendants bring out the food he had prepared. Vegetables, fruits, simple grilled dishes, and so on.

"I was not sure what they might prefer… so I prepared a variety of things for the time being."

Salim, who had been utterly defeated by the wild monsters, looked up at the giant chicken as if clinging to it for dear life. Ragon gave a magnanimous nod and picked up a skewer of meat from the basket.

"Cooking is something monsters cannot do… This is delicious."

The giant chicken skillfully stripped the meat from the skewer with its beak and chewed contentedly, mocha mocha. The Crown Prince read the words written on the ground, a huge smile blooming on his face like a flower.

And so, with Little One acting as a bridge, Salim’s long-held wish came true. To the Crown Prince, who was extremely reluctant to part, Ragon even gave him one of its children.

"I knew that this one had visited the forest many times… and that he went home covered in wounds. No harm will come of this."

Little One stared with an exasperated look at Salim, who was buried under a waterfall of tears. He, too, had been acknowledged by the Lord of the Forest through the brute force of his single-minded determination.

Looks like all that physical effort paid off, huh?

The giant mantis watched with a wistful expression as the Honeybee Carriage returned, having achieved its goal.

"You still haven’t changed your mind, Bread?"

"I haven’t. It’s for our master. I will follow Legion-sama."

Bread turned his back on Ragon and disappeared into the depths of the forest.

"So stubborn."

Ragon’s murmur was heard by no one, dissipating in the wind that blew through the forest.

An unsettling air hung over the Lords.

Something unknown to Little One was quietly beginning to rear its head.
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After leaving the Sucaraba Kingdom, Little One was listlessly buried in a cushion, surrounded by a multitude of mononoke. To the right observer, it might have looked like a scene from a fairy tale like Snow White, but the creatures swarming her were mononoke. It was far from such a whimsical sight. Rabbits, chicks, and squirrels were one thing, but there were also spiders and snakes, frogs, scorpions, and praying mantises. Crawling on the floor were centipedes of all sizes. For someone who disliked them, it was a scene worthy of a scream. Her retinue, which had grown even larger after passing through each forest, was happily munching on sweets, pori pori.

"Next is Donautil. I think we can stretch our wings a bit there."

Adonis offered her some tea, and Little One nodded happily as she accepted it.

"You’re right. With Marrow and the others, there’s no need to put on an act. We can relax for a bit, nyo."

Perhaps because she had been putting on an act in every country they had visited so far, Little One’s face showed genuine relief. While Little One’s troupe watched her with fond smiles, the father and son magic user duo stared in astonishment, a cold sweat dripping down their faces.

Wait, after all that? I know she was putting on an act, but to say she couldn’t stretch her wings after doing whatever she pleased… Just how much more is there!

What Darvy knew was the basic life of nobles. Haughty, arrogant, and indulging in every luxury, they were nobles in the worst sense of the word. They also had high pride, disliked impropriety and disrespect, and were purebred nobles who valued hierarchy.

Viewed from that standard, Little One was far too unconventional. She was disorderly and frank, with no room for mind games or anything of the sort. She would gouge out her opponent’s weak spots relentlessly and advance the conversation as she pleased. She offered no compromises, just a grin as she cut them down. A wild freedom, like that of a beast. Even when veiled in polite etiquette, her untamable wildness stood out.

And yet, they learned that even that was her putting on an act when they arrived at the Lord’s Forest.

In the Lord’s Forest, Little One had started dancing with a cry of "Waai!" and frolicked with the mononoke, just like the innocent children of the city.

Ah, so this is her true self.

The two of them smiled, having come to a light understanding, but it seemed even that was still part of the act.

Dumbfounded, Darvy checked with her.

"Um… so, are we giving a lecture in Donautil too?"

The girl looked at the anxious Darvy and shook her head.

"Nope. Marrow is in Donautil, and they already have dedicated magicians dispatched from Frontier, so a lecture isn’t necessary."

That’s right. Donautil and Flowers, where princes had studied abroad at Frontier’s noble academy, were a step ahead of the other countries in establishing their own magical institutions. These institutions had now grown to the point where they could focus on research. Flowers in particular had solidified its foundations and had been quick to develop them. It was rumored in Frontier that technicians sent from Kilfan were also staying in Donautil, continuing to provide technical and disaster recovery support, leading to remarkable development.

"I’m looking forward to it."

Little One’s eyes narrowed happily.

It had been a long road. How many years had it taken to get here? She had started preparing at the age of two, traveled the world from the age of seven, and now her promise with the gods was finally nearing its end.

Then, suddenly, Little One realized something.

I haven’t heard the resonance.

The resonance that had echoed throughout the world, making Merda and Sapphard doubt their own eyes. Little One had yet to hear the proof that the Golden Ring was complete.

Eh? What does that mean? Don’t tell me it’s not complete? Is something missing?

As Little One stood there, utterly stunned, the Honeybee Carriage, which had been flying day and night with breaks in between, arrived in the Kingdom of Donautil.

Following the guidance of people waving flags on the ground, Little One instructed the honeybees to land the carriage in the royal palace courtyard. The familiar red and white flags. The ones used for various kinds of guidance were likely brought from Kilfan. Marrow ran up to the quietly descending Honeybee Carriage with a beaming smile.

"Hero! I’m so glad you came!!"

"It’s been a while, Marrow, nyo. We’ll be in your care for a bit."

The magic user father and son duo’s eyes went wide as the prince lifted Little One by her sides. Their familiar appearance was like that of close relatives. They didn't seem like strangers from another country at all. Marrow was about to head toward the palace, holding the girl with one hand, when Dorfen and Chihaya stopped him.

"Could you please put her down? It is disrespectful to Chihiro-sama."

"Forget disrespect, don’t touch her! She’s a maiden, you know!"

Glared at by the two sharp-tongued watchdogs, Marrow looked down at Little One.

"You don’t like it?"

"I don’t mind, but you’ve gotten so big, Marrow. Have you grown again?"

Little One was on the small side for being nearly ten, while Marrow was on the large side for fifteen. The height difference was over fifty centimeters. Marrow, who could easily hold Little One in one hand, must not have neglected his training. Compared to two years ago, he had changed as much as a child to an adult.

"Hero! If you want to be held, your big brother will do it for you!"

Compared to Marrow, Chihaya was still a child and did not have the physique to hold Little One with one hand.

"If I may be so bold, I will…"

Marrow slapped away Dorfen’s outstretched arm. He then snorted and stared at Dorfen.

"You are bold indeed. For a mere attendant. You will stand aside."

Dorfen stared blankly at his slapped-away arm, a faint smile spreading across his face. The moment Chihaya and Dorfen both began to emit an unsettling, murderous aura, someone forcefully struck Marrow on the back of the head with something. The object that hit him with a good, sharp "kakon" sound was a luxurious scepter decorated with gold, silver, and jewels.

"Owwww!"

Little One jumped down from Marrow, who had involuntarily crouched. She looked up to see Masahad, the new king. He was looking down at Marrow with a loathsome gaze he didn't even try to hide.

"I watched you in silence, but you… are you an idiot! Don’t pick a fight with Frontier’s attendants!"

Behind Masahad, who was yelling at Marrow, were Dīvadatta and his family. From behind the couple, who were smiling wryly, Prince Tepia and Prince Aristro, Dīvadatta’s sons, jumped out.

"Chihiro-sama! Do you remember me? I’m Tepia!"

"I’m Aristro."

Prince Tepia? Wow, he’s gotten bigger too!

They had the blue-silver hair and crimson eyes characteristic of the Donautil royal family. The two of them, smiling with innocent cheerfulness, were naturally bigger than they had been two years ago.

"I remember you, Your Highnesses. It has been a long time."

Little One gave a graceful curtsy and bowed her head respectfully. The two of them hurriedly bowed their heads in return.

"Forgive our rudeness in not greeting you properly. Welcome."

"Welcome."

The adults were soothed by the sight of the cute children.

Marrow, who was glaring at the three of them with teary eyes, garururu, was poked again. Guarded by Masahad and the others, the Frontier party entered the Donautil royal palace.

They borrowed the detached palace they had stayed in before. As the knights took out a great deal of luggage from the storage gems, Marrow looked at Little One with an excited expression.

"How long can you stay this time? A week? A month? If you want, you can stay forever. You can just marry me."

"Don’t be ridiculous, I have nothing to my name."

A royal family joke was not funny.

"I need none of that. I will prepare something extraordinary for you."

Little One’s troupe looked coolly at the serious Marrow. Just as Chihaya snapped his fingers and Dorfen began to lift the hilt of his sword, a deliberate cough was heard from behind them.

"Marrow. You, that’s enough. If you spout any more nonsense, go and finish your work first! If I let you run wild, I won’t have enough lives to spare!!"

Literally, not figuratively.

It was His Majesty the new king, who once again sent a high-pitched sound ringing from the back of his foolish younger brother’s head.

Little One’s troupe was known as Frontier’s powder keg. Watching his brother charge headfirst into them was always bad for his heart, Masahad thought. Donautil now received real-time reports from their clandestine units infiltrated in various countries. The magical institution, mainly run by Marrow, had grown. The number of nobles who had mastered water mirrors and wind messages had increased, and though rudimentary, information was now being sent back.

However, the contents of that information were sending fresh shivers through Donautil.

Most of it was about Little One’s exploits. Reports like screams would come in from all over every few months, and Masahad would stroke his chest in relief, thinking how lucky Donautil had been. News that Castrato had become a semi-vassal state, that Claudia’s forests had withered and monsters had gathered, bringing the country to the brink of collapse, or that she was on friendly terms with the princess of the Torzebisont Kingdom. Just yesterday, they had received eye and ear-doubting information that the Crown Prince of the Sucaraba Kingdom was taking a monster for a walk. Among them, the images of Castrato’s noble district destroyed by monsters and the overwhelming number of monsters surrounding Claudia had left him speechless, and Masahad renewed his vow never to oppose Frontier. If they had taken one wrong step, Donautil might have suffered the same fate. It was a happy accident that Marrow had become friends with Little One, and that she had come to their aid when they were on the brink of death, leading to a sense of camaraderie that had been forged out of necessity. As a result, they had reached an unimaginable conclusion, and here they were now.

Ah, they had been truly fortunate. At the time, it had been a desperate situation with no way out, but that had brought them the rare backing of Little One.

Masahad savored his current bliss as he watched the children squabbling. The brothers laughed out loud. Children growing up without knowing the danger of their lives. A future for the royal family without a single worry.

However, an unsettling air began to leak into the scene.

Masahad keenly sensed the Frontier members on the verge of exploding at Marrow’s insolent words, raised his scepter to strike the back of his thoughtless brother’s head once more, and coughed deliberately.

His cute younger brother crouched, ooooh, after being struck by the scepter.

You really need to understand your own position, or you’ll be in serious trouble. I’ll admit you have the guts not to give up despite your grand failures, though.

The common sense of royalty differed between Frontier and Donautil. In Donautil, status was absolute in their class-based society. Any kind of tyranny was permissible, and exercising it was a status symbol. They constantly had to display their power both internally and externally. However, Frontier was different. Those who made unreasonable demands or acted tyrannically were pointed at from behind as shameless. The strong should have composure towards the weak, not arrogance. What they should give is protection, not trampling. That is what creates and nurtures future taxpayers.

"What’s the point of reducing your source of money? Are you an idiot?"

Masahad and his aides were enlightened by Little One’s explanation. It was exactly as she said.

Our country is still so far behind.

Their current relationship with Flowers, through Frontier, was also good. It was a daily struggle of trial and error with the technicians who had come from Kilfan, but he wanted to believe they were making some progress.

First, I have to reform this one, who’s not making any progress at all!

Even as he lectured Marrow, who had abandoned his work as the head of the magical institution, Masahad couldn’t help but smile at the enjoyable days.



		
			Chapter 151

			The O-saki and the Emissary

			"Lana! Donal!"

Little One ran over, teke teke. Ahead of her, the scorpion and antlion duo were sunbathing, surrounded by children.

"Well, it’s been a while."

"Welcome. Is it trouble?"

"Why is it that whenever I come, the only thing you can think of is trouble?"

The giant scorpion gently stroked the head of the pouting Little One.

Sure, stroking is fine, but don’t use your tail, your tail. Isn’t it poisonous?

With half-lidded eyes, Little One hopped onto the scorpion’s back, pyoin.

Ah, it’s warm. This is nice.

It was now near the end of summer, but in Donautil, located close to the northernmost region, the climate was already autumnal. It got quite cold at night, so this warmth was welcome. The giant scorpion, Lana, tilted her head at Little One clinging warmly to her back and spoke.

"If it’s not trouble, are you sightseeing? You must have some business, don’t you?"

The antlion, Donal, chimed in, looking over at Chihaya and Dorfen who had come with Little One.

"It’s about me, I’m sure. It’s fine as it is."

"You think so? Can I ask why?"

It seemed that all the Lords, except for the one in Castrato’s forest, intended to share their fate with Legion. Donal pondered Little One’s question for a moment before speaking haltingly.

"The gentleman from Castrato, me and Bread, Trigger and Legion-sama. We have collected five dark magic crystals so far, and we have also visited Olga’s golden magic crystal, have we not? Did you not think that one was missing?"

At those words, Cesare raised an eyebrow.

"Indeed. The number of magic crystals I first sensed was seven. I thought it might have been an error, as the little brat from Castrato was mass-producing magic crystals."

Cesare, inside Chihaya, looked sternly at Donal. Donal nodded and looked back at Cesare with a sorrowful gaze.

"It was no error. There is one more magic crystal, my master."

"But all my memories have returned. Probably. As has my power as a god. What else could there be?"

"I cannot say. If I were to tell you, the final magic crystal would lose its color. Therefore…"

Donal trailed off, his gaze fixed on a distant point.

"We will be with our master until the very end."

Cesare gave Donal a quizzical look before turning his gaze to Little One. Chihiro didn’t understand what it meant either, but she knew for sure there was one more place they had to go.

"The water magic circulation device, I guess?"

The existence of a magic circulation device meant there was a high possibility of a magic crystal beneath it. That was the only place they hadn’t visited. Now that the continent of the Kilfan Empire was lost, it shouldn’t be impossible to go if they dived into the sea.

"With the frogs’ protection, it won’t be a problem. If we ask the sea serpents, they can guide us. Let’s go check it out after this."

Seeing Little One strike a firm pose, Dorfen hurriedly added.

"Please wait a moment! It would be best to properly report to His Highness the Prince Regent and make preparations. It is already autumn. We must also begin preparations for the Arts Theater."

Little One’s mouth fell open in an "ah."

That was right, Arcadia’s first theatrical performance would be held in the autumn. To live up to the name of the Arts Theater, the first-floor hall was planned to be an exhibition space for paintings and sculptures, and a cafe and restaurant were also scheduled to be attached. The trees and flowers planted around the area needed to be adjusted, and the magical tools for the light-up also needed to be selected. On top of that, there were applications for the food stalls to be set up in the gardens around the theater and coordination of the adventurers and soldiers to be hired for security. The autumn was packed with things to do.

"Uwaaah… I wish a day had seventy-two hours."

A cold sweat trickled down Little One’s face. Little One’s troupe couldn’t hide their wry smiles. Donal watched the Honeybee Carriage fly off towards the Donautil royal capital, its passenger in a flustered panic, and quietly looked down.

"Until the very last moment. With our master."

"Hey, you think he’d want that?"

The image of the twins, affectionately snuggled together, floated in Donal’s mind. Cesare, with a bashful smile that suggested he didn’t mind at all. To allow that happiness to continue, Legion’s emissaries could not stop.

"When I think of our master’s past when he was as good as a corpse… I want to make sure he is happy in this life."

The carriage had become a tiny dot in the distance. The former boy god, who must be laughing inside it.

Lana could only watch over Donal as he murmured as if in a delirium.

"You’re leaving already? You could stay longer!"

Having completed her objectives of checking the magical institution and visiting the forest, Little One quickly began preparing for her return. She had only stopped by the Donautil royal capital to deliver gifts of sweets, honey, beeswax, and magic stones for magical tools.

"Well, let’s meet in Frontier next time. I’ve invited you, right? To the opening of the Frontier Arts Theater. I’ll be waiting."

That’s right. Chihiro, wanting to unveil the concept of theater to many countries and spread it, had left invitations in all the borderland countries she had visited. With a Honeybee Carriage pick-up and drop-off service, they planned to welcome the royalty and nobility of each country for a week starting from the Arts Theater’s opening. In Arcadia, where the countries were a three-week to a little over a month’s carriage ride from each other, inviting them would normally be an extremely difficult task. Unless it was for a long-term stay like studying abroad, they couldn’t just come and go as they pleased. The Honeybee Carriage solved that problem. This flying vehicle could deliver invited guests from even the northernmost Sucaraba Kingdom in about a week. The interior of the carriage was now the size of a house. It could carry ten or twenty people without any problem. If they were accompanied by a magician, their luggage could be kept to a minimum, making it a truly all-inclusive service.

Marrow looked at the grinning Little One with a complex expression, his face slightly puffed out.

With him looking on, Little One and her party returned home.

"I’ll definitely go! Come pick me up early, you hear!!"

As Marrow shouted at the flying carriage, Masahad’s fingers gripped the back of his head, gashi.

"Then make sure you finish your work properly. I’ll decide your length of stay based on your progress."

The older brother stared at him with a dark smile, his fingers tightening, giri giri. Marrow glared back with teary eyes, muttering, "It hurts, it hurts." Little One watched the two of them with a wry smile.

Considering the uproar from two years ago, it was an unbelievable sight.

I’m glad for you, Marrow.

Just as Dīvadatta rushed in to mediate between the two squabbling brothers, the Honeybee Carriage picked up speed and shot into the sky.

There was a mountain of things to do, but they were happy worries.

Let’s do this! Arcadia’s first theatrical performance, Arcadia’s first Arts Theater that doubles as a museum. It seems it’s the first time it’s being opened to the public too, so let’s blow the world away.

Romel had also made inquiries to the countries in the central region, and she had heard they had received quite a few favorable replies.

"Nfufufu, ah, I’m so looking forward to it!"

Little One’s head, as she bounced around, pyon pyon, was filled with thoughts of the Arts Theater. The matter of the water magic circulation device was no longer even a fragment in her mind.

Later, after enjoying the festival to her heart’s content, by the time Little One remembered it, the season had changed, and even though Frontier was in the south, the temperature was no longer warm enough to dive into the sea.

"Aaaaaahhh!"

"No use crying over spilled milk."

Being watched over with lukewarm affection by a slightly exasperated Chihaya was also part of the charm.

And so, as the new year began, Little One was swept up in a series of festivals, including Wilfe’s wedding and the new school term, and her final pilgrimage was inevitably put on the back burner.

"How did it come to this!"

For now, Little One did not know the future in which she would shout that all-too-familiar phrase.



		
			Chapter 152

			The O-saki and the Emissary

			"It is like a dream."

The Golden Ring is complete, and a blessing resounds throughout the world. A solemn light extends from between the thick clouds, pointing to several locations. It illuminates Frontier, Claudia, and Donautil, then faintly disappears.

"It seems I was not chosen in this life either."

Legion’s ears were tickled by the wondrous melody as he slumped his shoulders in dejection.

"Then, the reverse."

The eyes of the oni, Legion, faintly glowed, a dangerous light rippling through them. The eyes of the small oni around him also shone unsettlingly, tinged with a faint red. The border forest of Flowers exuded a strange atmosphere. For now, no one had yet noticed this change.

"The building is complete, right? What about moving in the art pieces? Have we secured the personnel to guard them?"

Two days after returning from her pilgrimage, after a brief rest, Little One began to run around for the opening of the Arts Theater.

"What about the landscape architects who created the gardens? Is the autumn garden progressing smoothly? Are there any troubles?"

Two years had passed since the land was chosen. The gardens had already been created through much trial and error so that the nature and flowers of each season could be enjoyed. A main street was drawn in each of the four cardinal directions from the Arts Theater, and a larger outer road was created, with plazas and themed areas arranged in various places. As far as the eye could see, a vast garden adorned the surroundings of the Arts Theater.

"For the gardens, we have five gardeners specializing in trees. Four of them are each managing a quadrant, and they are creating the Four Seasons Village with their subordinates."

"And the last one?"

"He is the one who manages the overall balance. He does not belong to any section and keeps an eye on the entire garden."

I see, a supervisor.

Little One nodded and, while looking at a map of the area around the Arts Theater, checked the outer periphery of the gardens.

"What are the plans for these five plazas?"

Five plazas were prepared on the outer periphery of the Arts Theater. Themed gardens for each of the four seasons were planned for these areas.

"This time, the theme is the gardens of various countries. We have Kilfan, Donautil, Flowers, Castrato, and in the remaining one, we have gathered food stalls from each country."

It seemed it was carried out with the cooperation of nearby friendly countries. The gardens would also be open to the public, so they had gathered familiar food stalls.

Then, the civil official who had been explaining remembered something and timidly asked Little One.

"The art pieces gathered in the first-floor hall of the Arts Theater are also scheduled to be open to the public for free… Are you serious?"

The first floor was scheduled to display art pieces solicited from the public, the second floor would feature art by professionals, and the third floor would display jewelry by professionals. The first floor was also planned for sales upon opening, and each booth would feature decorative items and art pieces for sale by skilled artisans, as well as beautifully colored daily necessities.

"These, stationery, tableware, and cutlery. You have allocated a considerable amount of space for things other than art pieces, but why?"

Little One smirked at the puzzled civil official and explained.

"Then why does the royal palace display tableware in display cabinets?"

Indeed, even in ordinary households, wealthy families display tableware in display cabinets. They are not for everyday use, but are special hospitality tools for special occasions.

"That is because porcelain is expensive. It is not something that can be left out carelessly, and it is managed to prevent any accidents."

"How is that any different from art pieces or jewelry?"

The civil official’s face lit up in realization.

Tableware is the most familiar art form. It is a product befitting the small luxuries that color everyday life. The first floor, which was scheduled to be open to the public, was intended to house such items that were within reach of the common people. Rather than jewelry that was obviously expensive at a glance, tableware and stationery, whose atmosphere could be completely changed by pictures and craftsmanship, were more suitable to be given the name of art, as they reflected individual tastes and preferences.

"I see. Art that is within reach of the common people."

The civil official nodded in understanding.

They planned to prepare sections outside the garden periphery as well, to be opened to general street vendors. Little One wanted to make it a place of relaxation where many people could gather.

I’m really grateful to Arcadia, where there is an excess of nothing but land.

The most difficult problem for such theme parks is the construction site. And in Arcadia, those were lying around everywhere. Being able to use the land next to the academy city was also a big plus. At the very least, they could expect a certain number of visitors from the people living in the academy city. Conversely, people who wanted to visit the academy city would use the inns around the Arts Theater, and they would liven each other up with a synergistic effect.

The Arts Theater was built next to it with that expectation. For its long-awaited unveiling, Little One was running all over the place.

"How are the inns? Are there enough private open-air baths?"

"Yes, seven on each floor. If they are used at different times, it should be sufficient."

The inns were built with reference to the one Little One’s group had stayed at in Kilfan. There were two buildings each for the nobles of each country and for the common people. A large public bath was built in the building for the common people, but it could not be used by the nobles. The ladies of Arcadia, especially those of the noble class, found it indecent to show their skin and absolutely required private baths. But on a trip, that cramped claw-foot bathtub was uninspiring. At Little One’s initiative, an open-air bath with a view of the Arts Theater and gardens was devised. It was a service unique to Frontier, where filling the bath each time was easy with magic. It was designed so that it could not be seen from below, a private space that the ladies could use with peace of mind. Designed in tiers from the first floor, an open-air bath where one could look up at the starry sky. After inspecting the completed bath, Little one ground her back teeth, gunununu.

If only this had been there when I was on my pilgrimage.

Despite having traveled through various countries, Little One had not had the leisure to enjoy the feeling of being on a trip. As if to vent that frustration, she had crammed this and that into the inn. There were selectable nightwear including yukatas, and you could choose between renting them for reuse or buying them new. Little One’s dreams were reflected in it to the fullest.

And so, she flew from place to place, and relieved that the result was satisfactory, Little One couldn’t stop her excitement.

I’m so looking forward to it. We’ve really, finally come this far, yup.

The theater business had to be started from scratch. The concept of a museum to display art and artifacts also did not exist in Arcadia. Such expensive items were things that individuals ordered and owned. Paints and the like also used minerals as raw materials, making them expensive and not something the common people could afford. Furthermore, when it came to paintings, the raw materials alone cost a tremendous amount. Only the wealthy could afford to paint, and the gate to that world was naturally narrowed.

However, Little One had been concerned about that.

In the past, when she was an adventurer, she had received a request for insects for dyeing and came up with the dyeing business. The result was paints derived from plants. Little One was also planning to unveil them. In Arcadia, where there was an excess of land, mass production would be easy once the cultivation method was established. The development of dyes, which had been carried out in secret, had also seen progress, and she had even had them researched to the point where they could be used as art materials.

Nishishi, I’ve already secured the artists, and the works are already finished. I can see the surprised faces of everyone in my mind, nyo.

And so, after checking each location, Little One finally returned to the mansion, where Merda was waiting for her.

"Welcome back. Congratulations on the completion of the Golden Ring."

"Huh?"

Little One’s eyes went wide at Merda, who was bowing deeply. Apparently, Merda and the others had heard the said resonance.

"A light extended from between the clouds, and it was so beautiful."

Little One was speechless at Merda’s smile, which was so blissful that even her compound eyes seemed to have melted.

It seemed the resonance had occurred when Little One was summoned by Sapphard and the others. It must have been the moment she made a pact with Olga. Being underground and the whole being summoned by Sapphard affair meant Little One hadn’t noticed it. Apparently, the sound did not reach underground.

Nyaaaaaaa!! To miss a once-in-a-hundred-years event!!

Little One was stunned by the shock.

Later, Little One would write down the various details regarding the pilgrimage for the sake of the future Golden King, but it was already too late. The girl who would become the last Golden King wrote it down, but there would be no new person to see it.

A prayer for the future Little One, who would slam her brush down with bloodshot eyes.



		
			Chapter 153

			The Arts Theater and the Little One

			"Wooooow!"

The children’s eyes sparkled as they ran about.

Autumn was deepening, and the difference between day and night temperatures could be felt on the skin. It was around this time that the outer grounds of the Arts Theater were opened to the public. Beyond the tall fence enclosing the formal gardens, a simpler garden spread out, with plants close to their wild species planted to form a forest. On Earth, it would be called a forest park. Of course, the one who created this forest was the Little One. The meticulously planned forest received plenty of sunlight, dappling the paved stone paths with bright shadows. Numerous stalls and vendors lined up with the outer fence at their backs. Benches were placed everywhere to serve as eating areas, and trash cans were also installed. The people who visited were full of curiosity about this newly unveiled forest park.

"Is this not a wild strawberry? How unusual, with summer nearly over."

"Are those chestnuts?"

"No, I think they’re acorns, aren’t they? See, they have little hats on."

The children and teachers from the noble academy chattered away excitedly. Even the supervising teachers had eyes shining with the same curiosity as the children.

"Alright, everyone, listen up! I will now hand out the autumn plant collection kits. Please line up."

An academic staff member from the Arts Theater waved a twenty-centimeter-square paper box in one hand. It was about three centimeters thick and packed with various supplies. There were fifteen sheets of thin, translucent paper like paraffin paper, ten small metal clasps with screws, and two meters each of leather cord and hemp string. And finally, a small set of portable scissors and a knife.

"You do it like this... See? You can preserve them beautifully, can’t you?"

The staff member picked up fallen leaves dyed red and yellow by autumn and demonstrated by sandwiching them between the paraffin paper.

"And with this one, you do it like this... There? You can make a charm."

The staff member twisted a metal clasp into an acorn, threaded a cord through the clasp, and hung it around their neck. It was quite amusing to see teachers mixed in with the children letting out a collective gasp of "Ooooh." The academic staff demonstrated various other activities, like making cuts and holes in large leaves with scissors and attaching a string to make a mask, or using a knife to shave a thin branch even thinner to create a balancing toy, earning cheers from the children.

"Normally, this set is for sale, but for today’s unveiling, His Majesty the King has provided them for free. Please, everyone, enjoy yourselves. ...Incidentally, it’s for sale for adults."

The teachers, who had been murmuring in interest while holding the autumn fun sets, flinched.

This was also the Little One’s idea. A collection set to enjoy the four seasons. Any starting point was fine. She wanted people to discover many joys for themselves. The forest held a mountain of treasures. A truly deep forest was full of dangers, but she wanted people to learn how to play and how to walk in a safe forest like this one.

And she wanted them to not shun the forest, but to respect it and learn the right way to interact with it.

The forest wasn't all good things. There were dangerous creatures and plants, too. To foster interest in such things and encourage careful learning, the Little One planned to build a library soon. Fortunately, Frontier had an academy that even commoners could attend for free. Children who had completed their Baptism were obligated to attend. It was a system similar to the compulsory education of Earth, which had surprised the Little One at first.

"Developing human resources is important, you know?"

The Little One could only nod at Romel’s casual statement. But in reality, many children only attended for two or three years. Once they reached ten, children became important workers. It seemed parents were not pleased about having their children tied up at school for long hours.

...What a harsh world, nyo.

And so, in the end, only wealthy children attended, creating a gap in education.

For the working-class commoners who believed that being able to read, write, and calculate change was sufficient, there existed an insurmountable emotional wall that could not be overcome with ethics. If it was like this even in the relatively wealthy Frontier, one could imagine how it was in other countries.

In other nations, literacy among the common people was nonexistent. At best, it was limited to officials of the privileged class, with the noble class monopolizing most knowledge. She fondly remembered teaching basic letters and calculations to the people she took in from Donautil. The former Donautil nobles, exiled as criminals, had been surprised by the fact that such skills were necessary to live in Frontier. Well, that said, the knowledge of the commoners who prioritized labor over learning was limited, to the point where even the decimal system was a bit shaky for them. The fact that Arcadia’s numbers were character-based was also a curse, and it was undeniable that calculations were still difficult.

...Should I introduce them? Arabic numerals.

The Little One’s eyes sharpened as she found herself longing for the number zero. With just a single zero, most of the troubles with calculation would disappear. This was a secret known only to the Drago family and Kilfan. She wasn't sure if it was alright to just toss Arabic numerals into a world that lacked the concept of mathematics. Really, the shepherd who discovered zero was a genius.

The Little One was endlessly plagued by worries.

Oblivious to Chihiro's troubles, the first public unveiling of the forest park, bustling with people from the noble academy and the royal capital, came to a peaceful end.

"That was amazing! The food was delicious, and there were so many unusual stalls, like for glasswork and silverwork."

Chihaya, chattering excitedly, was thoroughly pleased after having his caricature drawn by an eccentric artist. Perhaps drawn by the name of the Arts Theater, the public area was filled with things not often seen elsewhere, like various artists and stalls selling paintings and sculptures. There were various motifs carved from stone and wood, ranging from the standard plants and animals to legendary monsters. The stalls, lined with a collection of items from all times and places, were fun just to look at. Some were practical items like ashtrays and paperweights, which caught the eyes of the adults. She even witnessed an unexpected sight where, for the various paintings on display, the frames surrounding them were more popular.

"I don’t need the painting, so knock that off the price!"

"I’m selling the painting!" cried the shop owner with tears in his eyes.

Right? The Little One couldn't help but offer a wry smile.

Outside the Arts Theater's outer fence was the forest park. The stalls were open to anyone, but since the number was limited, it was by reservation only. The Little One's eyes went wide when she heard that it was already booked up for the next six months.

After several more openings like this, once people had grown accustomed to the forest park, the area inside the Arts Theater's outer fence was finally opened to the public.

Unlike the forest park outside, people were awestruck by the magnificent garden that had been prepared. Sighs of admiration escaped here and there, and an air of unknowing tension filled the space.

Seeing this, the Little One smiled to herself. If she could surprise the people and nobles of Frontier's royal capital, who were relatively accustomed to beautiful gardens and flowers, then it was a great success.

As the Little One’s shoulders shook with a quiet fuffuffu, Romel and many others gazed at her with exasperated eyes.

"What should we do about her?"

"We can only leave her be, can’t we?" Romel casually declared in response to Chihaya’s murmur.

"Well, I can’t say I don’t understand. It is a magnificent sight."

"I want something like... that for the Castle of Sweets, too."

To Dorfen's admiration, Zack voiced a simple desire.

"That girl, again..."

"No, but it’s well made, isn’t it?"

"Head chef, it’s not fair for you to have all the fun."

Caught between a bewildered Sakura and a Drago whose eyes shone with delight, Adonis couldn't help but narrow his eyes.

"It is Chihiro-sama, after all."

"Indeed."

"...How splendid she has become."

Hyrulia and Sasha exchanged smiles. As for Naya, she seemed so overcome with emotion that only tears would come.

Just as the Arts Theater garden, which everyone had their own thoughts about, was completed and on the verge of the main building’s opening, something happened. It could only be called the Little One’s destiny.

The Honeybee Carriages sent to each country.

They had returned almost entirely empty. Except for a few specific, friendly nations.

"...What’s this about?"

The mages who had accompanied each carriage reluctantly explained to the Little One as she peered into the empty vehicles.

"Well... they said they don’t understand the logic of Frontier’s Arts Theater or its monster carriages."

"Huh?"

The Little One tilted her head in confusion. Summing up the mages' report, it seemed they couldn't comprehend the idea of exhibiting works of art, or a building dedicated to it. Of course, they also didn't understand theater. Furthermore, flying by means of a monster was out of the question. They apparently said, "How can we trust a country that sends us something so dangerous?" The response from each country was to wait for them to travel by land.

The moment the Little One understood this, zaa~tto, the surrounding temperature plummeted.

"...Heeeh. Oh, my. Is that so?"

An icy blizzard colored her beaming smile.

"Then that’s fine. Could you please just deliver these letters for me?"

Her voice was cute and lisping, yet the mages felt a sharp sting as if pricked by a thorn. Fortunately, the first floor of the Arts Theater was well-stocked with stationery for sale. Purchasing a set, the Little One dashed off notes on the stationery and sealed them one after another.

"Please deliver these. They’ll probably take their time departing anyway."

The mages accepted the envelopes offered with a sweet smile, boarded the empty carriages once more, and zipped off to their respective countries.

"There’s a limit to how much of a fool you can make of me."

The chill emanating from the Little One as she glared at the sky with narrowed eyes was no small thing, and no one had the courage to speak to her.

However, a few days later, when Romel learned the contents of the letters, he slumped over his desk, wishing he had stopped her.

The letters sent to each country were cancellations of their invitations.

We apologize for inviting you to an incomprehensible event. The mononoke of the monster carriages are the Lords' Kin, Frontier's highest form of welcome, but it seems it was not to your liking. We are incapable of offering any greater hospitality. Therefore, please disregard this invitation. If we become capable of offering hospitality greater than this, we will extend another invitation at that time.

It was a polite dismissal. We will not invite you until we can provide better hospitality than this. In other words, it was the flip side of saying, "Don’t you dare come."

In an Arcadia where magic and magical power were about to be revived, they would be unable to obtain the cooperation of the magical nation of Frontier. For each country, it was as if a spear had been thrust at their throats. The building and the event were unprecedented. It was natural to be suspicious and wary. It was also natural for the mononoke to be seen as dangerous.

But returning the carriages empty had been a bad move.

There was likely a sense of national pride involved. It must have been a way of posturing so as not to show weakness. However, they should have at least sent a single diplomat back. Someone who could act as a buffer and provide an explanation. The nations of Arcadia, isolated and independent, lacked the concept of neighboring countries. Naturally, they were also unskilled in diplomacy. This was because there were no countries they would be troubled to become estranged from.

As a result, the countries that displayed their usual arrogance threw away a once-in-a-lifetime chance to befriend Frontier. Despite the fact that Frontier, too, was not troubled by not being close to other nations.

It would not be in the distant future that each country would come to understand this. And in the few countries that knew the Little One’s personality of forgetting things once they were over, a scene of utter chaos erupted.

"That is why I told you! That person shows no mercy! That’s it! I am going! Mage-dono, let me ride with you as you are!"

Shaking off his retainers who were desperately trying to stop him, Crown Prince Salim of the Sucaraba Kingdom boarded the carriage. He had been fully intending to go, but had been stopped by those around him, who had acted first and caused him to miss the chance to accept the invitation. It seemed the king, too, had been swayed by his retainers and become indecisive.

While Salim was raising a ruckus, another commotion was happening in a different country.

"A monster carriage is dangerous! A mansion to display expensive works of art? There’s no way they would build such a foolish thing! Can you not see you are being deceived!"

The one shouting was Vincent. It turned out this man had used his marquis family’s diplomatic authority to turn away Frontier’s carriage on his own. The Queen and Princess Meg, who had planned to accept the invitation, were furious. He continued to shout until the very end as he was thoroughly reprimanded by the marquis and the Queen, then restrained and taken away by the knights.

"...My foolish son has done something outrageous. I have no words of apology."

Glaring sternly at the bowing marquis, the Queen muttered as if spitting the words out.

"...We shall have to reconsider the engagement, Marquis."

"...Yes, Your Majesty."

The marquis’s blood ran cold at the Queen’s undisguised disgust. Uninterested in such a farce, Meg looked at the Queen anxiously.

"What shall we do, Mother? We have surely given the Princess a very unpleasant misunderstanding."

"It will be fine. That person is not so narrow-minded. It will be enough to convey a proper apology."

"You’re right. I’m sure she will laugh and forgive us."

Around the time the Queen was embracing her worried daughter, a roar of fury echoed in another country.

"What did you do with the invitation addressed to me! I also heard you turned the carriage away! This has gone far enough!"

The scene changes to the Claudia Kingdom.

Lean, who saw the Honeybee Carriage in the sky, immediately contacted the Southern Border Count. Auguste, upon learning the situation, contacted Pascal. The invitation was supposed to go to Pascal, but it had gotten mixed in with the King of Claudia’s correspondence during the purchase of the beast-humans. And the king, after reading it, had tossed the invitation into the fireplace.

"I burned the invitation! Hahahaha!"

Ignoring the King of Claudia’s mocking laughter, the Honeybee Carriage arrived again in the castle courtyard, and Pascal jumped out the window. Along with the Southern Border Count. He received the letter from the mage, and upon seeing its contents, he couldn't help but look up at the heavens.

"How can I ever apologize... Border Count, what should I do?"

Taking the letter from the flustered Pascal, Auguste also narrowed his eyes sternly.

"We will make it in time. We shall board this carriage as it is and offer our apologies directly. The Princess is someone who will understand if we speak honestly."

Calming Pascal with the gaze of a benevolent old man, Auguste glanced at the mage. The mage nodded as if he understood.

"Will you come with me?"

"Of course."

Ignoring the squawking King of Claudia, Prince Pascal and the Southern Border Count boarded the carriage.

And so, several countries escaped the Little One’s wrath and went on to build favorable relationships.

The Frontier Arts Theater, whose name would later resound throughout the world.

It is said that those fortunate enough to witness its birth were blessed with long-lasting good fortune. By the Little One’s sheer force of will, a divine providence.

The happiness promised to kind people would continue to be spun through the Little One.♪



		
			Chapter 154

			The Arts Theater and the Little One, Part Two

			"Hiiro!"

"Marrow!"

After seeing off the empty carriages, the Little One welcomed the invited guests, who had been guided to the state guest house, at the royal palace. Despite the entire royal family being assembled, Marrow lifted the Little One and spun her around.

"It’s been too long. Have you been well?"

"I’ve been great, nyo! You finished your work before coming, right, Marrow?"

".........."

The large dog, Marrow, subtly averted his gaze. The Little One stared at the beads of cold sweat on his temple with half-lidded eyes, then questioned Masahad, who stood by the door, with a glance. Masahad raised an eyebrow slightly and sighed.

"Honestly, he hasn’t even finished half of it. He’ll have to return to the country in about three days."

"That’s not fair, Ani-ue!"

"Call me ‘Your Majesty,’ you fool!"

Even as he was struck with a scepter, kakoon, Marrow clung to his brother, crying, "Ani-ueee."

"I did plan for a week... Is Marrow going to be forcibly deported by himself?"

The Little One tilted her head with a "uni?" and Masahad nodded with a grim face. Beside him, Marrow’s face was one of hopeless misery.

"Can’t be helped, can it, Marrow? If you don’t work, you can’t eat, nyo."

The Little One declared coolly.

Why food? a dumbfounded expression appeared on the faces of Masahad and the rest of the Donautil delegation, while the Frontier royal family nodded in understanding.

"He who does not work, neither shall he eat," was a phrase the Little One often used in the Frontier royal palace. To put this into practice, whenever a member of the royal family slacked off on their studies or work, Chihiro would trot over to the kitchens and issue instructions to mercilessly downgrade their meals or prohibit snacks, making them understand the meaning of her words.

"It’s my right, after all. If you have a complaint, I’ll just ban not only sweets, but also white sauce, fonds, and Japanese seasonings, all of them!"

All of those were things the Little One had conceived of and held the rights to. If they were forbidden from the things that had dramatically transformed their cuisine, all that would be left was salt and spices. Romel would cast a lukewarm gaze on the king and crown prince as they flusteredly rushed to finish their work. The palace staff would praise the Little One with tears in their eyes while applauding, for she made the royals work without question.

And so, the equation of delicious food equals appropriate labor was now firmly established in Frontier’s royal capital.

"Goodwill with other countries is part of the job, you know?"

"Well, I guess so? But you left work behind in your country, didn’t you? And not even half of it is done."

The Little One looked at the flustered Marrow with an exasperated expression.

Then came an unexpected lifeline. ...Or perhaps, the final blow.

"It is fine. I have brought it with me."

Masahad nonchalantly raised his right hand. There stood his retainers, holding stacks of documents with wry smiles.

"Huh?"

"Eh?"

Glancing at the two who let out dumbfounded sounds, Masahad crossed his arms and tilted his head.

"If you wish to stay in Frontier, you will handle your work concurrently, Marrow. Otherwise, you’ll be forcibly deported along with these documents."

He had been outplayed.

Leading a stunned Marrow, the Donautil party finished their greetings and headed to the inn prepared for them.

"So strong, lol."

"Yeah, he’s a king, alright."

As the twins giggled, the royal family continued their welcome, watching them with fond smiles.

"We are truly grateful to have received this invitation."

"Welcome. Please, relax and enjoy your stay."

Before them stood Crown Prince Marcello, flanked by Prince Ismail and Prince Pacesta.

"It has been a while. Still causing trouble as usual, are you not?"

With a mischievous glint in his gentle eyes, Crown Prince Marcello patted the Little One’s head.

"Causing trouble... Fun is justice, you know, Your Highness?"

As the Little One let herself be petted, Prince Ismail shyly spoke up.

"It has been some time. We did not see each other much at the academy, but you have created something truly wonderful. I am looking forward to seeing the play."

He had a charming, gentle smile.

The two of them were finishing their studies at the Frontier Noble Academy this term, so they had volunteered to be the official guests from Flowers as their final duty. They had also participated in the recent public opening and, having been exposed to an unknown culture, were eagerly awaiting the opening of the Arts Theater.

"Thank you so much for your help before. I have been troubled that I was unable to properly thank you... On this occasion, please accept this."

Blushing shyly, Pacesta handed her a palm-sized doll made of ceramic. The doll, holding a flower as tall as itself, looked like a lovely fairy, and its smooth texture was pleasant to the touch.

"Oh, how lovely. Thank you very much, Pacesta-sama."

The Little One accepted it with a joyful look. Spurred on by her innocent smile, a blush spread across Pacesta’s cheeks.

"No...! Um, this is a music box. If you turn the screw here..."

Pacesta hurriedly turned the screw hidden at the bottom of the doll’s base with a kiri kiri sound. The doll began to move, keta keta, spinning on its base while waving the flower. The Little One placed it on a table and watched it with eyes full of admiration.

"Oh, how amazing! I saw an automated harp when I visited Flowers before, but there was nothing this small."

The doll danced to a simple but cute melody. As the Little One bobbed her head to the unfamiliar tune, Pacesta watched her with a look of happiness.

"This is from me. Thank you for helping my brother, Haya-sama."

As Chihaya glared at the happy Pacesta, Prince Ismail offered him a peculiar object.

"What is this?"

"It is called a slingshot, a newly developed simple throwing toy. You load a pellet like this and enjoy hitting targets."

At those words, the Little One whipped her head around.

Seeing the girl staring intently at Ismail and the others, Crown Prince Marcello gave a wry smile.

"It is a toy you devised some time ago. Do you not remember saying it would be nice to have something like this? It seems Ismail overheard you. ...He was completely absorbed in his research."

Previously, when Crown Prince Marcello visited Frontier for the New Year’s banquet, the Little One had picked up a Y-shaped branch, strung a cord on it, and explained what kind of thing it was, saying she wanted one. It seemed Ismail had overheard that conversation and become interested. The idea had been dropped because she wasn't sure if rubber or a substitute for it existed, but it appeared this person had not given up.

"This cord is made of a special woven material that gives it high elasticity. See, no matter how much you stretch it, it returns to its original form. Using this... you launch a pellet like this."

Chihaya nodded at Ismail’s cheerful explanation and tried a dry fire himself. The strength was sufficient. It seemed they used rounded wood or pumice for pellets, but if one were to use iron or lead, could it not become a weapon? Though Ismail had developed it as a toy, Chihaya was already thinking in his head about how to convert it into a weapon. It was lightweight, easy to carry, and didn’t take up much space. A perfect portable throwing weapon.

The Little One knew exactly what Chihaya, a faint smile on his lips, was thinking.

We’re siblings, after all... Yup.

Remembering how she had thought the same thing and consulted Crown Prince Marcello before, the Little One couldn’t help but let a dry smile grace her lips.

"This could be useful. If we use a heavy pellet... and maybe add a sharp spike, we could increase its lethality."

Her big brother whispered to her.

Lethality... You’re all about killing, aren’t you, Onii-sama.

As she saw off the Flowers delegation, the Little One’s smile remained fixed in place. Crown Prince Marcello gazed at Fatima with a look of longing.

Ah, I’m glad they seem to be on good terms.

Forcibly shifting her thoughts to something heartwarming, the Little One and the others went to welcome their final guests.

"Thank you for the invitation."

Before the King of Castrato could even finish his deep bow, Louis Charles burst forward.

"I missed you, my briiiide!!"

As Charles tried to leap at the Little One, Augfel caught him in a headlock and silently dragged him away.

"My briiiide! Ahhh!"

"Calm down, Brother! We are on official duty!"

Casting a lukewarm glance at the wailing Charles, the Little One looked up at the new King of Castrato.

"I can imagine what you’re going through."

"Thank you. But he is my dear younger brother, nonetheless."

The two exchanged glances and chuckled.

"What has happened since then? Has the noble district been rebuilt?"

The King of Castrato nodded with a serious expression and explained the details since that incident. Fortunately, there had been few casualties, and the fire had been contained to a minimum.

"That is all thanks to the mononoke who cooperated in the rescue and firefighting efforts. We are truly grateful."

Furthermore, it seemed the Jaizary and Duke Halbay families had cooperated to support the reconstruction, fronting the funds. Castrato, having been constantly at war due to the foolish actions of the former king, had no surplus savings.

"In other words, Castrato now has a personal debt."

"That is correct. It is a shameful thing to admit, but we intend to repay it from now on."

It seemed the dukes had said it was aid, not a loan, but leaving such a large debt unsettled could become a source of trouble later if an unscrupulous person were to appear.

It was best not to carry over unnecessary seeds of conflict.

The two nodded at each other in silence, while the Frontier contingent watched them curiously. With Charles still in a headlock, screaming for his bride, the Castrato delegation was also guided to their inn.

"Well, tomorrow is going to be busy!"

"First is a tour of the capital, right? The orphanage, the academy, and... a visit to the Castle of Sweets?"

"We can’t skip that! We have to help them understand Frontier, even if just a little!"

She had adjusted the schedules and sent the mononoke carriages so that each country would arrive at the same time, but that had ended in failure. In that case, the Little One was fired up to provide the utmost hospitality to those who had come. What the palace did not yet know was that just as that was over and she was feeling a great sense of accomplishment, new guests would arrive by mononoke carriage.

"How did. It come to this?"

Uttering her usual phrase, the Little One of the present did not yet know of the near future where she would be welcoming people from the Sucaraba Kingdom, the Claudia Kingdom, and the Torzebisont Kingdom.♪



		
			Chapter 155

			The Arts Theater and the Little One, Part Three

			"But this is quite nice."

While having tea, Crown Prince Marcello looked around the inside of the mononoke carriage. It was still a living room style where one sat directly on the floor, but the spacious interior was furnished and decorated, creating a relaxing space. There was a thick carpet and fluffy cushions. A pleasant aroma wafted from the kitchenette, making the other guests aboard fidgety.

"This is Frontier’s prized spatial magic. It has no more weight than its exterior appearance, so there is no burden on the honeybees."

The Little One explained with a graceful smile. She didn’t quite understand the actual principle, but just like with sealing orbs, the weight of the contents was nullified. It did not change beyond what could be seen from the outside. So, the mononoke carriages were the same. No matter how spacious the inside became or how many things were put in it, it only had the weight of a single carriage.

"Magic is a mysterious thing, isn’t it?"

The King of Castrato nodded in agreement.

Yesterday, the esteemed guests had been allowed to rest leisurely at their inn, and today’s plan was a relaxed tour of the capital starting in the afternoon. There was no packed schedule. In fact, the Little One intended to leave plenty of room for them to explore freely. There were things one couldn't see by just following a set course. Things that those born and raised in Frontier couldn't see. Rather than imposing the impression she wanted to show, the Little One wanted to know what kind of impression they would form.

"The banquet last night, the meal this morning, Frontier is a country with delicious food. I knew it, but I truly realized how amazing it was after returning to my own country."

Marrow picked up a canapé from the table and murmured with deep emotion.

"Frontier discloses its recipes. I heard that Frontier’s cuisine is being made in other countries as well?"

"Copying it is simple. However, the fundamentals are different. Both the quality of the ingredients and the skill of the cooks."

More than a decade had passed since the Little One had rampaged as Fatima and begun her new tear after being reborn. The dishes and sweets she devised during that time had taken Arcadia by storm. But it seemed there was a world of difference in the final product between those taught directly by the Little One and those who simply received the recipes as a string of words. The subtle, sensory things cultivated through daily instruction could not be conveyed through mere text.

"I am pleased to see Your Imperial Highness in good health. To be invited to such a grand stage, I am overcome with emotion."

Don’t call me Imperial Highness.

Staring at the Little One with the gaze of a benevolent old man was the delegation from Kilfan, which had arrived late last night. Since Kilfan was adjacent to Frontier, it was the only country that could come without relying on the mononoke carriages. Although the gathering was set for the previous day, Kilfan, still a young country, was busy and had desperately made time for this Arts Theater unveiling. The current king of Kilfan was Mutuki Tachibana. He was, surprisingly, Kazuki’s father. There had been many twists and turns after Kazuki ran away. In the end, it seemed the Tachibana family, which held the highest rank, had established the first royal family.

However, to them, their current position was temporary. They were plotting to eventually hand it over to one of Sakura’s direct descendants.

"Your Imperial Highness?"

The King of Castrato voiced his honest question.

Crown Prince Marcello and Marrow grimaced in response.

"It is a bit complicated, but Princess Chihiro’s mother was a former imperial princess of the Kilfan Empire. Therefore, to Kilfan, the Drago family is the main branch of the emperor’s lineage."

"What! Then Chihiro-sama is a pure-blooded Imperial Princess, is she not? In that case, Chihaya-dono will one day inherit the imperial throne of Kilfan."

The old Tachibana man’s gentle smile was tinged with tears.

"If that were to happen, this old man would have no regrets."

The Little One looked up at the heavens, exasperated, as she surveyed the guests who were getting carried away on their own.

Ugh, this is so, so tiresome to explain.

Next to the Little One, who was fighting down the urge to grit her teeth, Chihaya narrowed his sharp eyes.

"We should have already refused that offer, old man Tachibana. We are nobles of Frontier. Kilfan should walk its own path from now on."

Cut down in a single stroke, the King of Kilfan wilted. Seeing this from the side, Katsumi placated Chihaya.

"Now, now. It’s just the wish of an old man with not long left to live, isn’t it? You haven’t changed, son of Count Drago."

Chihaya instinctively averted his gaze from the man who gave a bright, cheerful smile that made his eyes curve into arcs. He was a young man with black hair and black eyes, just like his mother, Sakura. In reality, he was apparently well past thirty, but he looked youthful, no older than twenty. People of East Asian descent tended to look younger, and now that interbreeding had begun in Kilfan, Katsumi, being a pure-blooded Japanese person, looked even younger.

Katsumi had come along as an aide to the king, but his casual and friendly demeanor with the twins made the guests from various countries stare. He was an older brother figure, but on a different vector from Adonis. Chihaya disliked this man who seemed to see through everything. It was as if he knew everything about his sister, as they would bicker loudly, play around, and grin at each other. Katsumi projected an intimacy with the Little One that Chihaya felt he could never break into, no matter how hard he tried. Since he could remember, Chihaya had hated Katsumi. For some reason, when it mattered most, the Little One would rely on him. Not Romel, not Chihaya, not Dorfen, but Katsumi. Katsumi, too, was light on his feet and would come running whenever the Little One asked. And then they would have a conversation that no one else could understand. This whole Arts Theater business, for instance, had started as an extension of paper-story shows and puppet plays. While those around them couldn’t understand his sister’s desperate explanations, only Katsumi showed understanding. And then, they argued this and that and created the prototype for the current theater business.

Now that it was complete, even Chihaya and Romel could understand what the Little One wanted to do.

The paper-story shows and puppet plays had been a means to this end. Chihaya held a strong animosity towards Katsumi, who had understood this from the beginning and had offered his unsparing support.

This was simply a matter of a dimensional difference, so there was nothing to be done about it, but even if he knew that, our dear big brother couldn't understand. Romel didn't quite understand either, but he had accepted that that was just how things were.

Two lone modern people. That bond unconsciously tied them together, transcending genetics.

Katsumi, long accustomed to the absolute zero gaze coming from Chihaya, flicked away the razor-like stare and turned the conversation to the Little One.

"It’s the orphanage and the academy today, right?"

"Yep. And the Castle of Sweets on the way. It’s been a while for you too, right, Charles? Have fun.♪"

Only the royals and the Little One’s close aides were in this carriage. A sense of camaraderie had formed from all the things they had been through together. The Little One’s tone had become casual, and those around her nodded enthusiastically.

As they talked, the mononoke carriage arrived in the capital. The other carriages also landed, and guests came pouring out.

The visitors from each country were royals and a few nobles. Those other than the royals had been transported in carriages dedicated to their respective countries. The nobles from each country were surprised by the cobblestones of the road, the beautifully arranged buildings, and the bright faces of the people passing by.

"How meticulous... There’s no distortion or anything. How can they lay such beautiful cobblestones?"

"More importantly, look! The pillars of the buildings are made of wood! Is this the noble district? Even so, how extravagant! Wonderful!"

"The people seem happy, too. Their smiles are unclouded. It must be a prosperous country."

The nobles let their gazes of admiration wander.

With a wry smile, the Little One and the others guided them through the capital. ...On foot.

"What? We’re walking? What about the carriages? The guards? We’ll get tired, and it’s dangerous, isn’t it?!"

Ignoring the openly flustered nobles, the royals also followed the Little One’s lead and began to walk.

"You have two perfectly good legs, don’t you?"

"Can you call it an inspection just by looking from a window? Use your eyes, your hands, your feet, to properly confirm the current situation."

"Frontier is different from our countries."

With that, the royals from each country let their gazes dart all around. Influenced by them, the nobles also let their gazes wander, and they held their breath at what came into view. Hiding here and there were small creatures. They were monsters. On the eaves of roofs, on the branches of trees. From the narrow streets, too, they could see glimpses of wriggling mononoke.

"As long as they are here, no harm will come to us."

The nobles could only nod rapidly at Crown Prince Marcello’s matter-of-fact words. There were also guards from the covert ops and the knight order, but there was no need to mention them. The Little One did not like ostentatious displays. The Frontier palace, understanding this, had a knight order that was skilled in stealth. How to guard without being noticed. That was the skill required of those around the Little One.

Well, of course, the Little One and her group were aware of them, but they were happy for the effort, so they pretended not to know.

And so, by continuously throwing the unconventional at them, the royals began their spartan on-site inspection, smiling as they aimed to reform the consciousness of their nobles.

The nobles, not yet accustomed to the Little One, would have their rigid old customs shattered again and again.

"Is this okay?"

"It’s fine. It’s shock therapy."

"Indeed. A picture is worth a thousand words. They wouldn't understand no matter how much we tried to explain."

"Let it sink into the marrow of their bones."

The guests declared their dark intentions with bright smiles.

It seemed the nobles they brought were the top brass responsible for the core of their countries.

"When the head is stupid, the subordinates suffer. I think I’ll hammer everything I can into them before sending them back.♪"

The Little One grinned, and the royals gave small nods. Pleased to have understanding, friendly nations, their stroll through the capital began, with them walking alongside the Little One.

For the nobles being dragged around, my deepest sympathies.♪
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			The Arts Theater and the Little One, Part Four

			"This is the academy. It is a school where the children of commoners can attend freely and without charge."

The Little One guided everyone to a building on the edge of the capital. It was built with its back to the towering outer wall so that it could serve as a shelter for soldiers in case of an emergency. The sturdy school, built with the assumption that soldiers might be stationed there, was very large, as it brought together children from all over the capital. It was structured with three floors above ground and one below, with the basement also serving as a stockpile warehouse.

"There are twenty students per class, and we have elementary and middle school divisions. Those with excellent grades also have the opportunity to transfer to the noble academy."

The guests looked up with interest.

"A school for commoners? Is education really necessary for commoners?"

A dubious noble looked down at the Little One. Returning his gaze with a graceful smile, the Little One spread a fan before her lips.

"Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. It is important to have them learn many things to see what talents each person possesses, you know?"

"What kind of talent could a commoner possibly have..."

As they stared at the children coming out of the school with looks of disgust, the nobles suddenly noticed the boards many of the children were carrying. Boards that seemed mismatched for their small bodies. Holding thin boards about a meter long and seventy centimeters wide, the children spotted the Little One and came running.

"It’s the Little One!"

"It’s true, it’s the Princess!"

Breaking into a smile at the swarm of children, the Little One threw off the cat she was wearing on her head.

"Hey everyone! You all look well."

"Yes! We’re going to the theater’s forest now!"

The nobles were a bit taken aback by the crowd of children, wawaa. Watched by their strange eyes, the children waved cheerfully and departed.

"What was that? They were all carrying boards."

At Crown Prince Marcello’s curious question as he watched them go, the Little One headed to a nearby general store. It was a general store specializing in academy supplies, selling stationery in exchange for tickets distributed to students by the school. The stationery used by students at the academy was supplied by the state. Of course, it was also possible to purchase items with coin.

"It’s this set. A sketching set."

The Little One held up a set containing the board the children had been holding and a shoulder bag. Inside the bag were charcoal, watercolors, and brushes. There was also a palette and a water container. The water container was a collapsible one made of leather. The board that had caught Crown Prince Marcello’s interest was a drawing board.

"These are tools for freely drawing things before your eyes, such as landscapes, people, and animals. They started being sold about a year ago to commemorate the opening of the Arts Theater."

"Drawing pictures? Commoners?!"

The nobles and royals stared with wide eyes.

Sculpture, carving wood and stone, was a common hobby within reach of commoners. Many artisans of decorative crafts were also commoners. However, painting was a different story. Art supplies were expensive and out of reach for commoners. Many paints used precious minerals as raw materials and were only obtainable by the wealthy among the nobility. Tools related to painting, like brushes and turpentine, were also made only by specialists, and each one was a special order that cost an exorbitant amount of coin.

And commoners, children no less, were doing such painting?

As those around them stared as if seeing something unbelievable, the members of the Frontier delegation exchanged mischievous glances. They had witnessed and knew of the dramatic changes in the world of painting over the past few years.

"These are called watercolors. They are art supplies that allow one to paint with ease. They do not require turpentine or specialized tools. Since they can be washed off with water, even children can use them without worry."

Indeed. The Little One had been developing plant-based dyes. She had managed to create dyes and pigments, but the problem was the binder. The binder needed to give paint its essential viscosity was nowhere to be found in Frontier. However, Kilfan had it.

Kilfan was a country that had undergone its own unique evolution and a country to which new knowledge was constantly being brought. Receiving the cooperation of the current Kingdom of Kilfan, to which all of that had been transferred, the Little One’s ambition had swelled and blossomed.

Seriously, I have nothing but thanks for that god’s screw-up.

After the Little One’s explanation, the guests peered at the bottles of paint and brushes in the bag with curiosity.

"With water? What strange paints."

"The theater’s forest? Is it related to the Arts Theater we were invited to?"

"To provide such advanced education to commoners... Frontier is mad."

Fragments of malice were mixed in here and there.

You should say things like that where I can’t hear you.

The royals who heard the nobles’ contemptuous and resentful murmurs looked torn between embarrassment and anger.

"Well, this is how it is in Frontier. We open our doors to those who wish to learn and accept everyone. There are cases where they cannot learn due to family circumstances, but the basic principle is equality."

The Little One went on to explain other unbelievable things, such as how the school used the stockpile in the basement to provide lunch for the children, something unheard of in other countries.

"For free? What a waste. Why do such a thing?"

"What do you do with old stockpiled food in your country?"

"...Let’s see. What’s still usable is used by the military. We distribute it to the soldiers. Things that are no longer viable are disposed of."

It seemed the others felt similarly, as they all nodded in unison.

"That’s right. When you rotate stock, it’s pretty much the same everywhere, isn’t it? In Frontier, we divide our stockpile into monthly portions and rotate in a new month's worth at a time. The oldest portions are then provided for school meals."

That way, the stockpile was always fresh, and they wouldn’t have to panic in an emergency. The children could eat a nutritious meal, and even having just one satisfying meal was important for maintaining their health.

This was also something the Little One had proposed.

Learning about the flow of emergency stockpiles and the school system, she had pushed the idea on the knight order that if they kept using it this way, nothing would go to waste and it would be easier than replacing everything at once. The stockpile, divided into twelve months, became easier to manage, and the school lunches, which were made from the stockpile plus a few other ingredients, were welcomed by the students’ parents. Before, each family had to pack a lunch every day, and those who were poor had to go through their lessons without eating, which was a sad state of affairs.

"If you’re going to teach them equally, then food is important, isn’t it!!"

How can your brain work when you’re hungry!!

Overpowered by the bellowing of her younger self, they had begun to divert the stockpile to school meals, but the members of the knight order now looked back on it with fond nostalgia, their eyes softening. It had been a wise decision. Families of wealthy students provided the missing ingredients, and since there were many children, the burden was minimal, a practice that continues to this day. Wealthier children attend school longer, so there is never a break in this support. The state and the knight order, who had started providing lunch, were thanked by the people, and an unexpected synergy emerged.

Kindness is returned with kindness.

This swept away the image of the knights and soldiers as intimidating and unapproachable, and they began to receive small tokens of appreciation and words of comfort from the people. It was a small change, but as is often the case in the world, it grew into something much larger. The Frontier Knight Order had now grown so close to the townspeople that they would exchange small talk.

Ah, truly. Happiness is something that rolls around right beside you.

For them, the symbol of happiness was the Little One who used to run around in a chartreuse poncho. With faint smiles, the knights watched the grown-up little girl. No matter how much she grew, what they saw was a small child. They swore in their hearts to protect with all their might the Little One, said to be the second coming of the Golden King, who had been called a fairy or an angel.

"This is the orphanage. It is separate from the church, and they act as parents to the children, cherishing and raising them with care."

This too was a large building. The guests’ mouths fell open. From the two-story, long brick building, the cheerful voices of children echoed. At a glance, it was a fine building that could pass for the mansion of a low-ranking noble. Director Balbes’s orphanage, having merged with the church’s, was now considerably larger. Priests and sisters dispatched from the church served as teachers and also looked after the children’s daily lives, and there was even a form of vocational training conducted with the cooperation of the townspeople. The children were busy carving wood and stone, weaving baskets, and making various other things. Some were diligently engaged in needlework, such as knitting, embroidery, and patchwork. While impressed by their skillful hands, the guests also toured the orphanage’s fields and livestock pens.

"What fine fields. The vegetables are green and look delicious. It is still warm in Frontier, so we can expect a good harvest."

Masahad’s face couldn’t help but break into a smile.

Right, it’s about time for snow in Donautil, isn’t it? For Donautil, located near the northernmost tip of the Arcadia continent, a dry and cold region, the southernmost Frontier must seem enviable.

"The livestock looks healthy too. ...But isn’t there a lot? It doesn’t look like an amount the orphanage can consume."

In Augfel’s line of sight as he muttered dubiously were rows of livestock pens and chicken coops. Taking advantage of its location on the outskirts of town, the orphanage’s garden was four times the size of the orphanage itself. It was complete with not only fields but even an orchard, a veritable miniature farm and ranch.

"Uhm. Well, half of it is sold to another place."

The Little One subtly averted her gaze and stared into space. That was right. Half of what was harvested here was sold to the sweets business that Zack had started. Milk, eggs, seasonal fruits, and so on. Large quantities were needed for confectionery. It would not be an exaggeration to say the orphanage’s garden was expanded for that purpose. The orphanage and the Castle of Sweets were two sides of the same coin. They also made donations to the church from there, overcoming past conflicts to build a good relationship. The church, in turn, was able to entrust all matters related to orphans to Director Balbes and prioritize its original duties, a win-win for both sides. They had obtained a peaceful daily life free of any worries.

It was a long road to get here, wasn’t it? Yep.

The Little One couldn’t help but be lost in deep emotion.

The passage of ten years was by no means short. It had been a process of trial and error, twists and turns, sometimes clashing spectacularly, until things had finally settled where they should be. For the Little One, who knew the orphanage when it was at rock bottom, the joy of seeing its current comfortable state was all the greater.

With eyes filled with loving-kindness, the Little One wore a satisfied smile, while the royals looked on with curiosity. Oblivious to them, the Little One pattered around the town. Even a single scratch on a pillar brought back various memories. Ah, this is fun. Oh right, over there too... I caused some trouble here, too.

Following behind the girl lost in her own nostalgia was a dignified group, obediently trailing after her. Since the Little One used to run all over town, the capital was used to the sight of knights, military officers, and civil officials chasing after her. They were accustomed to seeing noble personages wandering about. The people on the street might be momentarily captivated, but they would quickly lose interest. They didn’t become overly familiar or try to pry.

Ah, again. Must be the Little One. ...And that was it.

Whether for better or for worse, Frontier was very broad-minded. This was something they shouldn't get used to, but the royals of the Little One’s team were gradually becoming nonchalant about it.

"...Isn’t this bad?"

"Should I act more like a lady?"

"You’re already a shut-in by that point, aren’t you?"

Katsumi and the Little One muttered to each other.

"If they get used to this, maybe their perspective on commoners will change when they return to their countries. There’s one chance, right?"

"No chance, you fool. Don’t underestimate the genuine Middle Ages."

Chihaya, hearing their conversation without them needing to cup their hands, gritted his teeth alone.

One chance? No chance? I don’t understand. What are you talking about!

Unaware of Chihaya’s furrowed brow, the party headed for the famous landmark of Frontier’s capital, the Castle of Sweets. At the Little One’s request to show them natural, everyday life, they had not received any special greetings at the academy or the orphanage. A strange group that just dropped by and left just as casually. No one would have thought they were state guests. The fact that the people of Frontier’s capital were strangely accustomed to nobles also worked in their favor.

The nobles from each country, having been shown one unconventional thing after another, were holding their bursting stomachs. But this was still just the beginning.

And so, the turbulent opening curtain passed mostly peacefully.

The Little One nonchalantly flicked away the occasional falling fragment of malice with her fan.♪



		
			Chapter 157

			The Arts Theater and the Little One, Part Five

			"...This is!"

Towering before them was, literally, a small castle. The red brick shop next to the orphanage remained as it was, but a new, second location had been built near the forest park surrounding the Arts Theater.

This, too, was a highlight of the tour.

The group, after a brief inspection of the capital, had ridden here in prepared carriages, but the nobles from various countries were astonished by the seats and backrests of those carriages. For those like Marrow and Marcello who had studied abroad in Frontier, it was a familiar carriage. And for Augfel, who had been an adventurer.

"Ah, this feels so good to sit in."

"Right? No matter how many cushions you stack, you can never quite get rid of the vibrations."

The soft springs sank in comfortably. The surface was covered with a sturdy quilted fabric, and the elastic material used to connect the parts stretched just enough to support one’s backside. The same mechanism was used for the backrest, reducing the already minimal vibrations of the carriage to almost nothing.

"We use a cushion-like component at the junction between the carriage’s box and the wheel’s chassis."

In modern terms, a suspension. Moreover, the buffer material in that gap was made of slime. The mechanism was simple, but it had undergone a remarkable evolution thanks to the otherworld material. Frontier’s carriages, with their pocket coil cushions devised back in Fatima’s time, could kill vibrations to the extreme. And they ran on smooth cobblestones unparalleled in other countries. The nobles riding for the first time were speechless as the carriage glided forward as if on ice.

"Such a thing...! Is this magic, too?"

"No? Not a single bit of magic is used. ...Ah, well, it is used to expand the space."

The inside of the carriage was a vast space. Three rows of six-seater sofas faced each other. The twins and the royals sat in the central seats. The nobles from each country were in the rear. In the front were attendants and guards. In total, about thirty people were on board.

All within what appeared from the outside to be a standard-sized box carriage.

It was the same magic used in the Honeybee Carriages that flew through the sky. The nobles from each country could not hide their amazement that it was being used so routinely.

What in the world is this country?

To be able to freely change the size of a room... They were also thoroughly astonished by the carriage with its barely perceptible vibrations.

Giving education to commoners, serving them meals. And all of it for free? Impossible!

They had never heard of a prosperous orphanage. Weren’t orphans just like insects that fed on taxes? To live in such a fine building, to run a farm and a ranch... It was absurd, wasn’t it?

That magnificent town with wooden pillars was the commoners’ district... They had thought for sure it was the noble district. A beautiful streetscape with flowers planted everywhere was the commoners’ district... Even the noble district in my country does not have such a luxurious appearance.

As each of them replayed their thoughts, the carriage arrived at its destination.

And so we return to the beginning.

Glancing at the nobles, who were all slack-jawed in unison, the Little One announced in a loud voice.

"This is our country’s representative castle of sweets. Its name is ‘The Castle of Sweets’!"

The Little One’s eyes curved into arcs at the nostalgic name.

In Nagoya, the city where she had lived as an Earthling, there were many amusement parks, and among them, the Little One’s favorite had been the "Castle of Sweets." Inside the building, many sweets were on display, with a wedding cake that reached the ceiling of the second floor showcased in the center of an open atrium. There were also other confectionery exhibits based on various themes, such as a house of sweets, a town of sweets, an amusement park of sweets, and a forest of sweets. You could eat whatever you liked at the café, you could tour the confectionery factory where the sweets sold there were made, and you could even make your own in a dedicated space. You would look around at the dynamic and cute sweets, watch the factory through glass in a cloud of sweet smells, and then have tea at the café with the sweets you made in hand. The standard souvenir was sweet potato.

That was the Little One’s routine in the past. Picturing her favorite place, which she visited every season, the girl looked up at the castle before her with nostalgia.

I tried to make it as close as possible.

Her memories of her past-past life were hazy. The building was similar, but it felt different somehow. She couldn’t remember enough to fuss over the fine details. Next to the Little One, who drooped a little sadly, Katsumi’s eyes were wide with disbelief as he whispered quietly. His voice was trembling noticeably.

"...The Castle of Sweets? Seriously!"

"You’d know it if you lived in Ichinomiya. It might not look very similar, but I did my best, nyo."

"Not similar? It’s a spitting image! Hey, hey, what about the inside? Is that giant cake there? What about the town of sweets?"

Katsumi had been tied to a hospital bed with a chronic illness his whole life. He only knew the world through online videos and photos. For him, the nearby amusement park was the number one dream destination he wanted to visit.

Even though it was just one train ride away...

Katsumi, who couldn’t be taken off his life-support machines, was only allowed to take walks around the hospital in a wheelchair.

At that thought, tears welled up in Katsumi’s eyes.

"Hey, hey, hey... You’ve got to be kidding me. To think my dream would come true here. Isn’t that a bit too ironic, Creator God?"

Everyone is more touched by the intimacy of what is near than the admiration for what is far. Katsumi was no exception, and he loved all the local attractions.

A certain mouse-themed land’s cookie tin. He was happy to receive it, but his heart trembled more for a certain castle’s sweet potato.

All the things he had researched, gazed at, and stared at to an exasperating degree. The zoo and botanical garden built on an entire mountain, famous for its koalas. The blue castle topped with golden shachihoko. The monkey park and the ethnic museum. The hot spring amusement park and the samurai village. The castle towering before him was one of them.

A single tear traced a path down Katsumi’s cheek as he let out an innocent laugh. Looking up at it, the Little One looked at the Castle of Sweets once more.

Yeah. It’s a good job. Not bad.

And then she tightly grasped the fingers of Katsumi standing next to her and started running, pulling him along.

"Of course the cake is here, and the town of sweets and all that, nyo! I made different areas for baked goods, fresh sweets, and seasonal sweets, let’s go see!"

"...Yeah! I can’t wait!"

Pulled along by the beaming Little One, Katsumi started running, his eyes shining, moving his feet with enough momentum to overtake her. The guests, who had been watching them in stunned silence, also headed for the Castle of Sweets, led by a flustered Chihaya.

Chihaya guided the special envoys with the help of Dorfen and Hyrulia, all while chewing on a bitter pill at the sight of the two figures running straight off.

Honestly! Where did your sense of time and place go, Hiiro!!

He was the brother who badmouthed his sister in his head, all while maintaining his composure using the faint smile he had learned directly from Romel.

"Whoa! What is this, it’s like Lego!"

"Ah, I thought so too! When I was connecting the icing cookies and stuff.♪"

The two children ran around, kyakkya. One of them was over thirty.

The delegation of special envoys looked at the two with exasperated eyes, but only for a moment. They were rendered speechless by the lavish space that was reminiscent of a palace hall.

The first thing that caught your eye upon entering the main entrance of the Castle of Sweets was a massive cake. The cake, frozen with ice magic, had cold air rising from its surface, creating a background like dry ice without any effort. The white mist drifting across the floor of the great hall was fantastical. You could go up to the second floor via the curved staircases on either side, and below the glass windows that covered the walls was the confectionery workshop. Nothing was being made at the moment, but once it opened, you could watch the artisans making the sweets for sale. Furthermore, many confectionery displays decorated the left and right sides of the hall. The miniature gardens of sweets, crafted with various ideas, were nothing short of exquisite.

"Are these baked goods? A house and... a church? Benches, it’s amazing, I can’t believe they’re sweets."

"This one seems to be fresh sweets. A snowscape, it’s wonderful."

"This one is jelly! Is it a summer scene, perhaps? The sea is beautiful and looks delicious!"

Ismail exclaimed in admiration, his eyes sparkling. Pacesta was silent, but the flush on his cheeks showed that he was captivated. The delicate spaces created in the miniature gardens, each the size of a tatami mat, were stared at intently, and everyone was mesmerized, unable to hide their sighs.

"My, my, how extravagant. A large amount of sugar and honey must have been used for this, yes?"

"Both are expensive items. Above all, these intricate and delicate sweets. It is indeed no exaggeration to call them works of art."

With a satisfied grin, the Little One, leading a still-excited Katsumi, had the doors to the left and right halls opened.

"The left is for baked goods. The right is for fresh sweets. For today only, we have prepared it just as it will be at the grand opening. Please, enjoy yourselves."

Peeking inside at her words, the people froze. There, a central open-plan kitchen was set up, and on the three walls, booths of sweets were lined up. On the south side were three large glass doors, which were now wide open. Beyond them was a spacious terrace with a panoramic view of the forest park.

"Please take what you like and enjoy it at the tables in the dining area. The patissiers in the central kitchen will also prepare seasonal fruits, cold desserts, and warm desserts."

At her words, people looked at the kitchen. Inside the kitchen were three men in chef’s coats, who bowed deeply.

"Well, I’ll be... This is the height of luxury."

"Oh? Not really. The entrance fee here is two silver coins."

That’s right. The entrance fee for the Castle of Sweets was two silver coins for adults and one for children. And for that, it was an all-you-can-eat place. Of course, optional activities were separate. The confectionery-making experience and various souvenirs for sale were paid for separately. Ice cream and sherbet that you couldn't normally eat. Decorated puddings and jellies. The selling point was the atmosphere that emphasized a sense of specialty. There was live cooking of French toast and crepes. Caramelizing with fire magic and crushing with ice magic. It was designed to be fun to watch. Such delicate magical adjustments could only be reproduced by those who had been involved in cooking for a long time. Even if it was unveiled here, it was a feat impossible for a newly emerging magical nation. If the Little One were to try to do it with magic here, she would probably just mass-produce something akin to dark matter. It was a skill that relied that much on experience and sense.

Before her eyes were the members of the special envoy delegation, crowding around the kitchen booths. They were all gazing in admiration at the finished desserts.

"Whipped cream? Fresh cream? What’s the difference? I don’t get it at all."

"Madeleine? Financier? Huh? That one is pound cake? ...Other than the shape, aren’t they the same?"

"Canelé? It’s pitch black. Isn’t it a failure? They must have burned it."

"Look, look, Brother! There’s a perfectly round jelly in the water!"

"You scoop that up...? For a drink? Huh? You drink with this?"

Ismail and Pacesta stared curiously at the thick paper straw for the jelly drink. The others also seemed quite pleased, having their attendants get them this and that.

"Yeah, there are no enemies before delicious food, right?♪"

The Little One nodded, holding a cup of tea at a table on the terrace. In front of her were numerous cakes piled on a large plate, and a glass bowl full of ice cream and sherbet.

Where in that small body does it all go?

Oblivious to Chihaya, who was full just by looking, the Little One and Katsumi ravenously ate the sweets.

"This is it, this! Sweet potato! I’ve had it in Kilfan, but eating it at the Castle of Sweets is something special!"

"Glad you like it.♪ Once this place opens, you’ll be able to eat whatever you want regardless of the season, nyo. Yep, it’s the best!"

Um, don’t you already have them make whatever you want on a daily basis?

Chihaya couldn't help but narrow his eyes and look up at the heavens.

He, who did not know the term "nostalgia goggles," could not understand the sentimentality of the two modern people.

When the special envoys left, the Castle of Sweets was opened to the people of the capital and the nobles who had been waiting. The Little One hated leftovers. She had instructed the patissiers to serve the sweets that would surely be left over for free. She had also informed the town.

Imagining the people getting an early taste of the Castle of Sweets, the Little One led the delegation of special envoys back to the palace.

Tonight was the welcome banquet. And there, she would come to experience firsthand what Katsumi had called "the genuine Middle Ages."

"How did it come to this?!"

Uttering her all-too-familiar line, the Little One had carelessly forgotten her own life’s rule: never let your guard down, especially when things are going well.



		
			Chapter 158

			The Arts Theater and the Little One

			"What is the meaning of this... This is a grave state of affairs, Your Majesty!"

It was Duke Andriew who trembled in anguish before the King of Castrato. He was from a prestigious noble family hailed as one of the two great pillars of the kingdom, a counterpart to Hyrulia’s own family, the Halbay dukedom. Seated beside him was Count Oddards. His domain bordered the western wilderness of Frontier, and he was a lord with the foresight to actively adopt Frontier's culture. Duke Andriew was the head of the conservative faction in Castrato. As a man who valued the traditions of the royal family and did not wish for change, he had been brought along on this inspection tour. Hyrulia's family had always held a political leaning favorable to Frontier, so it was decided there was no need to persuade them, and they were not asked to attend. He had been brought along to enlighten the ignorant, but the Duke was now in a state of confusion over a number of unexpected things. The Count Oddards gave him a quiet glance, then began to speak, choosing his words carefully.

"This is the kind of country Frontier is. For some time now, they have been transmitting various forms of culture and sharing their benefits without secrecy."

Indeed. The street paper-story shows that Little One had witnessed in a border town during her previous visit to Castrato. It was Count Oddards who had imported them, enlivening his town with unpaid volunteers and governing with a gentle hand. Many other experiments were being carried out in Count Oddards's domain. He shared cooking recipes and sold low-priced sweets. While not on the scale of a Gakushuin academy, he had established open-air classrooms to teach children reading and writing for free. Every single one of these things came by way of Frontier. There was also compost from animal husbandry, soil improvement using that compost, and Frontier's unique embroidery and lace knitting, which even women and children could do. This, in turn, became a massive trend among the noble ladies, making them so busy they would have borrowed a cat's paws if they could. He was implementing every practical idea he could get his hands on.

As a result, productivity in Count Oddards's territory had increased, tax revenues had risen, and the faces of the people had brightened. It is common knowledge in the modern era that adding diversions and engrossing pleasures to life becomes a source of daily vitality. A life with a good rhythm brings order to the human body's internal environment. It fosters motivation. It was as simple as that. Even if Count Oddards did not know the logic behind it, the effects were clear for all to see. The remarkably improved productivity was the proof. Furthermore, teaching reading and writing reduced minor hassles. Matters that would normally require someone to read aloud to the peasants to make them understand could be handled by circulating a single sheet of paper. Tax collection, which had to be done one by one with the person present, was now prepared in advance because people could do the calculations. The officials' job was just to confirm it. All of these results were obtained by imitating Frontier.

The words of an experienced man carried weight. Hearing that these many attempts had borne fruit, Duke Andriew wore an indescribably sullen expression.

"Such a thing... Is it not strange? A paper-story show is entertainment, is it not? How does giving entertainment to the commoners increase tax revenue? What changes by providing an education? Embroidery? Cooking recipes? They are certainly different from Castrato's... I admit they are elegant and delicious, but..."

Duke Andriew, too, adopted things that were profitable. However, he only took what brought him personal gain, such as fine meals and visually appealing embroidery. Being sensitive to trends was a pastime of the upper class. But he only enriched himself and did not give back to his domain. In fact, he kept these things secret, enjoying them only among his own circle.

But that was not the way.

Sighing softly, Count Oddards looked at Duke Andriew with a sincere gaze.

"At the very least, my domain has changed. To use even a single tool from Frontier, one must be able to read the instructions. It is meaningless if only certain people can read. The people who use it must all be able to read. I believe that is what is important."

Even after receiving a courteous and detailed explanation from Count Oddards, Duke Andriew still wore a sour look, as if chewing on a bitter bug.

"That is impossible. It is a waste of taxes."

"Then you need not do it. We are here to inspect Frontier, and I will bring back to Castrato what I think is good. It is up to the lords whether they use it or not."

The King of Castrato stated this with a calm smile. Though taken aback, Duke Andriew showed a faint look of relief.

'It's impossible to get everyone to understand, nyo. It's okay. People are super sensitive to losing out, nyo. Especially nobles. When others do well, they feel like they've lost out big time, nyo. Then they'll start doing the same thing on their own, nyon♪'

Little One was well aware that there would be objections and refusals. That was why she had instructed the royalty of each country not to force the issue.

Experience is the best teacher... or so they say.

Frontier itself was not a monolith. There were those who stubbornly rejected Little One’s opinions. As long as it did not involve national politics, Little One respected them and did not interfere at all in the management of their domains.

The result was as you might expect. Within a few years, even the dissenting nobles came to accept Little One’s policies. Left behind by other territories whose productivity changed before their very eyes, one can only imagine the terror of the nobles who had rejected her.

The same thing would probably happen in Castrato.

Knowledge is an advantage. The King of Castrato knew what was done and what happened as a result. He should have been able to avoid making the same mistake. After all, he knew.

And yet, here was the futility of having to tread the same path after all.

Castrato lacked the means to persuade a stubborn old man. Forcing him would be simple. But that would not do. Even if the country became prosperous that way, a deep-seated grudge for being forced to obey would remain. The resentment of having their pride as nobles wounded would never fade for all eternity. That was the nature of the privileged class.

As proof, upon hearing that he did not have to do it, Duke Andriew's atmosphere softened slightly.

"Well, since we have come all this way, we must obtain information regarding magic and magical power that we can properly report."

Obtaining magic had been Castrato's heartfelt wish for centuries. It seemed Duke Andriew had no objection to this.

"If I may be permitted, I would like to learn more about the academy and the orphanage. I also find it interesting that there are no slaves to be seen in Frontier."

At Count Oddards's words, Duke Andriew's brow furrowed once more. The King of Castrato calmly ignored it and nodded magnanimously.

"That is true. Most places have labor slaves, but it seems Frontier has none."

He was very observant.

The King of Castrato looked at Count Oddards with amusement. He was young, but perhaps that was the source of his flexibility. Count Oddards, who had come for the inspection, was curious about everything and anything. He had even gone so far as to purchase a sketching set.

The King of Castrato observed the two polar opposites with an amused eye.

"Tonight, there is to be a banquet at the royal palace. Let us go and enjoy Frontier's world-renowned cuisine."

They nodded at the king's words and each began to prepare.

Similar debates were occurring in the rooms of the other state guests, but unlike in Castrato, Flowers and Donautil, whose princes had studied abroad in Frontier and had been saved by Little One, showed a degree of understanding even among the dissenters. Above all, it was beneficial that both countries knew of magic. Had they not known the magic wielded by the princes, they would surely have reacted much like Castrato. Flowers, in particular, had had a Lord of the Forest revived in its royal capital. Crown Prince Marcello, flying through the sky on a giant swallow, had become an object of envy for the people, much like Little One of Frontier.

That is why no one could have imagined that such a thing would happen.

At the banquet that evening, the state guests smacked their lips and groaned in satisfaction at each dish that was brought out.

"My goodness... It looks like raw meat, but it is not. It is properly cooked through. And yet it is red. What is the meaning of this?"

It was roast beef.

"This meat has a complex flavor. It's meltingly soft, yet it holds its shape firmly... This slime-like thing also has an interesting texture. The sweet and savory brown sauce complements it well."

It was beef tendon stew with konjac.

"You're right. It seems to be a stewed meat dish... but it's not dry at all. It's rich and delicious, almost like a meat jelly."

The guests ate the dishes served in small portions with great curiosity. Everyone was smiling and praising them, offering their own food reviews one after another. Everyone is the same in the presence of delicious food. Little One recalled the knights who had caused such a stir at Pandæmonium in the past, and her eyes narrowed with a touch of nostalgia.

"What is this? Is it porridge?"

In a small bowl was half a portion of rice and a mysterious broth. Marrow scooped up a little of the generously poured broth with a spoon, tasted it, and his eyes flew wide open.

"It's spicy, but delicious!"

It was even more delicious when eaten together with the rice.

The guests ate in silence, then looked at each other. The sparkle in their eyes spoke eloquently of how much they enjoyed the dish.

"It is called Hiyajiru. It is made by grinding a spicy plant called water pepper and seasoning it with miso and dashi soup stock."

Little One sipped her Hiyajiru as she explained.

Ah, this is it. How nostalgic.

It was a local dish from Little One's hometown, where she grew up in the countryside. The simple, brothy rice dish was easy to eat and a staple during summer or when one had no appetite. The water pepper used in it was the origin of the proverb, "There are even bugs that eat water pepper," meaning there's no accounting for taste. It was a plant so spicy that most bugs would not eat it, but some did.

After enjoying the feast to their hearts' content, coffee jelly was brought to the table as an after-dinner dessert.

A jet-black mass decorated with pure white cream. The guests were apprehensive, but those from Donautil seemed to recognize it by its aroma. The moment they timidly put the jiggly black substance into their mouths, their gazes snapped to Little One.

"Did you enjoy it?"

As Little One's cheeks lifted in a small smile, King Masahad raised both hands as if in surrender.

"My, my. Our country's reputation is in tatters."

His words were alarming, but his face was filled with utter delight as he grinned from ear to ear. No, it was undeniably a beaming smile.

"We will be receiving this recipe, of course?"

"What shall I do? It is one of my favorite desserts, you see♪"

The two of them exchanged sharp verbal sparks with light laughter. The other guests turned pale, wondering what on earth was happening, but only the royals who knew Little One well remained as usual. What seemed like a sharp exchange was actually a sign of their familiarity. It was just banter, and those around them were used to it.

"This is delicious. What is it made of? The bitterness and sweetness are exquisite."

"This thick cream, too. It's smooth and rich. It makes the jet-black appearance look festive, doesn't it."

"The aroma is also good. I want to know the ingredients."

Drago, in a chef's coat, approached the tables of the munching guests. The nobles were startled by the appearance of a large man with a shaggy beard. But those who knew him broke into happy smiles.

"That was delicious. As expected of you, head chef."

It was Wilfe who broke the ice. Following his lead, the familiar faces one by one offered their praise to Drago.

"It has been a while, Count Jorjye. The meal was delicious. Wasn't it, brother?"

"Yes, it was delicious. Can I stay at my bride's place tonight?"

"Hey, Charles!"

The Castrato brothers chided their younger brother for his flippant remark.

"When I come to Frontier, I can't miss this cuisine. It's the greatest pleasure at the royal palace."

"Thank you very much, Marcello-sama."

Crown Prince Marcello sat next to Fatima, gently enveloping her hand in his. Those around them watched with warm, affectionate smiles.

Getting along is a beautiful thing.

"That's right. Since we've come all the way to Frontier, I want to gather at the Jorjye house and play like before. Was it Sugoroku? That was really fun."

"You have work to do! Go play Fukuwarai to relax, that will be over in a few minutes."

"I want to play with everyone!"

Marrow playing Fukuwarai by himself. How surreal.

Little One could not help but smile wryly.

As everyone got excited over their own conversations, Drago swallowed a wry smile and bowed deeply.

"You are too kind. I am honored beyond measure that you were satisfied."

The King and Queen of Frontier nodded magnanimously.

Then, an unexpected person spoke to Drago.

"Are you a royal palace cook?"

"I am the head chef in charge of the kitchen."

It was Duke Andriew who spoke. He looked up at Drago intently and smiled insolently.

"As a token of our friendship, how about you grant this man to Castrato?"

A stir rustled through the grand hall.

"You! Do not be a fool!"

Before the King of Castrato could jump to his feet and stop him, Duke Andriew continued.

"Is it not merely one cook? It is difficult to reproduce the dishes with just the recipes. If we were to have the cook, Frontier's culture would spread in our country as well. We would even be willing to buy him. How about one hundred gold coins?"

While Duke Andriew found Frontier vexing, he had taken a liking to its cuisine. He was merely dressing up his desire to obtain the dishes from tonight's banquet, along with their creator, as a token of friendship.

"Silence! Do not say another word!"

The King of Castrato, his face frozen, cried out in anguish.

As if to speak over him, the King of Frontier also opened his mouth. His fixed gaze was filled with sharp, undisguised contempt.

"You ask me to sell my castle's head chef. My, what a remarkable man you are."

"In Frontier, you can train as many as you like. We would be very grateful if you would contribute to the development of Castrato."

An arrogance that even sarcasm could not penetrate.

For better or worse, Duke Andriew was a nobleman. The leading noble, second only to the royal family. Not even a marquis could voice an opinion to him.

...if this were an ordinary country in Arcadia.

His misfortune was that he did not know Frontier. And for that very reason, bringing him along had completely backfired on Castrato. The King of Castrato, showing his agitation, sprang up as if kicking his chair and forcefully held Duke Andriew down by the shoulders.

"Have mercy! This man does not know Frontier! I deeply apologize for his deluded words!"

"Your Majesty?! What are you saying? Surely you could sell us one cook? We will pay the price properly, you know?"

"Please, just be quiet!!"

The King of Castrato desperately tried to silence Duke Andriew with a voice close to a scream, but it was too late. Black crystals began to grow from the duke's lower body with a cracking sound. Witnessing this unbelievable phenomenon, the nobles from each country screamed, their eyes frozen in terror. As people instinctively shot up from their seats, the dishes on the tables clattered with a harsh, grating noise.

"Stop it! Charles!!"

The younger brother who appeared in the king's vision when he turned around with a deathly pale face was cloaked in a black-purple haze, his eyes shining cruelly.

"Huh? What nonsense are you talking about? How dare you say such foolish things to my father-in-law..."

Just like Charles, who posed with a look of utter disgust, waves of fury emanated from many others in the room.

"We'll discuss the 'father-in-law' part later, but I mostly agree. Trying to buy Count Jorjye, you've got some nerve."

Around Duke Andriew, who was immobilized with the lower half of his body crystallized, several flaming snakes writhed. Terrified by the snakes coiling stickily around him, the duke let out a scream. His teeth chattered as his eyes bulged to their limit, and he trembled uncontrollably. A faint smell of burning drifted through the air, and the dreadful sensation of something sizzling above his head made the duke's throat vibrate as if it would burst. Marrow's snake, now more precise than before, skillfully wrapped itself around the duke and deftly licked away his hair with the tip of its tongue. His hair gradually thinned. Unaware of what was being done to him, Duke Andriew could do nothing but scream from the sheer unpleasantness.

'Tch, I was too slow. You guys go too.'

Cesare, having taken Chihaya's place, incited the spirits lurking nearby, and the grand hall was engulfed in a storm of agonizing screams. Frogs, snakes, and scorpions scurried about. The nobles fled for their lives from mantises that flew around menacingly, brandishing their twin scythes.

"...How did it come to this?"

In a bad way, Arcadia closely resembled Earth's Middle Ages. Status was absolute, and those of lower rank had no choice but to obey. Slave trading was also a daily affair, and it was common for high-ranking nobles to take on lower-ranking nobles if they took a liking to them. They were effectively slaves negotiated with money. Therefore, under normal circumstances, Duke Andriew's offer should have been accepted. If this were not Frontier, that is. Furthermore, if it were not the Jorjye family, who were on intimate terms with the royalty of each country, there might have been a chance. For example, if the duke had requested Adonis, the King of Frontier might have considered it. Well, in that case, the Jorjye family, including Little One, would have likely gone on a grand rampage.

Little One glanced at the hellscape that the grand hall had become and found her gaze turning distant.

Really, how did it come to this?

To the royals of each country who had journeyed alongside Little One, Drago was like a father. Together with Little One, he was a warm-hearted bear of a man who would scold them if they messed up, yell at them out of worry, and hug them tightly. All the princes loved him. Duke Andriew, who had so spectacularly stepped on a landmine in front of the princes who adored their straightforward father figure who would laugh with delicious food in both hands, had a dark future ahead of him.

Gently averting her eyes from the clamorous hall, Little One went out onto the terrace to escape reality, thinking it would be nice if it were sunny tomorrow. The fact that she did not stop them probably meant that her feelings were the same as the princes'.

In the grand hall where no one would help him, Duke Andriew was left alone, teary-eyed and roaring. Even the King of Castrato could no longer protect him.

My condolences♪

Pleased with the princes' reaction, Little One smirked, but only in her heart.
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			"It is another fine day. Shall we be on our way, everyone?"

Little One wore a beaming smile, while the nobles' faces were stiff and tense. The princes and the others looked sullen.

The individuals who had caused a scene at last night's banquet were severely scolded, and the nobles who were ignorant of Frontier's customs hastily grabbed palace officials to inquire about the error of the incident.

And then, the truth came to light.

Frontier had established by law the freedom of its people who worked honestly and paid their taxes, and no interference whatsoever was permitted. The people had the right to refuse the tyranny and unreasonable demands of the nobles. Those with status also bore obligations corresponding to their privileges. They had to demonstrate abilities befitting their status. They could not simply rest on their laurels and lead a degenerate life. If they were to show such negligence, their privileges would be revoked immediately. However, among the nobles, status was respected, and disturbing the hierarchy was forbidden. The relationship between superior and inferior was properly maintained.

"...The rights of the people? What is that?"

"The common folk are like livestock that multiply on their own, are they not? We let them live on our lands, so it is only natural that they work themselves to the bone."

"Even for families with long lineages? Their status is revoked if they do not show ability? That is absurd!"

Romel looked down at the nobles tearing at their hair in anguish with a cool gaze and elegantly lowered his lashes. It was a sweet exterior that deceived those around him, but Marrow, who knew what lay beneath, was not fooled. He sounded a mental alarm, recognizing that as a face scheming something wicked.

"There is nothing so foolish as entrusting a domain to an incompetent. The people are not livestock to be exploited, you know?"

"Well said. Though, it is a bit much for me to say, as I had similar thoughts before I knew Frontier. Oh, but I am different now, yes."

Marrow flashed a cheerful grin, just like Little One.

Previously, when Little One visited Donautil, Marrow had the toes of a servant who crossed his path cut off and had him banished from the palace. When he heard that Little One had found the servant and healed him, he had genuinely asked, why would you do such a thing?

Marrow would never forget the girl's emotionless eyes at that moment. Even now, the memory made his hair stand on end.

A gaze as still as fine jade. Eyes that showed no emotion and felt devoid of warmth, like inorganic glass, were turned on him, and a chill ran down Marrow’s spine from the bottom of his heart. Flustered, he had sought help from Chihaya, who looked at Marrow with an exasperated expression and twirled his finger at his temple.

"You really don't get it, do you? Well, we learned that other countries are like that."

Learned?

Chihaya smiled wryly at the bewildered, blinking Marrow and explained. He explained the way of Frontier and its common sense. In Frontier, collected information was disclosed, and those with status learned it as knowledge, especially the royalty and nobility involved in diplomacy as a public duty.

Staring at the dumbfounded Marrow with an upward glance, Chihaya muttered in a low, piercing voice.

"'If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles,' you see. It's an old saying from Kilfan. Hiiro is voracious when it comes to learning. She messes up, stumbles, but gets back up and grows... What are you doing? Do you understand what you did in front of Hiiro?"

Frontier's upper class were protectors of the people. What had he done in front of such a noble?

In Donautil, it was a matter of course. Servants were punished for their mistakes. They were whipped for dropping dishes, and their meals were withheld if their bows were not to one's liking. Those who became useless were discarded, and slave-like laborers were treated as disposable.

But in Frontier, it was different.

Marrow's eyes widened in shock. Chihaya watched him quietly, then stood up and lightly patted his listless shoulder.

"Cultural differences can't be helped. The environment you grew up in plays a part, too. That's why Hiiro didn't say anything to you, right? ...Though she probably thinks it's pointless to say anything, anyway."

Marrow gasped.

So that was the reason for that frigid gaze.

Even if she thought it was pointless, it was hard to accept. The eyes say more than words.

"It is not wrong to be ignorant. But to not even try to learn when you are in a position to do so is just indulgence and negligence, isn't it?"

Chihaya's merciless words pierced Marrow's frozen heart.

From that point on, he turned over a new leaf. Marrow used the remainder of his study period in Frontier to cram as much knowledge into his head as he could. His schoolmates watched the younger prince, who had begun to study as if he were a changed person, with faces of disbelief.

And so the months and years passed, and the Marrow of today knew Frontier well.

That was precisely why he could not forgive Duke Andriew last night.

"You have changed as well."

"I am happy to hear that from you, Prince Romel. I still think I have a long way to go, but I intend to continue my efforts without neglect."

He had developed a fine expression. The shadow of the mischievous boy from a few years ago was almost gone.

Romel looked at Marrow's profile with great attention. Although a hint of mischief would occasionally surface, the current Marrow was becoming a respectable young man. Romel's eyes curved into arcs as he thought that he would not be unwilling to consider him as a candidate for Chihiro's hand in marriage. Unaware that the Prince Regent was sternly appraising him, Marrow was glaring resentfully at Katsumi, who was nestled close to Little One. Today was the tour of the academy city. It was a familiar city to the princes who had studied abroad in Frontier, but it was Katsumi's first time. Little One looked up at the excited newcomer and smiled innocently.

"This is your first time, isn't it, Katsumi?"

"Yeah. I'm looking forward to it, an academy city, huh. Is it like Harry Potter?"

"That's almost modern... It's more like The Ring of the Nibelung, maybe?"

"Wagner, huh. Nice."

"I'd like to stage that one eventually, too♪"

The two of them chattered happily, while big brother made a sour face at their as-usual incomprehensible conversation. Escorted by the Frontier knights, who watched them from behind with a sigh, the goodwill mission party made their way to the academy city.

The academy city, adjacent to the forest of the Arts Theater, was about a thirty-minute carriage ride away. Once the theater opened, Little One planned to run an omnibus that would circulate between the academy city and the forest park. A flat fare of two copper coins, one for children. She aimed to run them every thirty minutes, hoping to create something like a bus route from Earth. If it succeeded here, she planned to introduce it in the royal capital as well.

Nfufufun♪ My dreams are coming true one after another, nyon. All my hard work is paying off.

With a very pleased Little One on board, the carriage passed through the gates of the academy city. The outer walls were tall and imposing. Not only that, but they had also erected a physical barrier covering the entire upper section, utilizing the towers built at regular intervals along the walls. The academy city could only be entered through the front gate and was also designated as a refuge for the populace in times of emergency. It boasted a size rivaling the royal capital. The guests were stunned to see a city that also had the aspect of a fortress, with vast farmlands and pastures, making it almost completely self-sufficient.

"Is this... all within the grounds of the nobles' academy?"

"That is correct. It is a place where many students live and specialists engage in research. It is no exaggeration to say that the wisdom of Frontier is gathered here."

Indeed. The academy city, where most scholars resided as their base, was a treasure trove of all kinds of knowledge. Connoisseurs of the arts also gathered there, and the ancient and elegant streets possessed a fluid, stylistic beauty. There were many specialty shops, and a diverse array of items, from brilliant ornaments and daily necessities to suspicious medicinal herbs, chemicals, and magical tools, coexisted in harmony. Next to a cutting-edge hat shop might be an old bookstore, or a building with a restaurant on the first floor and an adventuring gear shop on the second. The guests were speechless at the overflowing cityscape, their eyes drawn in every direction even while just looking from the carriage windows. Carrying the people who sat with their mouths agape, the carriage entered the gates of the nobles' academy.

"A school... Huh? Is this an academy for the upper class?"

"One this large? Why?"

Upon disembarking from the carriage, the party's eyes were captivated by a cluster of magnificent buildings unlike any they had ever seen. The Frontier Nobles' Academy was lined with buildings larger than the mansions of many a high-ranking noble. There were school buildings for each grade level, each designed to suit the age of the students. Even a single desk was of a different size in the elementary and middle school divisions. It was said that bigger can serve for smaller, but a perfect fit was, of course, preferable.

"There are school buildings for each grade, and also specialized wings for each lecture. Those are the school buildings, and these are the specialized wings. Further in, you will find the training grounds. There are both outdoor and indoor types."

As they were guided by the pattering footsteps of Little One, the nobles' jaws remained agape. The schools in their own countries consisted of a schoolhouse, a training ground, and perhaps a large hall for events and a garden. While each country had its own character, they were fundamentally similar.

"This. I want to introduce this to my country. Schoolhouses and specialized wings for each grade. It was quite convenient. If the library is also divided by age, it saves a lot of trouble when looking for books and materials."

"I know, right? My country is also building an indoor training ground. The fact that you can train even in the rain was a blind spot. The snowy season is long in Donautil, so I think it would be a great help."

Crown Prince Marcello and Prince Marrow exchanged words with great interest. Masahad and the three Castrato brothers, who were visiting the nobles' academy for the first time, were speechless along with the other nobles.

"This is a school?"

"And it's only for the children of the upper class? Are there this many students?"

"School looks fun... I want to study abroad, too."

The group walked along the paved brick road, voicing their various impressions of the well-maintained buildings and facilities, and stepped into an open garden. Standing there was the familiar teaching staff. They greeted the goodwill mission with gentle smiles.

"Welcome. From this point on, our dedicated teachers will be your guides."

Introducing the teachers with the air of a kindly old man was the magic teacher, Teacher Yofas. As always, his potbelly jiggled as he laughed cheerfully.

For some reason, this smile gave Little One a strange sense of reassurance.

Thinking that everyone would have different things they wanted to know and places they wanted to see, Little One had requested that teachers from each specialty guide them. Most of them flocked to Teacher Yofas, wanting to learn about magic. Others showed interest in commerce, history, agriculture, and animal husbandry. One person even showed a rare interest in Frontier's specialty, honey.

"It is an essential ingredient for sweets, and how you maintain a close relationship with the Lord of the Forest... I very much wish to know."

This gentleman was a noble from Donautil, Marquis Zaire. Donautil had two Forests of the Lord on its borders, and he was surprised by the fact that despite the Frontier royal capital having a Lord's Forest nearby, there was almost no damage from monsters.

"The villages on our country's borders live in fear of monster attacks. How do you avoid this? I desperately wish to know."

He too knew the legend of the Golden King. But there should be no Golden King in Frontier now. So why were they still on friendly terms with the Lord of the Forest? Furthermore, hearing that a new Lord had established a forest in the capital of Flowers, he had been sidling up to Crown Prince Marcello, wanting to know the details.

"...That if there is a vast sea of trees, there is a possibility that a Lord will come... I learned that from the Golden King long ago... Yes."

Crown Prince Marcello answered while his eyes darted about nervously. Beside him, Little One pretended not to notice.

Well, he's not lying.

Their eyes met in a wry smile as they gave a noncommittal answer, but it seemed Marquis Zaire had not given up.

"Is it related to the Lord's Forest? There is a researcher in the academy city. Shall I introduce you to them?"

"Yes, please!"

As Little One saw the geography teacher leading the overjoyed Marquis Zaire to the carriage stand, she heard the voices of Marrow and Chihaya.

"The teacher is here, so how about we have a match for the first time in a while, Haya?"

"Oh, I would very much like to see that. You can leave the judging to me."

The dispatched knight and martial arts teacher looked at Chihaya with a bright face. Suddenly, the color of the surrounding guard knights' eyes changed to a glint. She hoped it was just her imagination. Being called out, Chihaya smiled for a moment, but then he glanced at Little One with an uneasy expression.

"Ah... but, I have to stay with Hiiro."

"I'll be fine, Nii-ni. You want to have a match, right?"

His sister waved her hand dismissively. It was endearing to see Chihaya's hands and feet itching for a fight.

There was no one in Frontier of the same age who could match Chihaya. His skill was enough to make him a knight apprentice. The only ones who could give him a proper fight were the professional knights. Marrow, despite having neglected his studies when he was studying abroad in Frontier, was at an intermediate level in martial arts. After he started learning seriously, he quickly progressed to the point of exemption and had been training with Chihaya in the knight order's exercises.

A natural-born warrior.

He was a person who had made even that Harold say as much. With magic added to the mix, the two of them, not yet adults, had become a duo that made the Frontier knights, each worth a thousand warriors, watch with great attention.

A match upon their reunion after a long time. They must be so happy.

"Well, just for a little while... I'll be right back."

No sooner had he said it than the two of them dashed off towards the training grounds. Their happy figures racing each other were a heartwarming sight.

Ah, this is what they call happiness.

Little One's eyes softened as she looked at the people going off to see what they pleased, and she savored the happiness of the moment.

Then she heard a carefree voice.

"Well then, shall we head out into the city too? There were a ton of things that caught my eye!"

Katsumi's eyes sparkled with excitement. Little One nodded enthusiastically and grabbed his finger.

"There are lots of recommended places, nyo. Let's go♪"

The thirty-something boy and fifty-something girl returned to the carriage stand with faint smiles. It was a given that Chihaya and Marrow, upon their return, would search frantically for the two who had disappeared at some point.

"This is why, Hiiro, honestly!"

"That guy is bad news! I have a really bad feeling about this!"

The unspoken understanding that flowed between Katsumi and Little One. A mysterious sense of closeness that suggested a world of their own that no one could enter. Chihaya and Marrow vaguely felt a similar unease, something they could sense but not fully grasp.

""Where are youuuu!""

While the two of them ran around roaring, Katsumi and Little One enjoyed the academy city.

"Whoa, this is fun! What is this?"

"It's an application of a jacuzzi, nyo. We're frothing up magical power instead of water♪"

In a container like a children's pool, the two of them floated gently. The fluffy bubbles that rose up supported them unsteadily. It was a plaything to attract customers, but Katsumi was having a blast.

By the time Chihaya and the others caught up to Little One and her companion, who were running around here and there, the sun was already setting.

Chihaya and Marrow could not help but feel drained at the sight of Katsumi and Little One, laden with a huge amount of shopping like a couple of tourists.

Katsumi stood by Little One's side as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Having found a natural enemy that should not be left unchecked, Chihaya and Marrow looked at each other and nodded.

And so the days passed, and Little One and the others greeted the opening day of the Arts Theater.

Of course, it was not going to end without incident. The usual Little One quality was about to begin.
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			"This is, again..."

After the opening ceremony, the guests who had been looking up at the Arts Theater were guided inside by the King and Queen of Frontier.

And they were left speechless.

The tunnel-like passage leading from the entrance to the main building's doors. On both walls, numerous paintings were displayed in two tiers. The guests' eyes were captivated by the transparent watercolor paintings, a rarity in Arcadia where oil painting was the mainstream.

"Displayed here are sketches submitted by the general public. From elementary school children to the elderly. Each one is a masterpiece drawn with their own unique feelings."

A flood of overflowing colors.

Everyday scenes, forests, and flowers. There were portraits of people and animals, and in the center of the rows of unique paintings was a square picture that reached from the ceiling to the floor.

"That is a large painting... Is it a bee?"

In the center of the right wall was a picture of a giant honeybee.

"The Lord of the Forest of the royal capital. Queen Melda."

A murmur of admiration rippled through the crowd, and the King of Castrato, who had been staring intently, suddenly narrowed his eyes.

"Here... is that a seam? Could it be that this is not a single painting?"

Noticing a faint strangeness in the spot the King of Castrato was pointing to, the people all looked up.

"You have a keen eye. That is correct. Multiple artists were in charge of different parts, and they were combined to create a single picture."

A huge painting that rose from ceiling to floor. The guests, who had thought it was a mural painted on the wall, held their breath at the magnificent artwork. The giant honeybee was painted so precisely that it looked as if it might start moving at any moment.

This is a Lord of the Forest... an intelligent monster.

The nobles who had never seen a Lord in person were doubly surprised to hear that this painting was life-sized.

"Dividing it into multiple pieces like this makes storage easy. It is convenient as we can display a wide variety of pictures depending on the season or event."

With a mural, once it's painted, it's done. Subsequent maintenance and storage are also a concern, making it unsuitable for a place that is planned to be open to the public. Although a stately rope made of rope was stretched out in front of the painting as a boundary, you never knew what small children might do. Children were known for doing the unexpected. Therefore, to be able to respond to any situation, apprentice knights were stationed at intervals of about ten meters. Five of them were regular knights. They guarded all the art in the building, from the first floor, which was open to the public, to the specialized area on the second floor, which was open to nobles, and up to the jewelry on the third floor. Unconcerned by the knights, the guests who stepped into the main building gasped once again. A sea of paintings decorated the entire wall, and at regular intervals, sculptures and miniature gardens were displayed. It was these miniature gardens that caught the eyes of many.

"This is magnificent... Is it a small city?"

"That one seems to be the academy city. My, how exquisitely it is made."

"This... could it be the inn where we are staying?"

Colorful little models. At the Castle of Sweets, they had seen various things made of sugar and candy, but these were made with such precision it was as if they were looking down from high in the sky. In the midst of this, Crown Prince Marcello, who had been staring intently, noticed something and his eyes widened in surprise.

"This...! Isn't this the royal capital of Flowers?"

Hearing his astonished voice, the other royals also stared at the miniature gardens on display. And from the characteristic buildings, they realized that the royal capitals of their own countries were on display.

"As expected. In commemoration of this occasion, we have created miniature gardens of all of your royal capitals. They have been prepared as souvenirs. Please take them with you when you leave."

Little One smiled gracefully.

If Crown Prince Marcello had not spoken up, no one would have noticed.

It had been half a year since he started soaring through the sky with Dark and the others. Crown Prince Marcello had seen his own country's capital from above many times and knew it well. He could not help but smile at the familiar sight of his capital. The other royals who knew that Little One was a creature who roamed the skies sighed in admiration, thinking, so this is what our country's capital looks like. But unlike the royals, the nobles who did not understand this logic were struck by a chill that froze their very souls. The nobles looked at the King and Queen of Frontier and Little One with horrified gazes.

They know? The royal capital is depicted with such precision. Frontier must be well-acquainted with our other lands as well.

The miniature gardens served to show them that Frontier knew their country's geography completely. The nobles, who at last seemed to understand the terror of this, were glanced at by the royalty of each country, who smirked.

So you finally know your place. We would be fortunate if you realized the shortness of your own measuring stick.

By now, various things must be flashing through the nobles' minds, the honeybee carriage they rode in, the royal palace they toured, the academy, the orphanage. All those things that were remarkably more refined compared to their own countries.

Frontier was on a completely different level from other countries.

It was fine if they could not catch up now. Just knowing this and developing a desire to catch up was a great gain. The nobles that each country had brought with them were the key figures who supported the apex of their nations. If their consciousness changed, the country would change. No matter how much they tried to explain, the abnormality of Frontier could not be conveyed in words. Seeing is believing. It was quicker to see it directly.

...In the unlikely event that their consciousness was not reformed even after this, it could only be said that they were thoroughly unsuited for politics. It was a fatal flaw for a key noble who governed the country. They would have no choice but to relinquish their position to someone with more aptitude.

The royalty of each country looked at the nobles with quiet but sharp gazes. Unaware that they were being put through a sieve of selection, the nobles stood dumbfounded, their jaws dropped in amazement.

After enjoying the public art to their hearts' content, the guests' eyes fell on the sales booths at the back of the first floor, on the left and right sides.

"These are the sales booths. The art displayed on the first floor can also be bought and sold here. The left is the booth for lifestyle goods. The right is the booth for cooking goods."

At these words, the people scattered to look around.

Beautifully designed stationery and miscellaneous goods. Intricately crafted tableware and cutlery. Each person's eyes widened at the various items crowded together.

"This is beautiful. A glass pen. The design of grapes and vines is magnificent."

"This cup. There is a picture on the inside. Why?"

"When you drink from it like this, the picture appears. It is a small touch of playfulness."

The people listened to the explanations with cheerful interest, and upon hearing that they could be purchased, they bought this and that. But among them, a crude murmur was heard.

"...Is this not porcelain? How extravagant."

"Is it alright to display such expensive items? The commoners are no better than thieves."

Little One was at a loss for words at the ill-natured comments of the nobles. Upon seeing such lively and enjoyable goods, was that all they had to say? She could not help but sigh.

My people are different from yours, nyo.

To the other countries, where the people were in such dire straits that they could not show any interest in art, the existence of commoners who enjoyed hobbies and pastimes must be unbelievable. The children of Frontier, who were looking forward to the opening of the Arts Theater and had been saving up their allowance every day.

"I want a ribbon. I want to buy a ribbon made of pretty lace knitting with embroidery on it."

"I want a mug! I want one with a picture of a cute little bird on it!"

The excited chatter of the children and the adults watching them with fond smiles. The people of Frontier, young and old alike, were swelling with anticipation upon hearing that masterpieces created by ordinary craftsmen would be on display. Such pleasures could only be had when one's life had some leeway. The nobles of other countries, who looked down on commoners as thieves, would not understand.

However, Little One had no obligation to explain this to them. She calmly brushed off the contemptuous words with her fan and guided the guests to the second floor.

An elegant staircase with brass handrails. At the top of it awaited a solemn space, different from the first floor.

"These are artworks by professional craftsmen. The finest craftsmanship in Frontier. Please enjoy them to your heart's content."

The many works of art were said to be not for sale.

Admission to this area was charged, and there was an atmosphere that set it apart from the freely accessible area on the first floor. Weighty paintings and intricate sculptures. As the people let out sighs of admiration, something particularly vibrant caught their eyes.

It was kimonos and rolls of cloth.

The people were utterly astounded by the flock of cloth rolls fluttering across the special booth, which had been set up with the cooperation of Kilfan.

"Is this... cloth?"

"A picture on cloth? How on earth...?"

"It is not just the pictures. This hair ornament, and... flowers and... a ball? Is that a ball made of thread?"

A mannequin modeled after a person. On its coiffed head were lavishly displayed ornaments of tsumami-zaiku and silk thread craft. Various kimonos of brilliant colors and sashes generously woven with gold and silver threads. These unknown ornaments captivated the guests' sight.

"These are the traditional garments of Kilfan. My mother is from Kilfan, so they are very familiar to me."

At the special booth, there were specialized kimono sellers and craftsmen who spoke of the different weaving and dyeing techniques and explained how the ornaments were made.

"Like this, cotton is formed into a ball with thread, and then embroidery is stitched onto it. Precisely, to form a pattern."

"For this, we pinch a thick piece of cloth that serves as the core to create the shape. The made parts are connected to form flowers and dangles..."

"This is called Yuzen-dyeing, where the craftsman's hand-painting is used directly as the pattern. The dyeing technique? ...That is a secret♪"

The people listened intently to the various explanations, completely absorbed in this new culture.

And then they noticed.

Little One's dress was similar to these items from Kilfan. The kimono worn by the person from the kimono shop in front of them fit snugly around the body, with a wide sash tied at the back like a flower. However, the dress Little One was wearing had the same crossover front and long, bag-like sleeves, but its loose, billowing skirt was that of a dress. The crossover collar was also lavishly decorated with lace, giving it a different feel from the simple shape of the kimono shopkeeper's attire.

"Her Highness the Princess's attire seems to be similar to this..."

At the softly spoken words, Little One's eyes curved into plump arcs.

"Did I not tell you that my mother is from Kilfan? This outfit is a new style of dress created to suit Frontier, called Japanese-style Gothic."

Little One rustled the hem of her skirt and performed a graceful curtsy. Hearing that it was a collaboration between Frontier and Kilfan, the guests instinctively held their breath.

For them, who considered it good to protect and inherit old traditions, new things were met with strong aversion. Things that deviated significantly were mercilessly rejected, and to accept another culture was outrageous, an act tantamount to an insult.

In front of them was a girl who casually overturned all of that, and the people were at a loss for words.

The dress she wore certainly had a shape reminiscent of Kilfan's traditional garments. And yet, it did not lose the dignity of a splendid dress, and the elegant designs of the dyeing and stitching brought the unconventional dress together with refinement. By old standards, it was an extremely bizarre dress. But it was unquestionably beautiful.

A large tsumami-zaiku ornament decorated her jet-black hair. A magnificent peony, and small flowers spilling forth. The dangling ornaments that swayed with every movement were also a luxurious masterpiece.

If asked to judge it in a cultural sense, the answer would undoubtedly be no. This was Frontier, not Kilfan.

Their inner conflict must have shown on their faces.

Sensing the meaning behind the nobles' gazes, the King and Queen of Frontier smiled softly.

"Is she not beautiful? She is our lovely and proud daughter."

Does Frontier approve of this?

The Queen's attire was a contrast to Little One's. Standing next to the queen, whose lavish dress correctly followed the culture of the central region, Little One giggled.

From an outsider's perspective, it was a peculiar sight.

At the sight of Frontier, which accepted this, the guests once again felt a sense of threat.

Oblivious to the inner conflict of the people from other countries, the members of Frontier, who were used to Little One, headed for the third floor.

The third floor was the jewelry area.

The guests were astounded for a third time by the glittering array of gems housed in the rows of glass cases.

"This is the top floor of the Arts Theater. The jewelry floor."

A wide variety of gems were on display, from delicately cut loose stones to unpolished rough stones, and in the center of the floor sat a rock larger than a person. However, even that rock was a rough gemstone. Peeking inside through a large crack, one could see sparkling crystals growing all over the rock's interior.

"This is a rough stone donated by Flowers. Thank you very much, Crown Prince Marcello-sama."

Crown Prince Marcello responded to Little One's soft smile with a slight raise of his eyebrows and a smirk.

"It is nothing. It is of no great importance. We have several others of this quality."

The nobles of each country could not hide their astonishment at the intimate conversation between the two. The long and deep friendship between Frontier and Flowers was famous even in other countries. The history of their exchange went back at least a thousand years. Amidst this, Kilfan, which had been founded with the backing of Frontier, joined the fold, and faced with a disparity unlike that with other countries, the nobles of Donautil and Castrato were flustered.

At this rate, Flowers and Kilfan would get a step ahead of them.

Unaware of the state of mind of the two countries, driven by blatant agitation, Little One guided the guests to a large box seat in the center of the third floor. It was only for royalty, the other nobles were guided to the box seats to the left and right of the central one. Katsumi and Chihaya were there as well. Formally, only Little One was of royal status.

Rows of seats lined the interior.

In the center of the sixteen-seat royal box sat the King and Queen of Frontier. To their left and right were Crown Prince Marcello and King Masahad. The other royals were seated according to rank, and Little One sat at the far right end, with Romel beside her. It was a place befitting Little One, who was only quasi-royalty in status, but Marrow, sitting next to Masahad, and Charles, next to the King of Castrato, were pouting.

"Why is Chihiro at the lowest seat? Come here. There is a seat open."

Reacting to Marrow's words, Charles's eyes narrowed sharply.

"I think my bride should come and sit on my lap. Here."

The King of Castrato mercilessly slapped away Charles's innocently extended arm.

"That's enough, Charles. The princess is Prince Regent Romel's fiancée."

Charles looked up at his brother, who spoke to him as if to a child, with an awkward upward glance. At the same time, Marrow was being nudged by Masahad.

"You too. Do not speak so carelessly. Inviting a lady in front of her fiancé is beyond the pale. Restrain yourself."

Marrow turned away, not bothering to hide his sullen face.

Little One smiled wryly at the two of them and looked up at Romel. Romel also nodded magnanimously and praised Little One.

"Good work. This is the culmination of the theater project you have been waiting for. I have high expectations."

"Yes! It's been such a long time."

Little One gazed at the stage with deep emotion. In front of the stage with its thick drop curtain, the audience of lower-ranking nobles was crowded. Not only the nobles of Frontier but also nobles from various countries who had come of their own accord for this day. There were also many nobles from other countries who had declined the honeybee carriage. They seemed to have hesitated about attending the performance before the royalty, but Little One had persuaded them, saying that they had come all this way and she would be delighted if they would attend, and presented them with tickets for today. She planned to send them home by honeybee carriage, as they had come by land. As a drink was brought before Little One, a high-pitched bell rang out, and the lights in the hall suddenly went out.

The heavy drop curtain slowly rose.

As everyone held their breath and the audience watched in quiet anticipation, the first play in Arcadia began.

The proof of Little One's efforts was now premiering.



		
			Chapter 161

			The Arts Theater and the Little One

			'...Blood may be close, yet our hearts are distant. I am weary of being cherished so.'

Hamlet, a story chosen for its medieval feel.

The powerful lines of the actors, trained for three years with the help of Kilfan's older generation who knew theater, echoed through the hall. Using a wind magic tool to make the voices reverberate properly, the cast's impassioned performance created a gripping sense of realism that swallowed the audience whole. Mesmerized by the story that progressed with a varying tempo, the people stared without a sound. From their expressions, Little One was certain of the first performance's success.

'Get thee to a nunnery, Ophelia!'

When the stunned actress shed silent tears in streams, sobbing could be heard from the audience. And in the scene where Ophelia began to laugh through her tears as she sang, wails started to rise from the ladies' throats.

'How should I your true love know... By his cockle hat and staff, and his sandal shoon...'

The actress playing a lady-in-waiting embraced her from behind as she swayed as if drifting. Ophelia looked at her with vacant eyes and smiled with a slight lift of her lips.

'...Where is the beauteous majesty of Denmark?'

Laughter echoed, and the stage went dark. The lighting, provided by magic tools, was superb, illuminating the stage from all angles and relentlessly heightening the contrast and power of the scenes.

Ophelia, who had lost her sanity due to Hamlet's heartless treatment, died, and Hamlet, having lost her, reflected on his own life. The story had begun when the ghost of Hamlet's father, the King of Denmark, appeared and told his son, 'I was poisoned by my wife, Gertrude.' His mother had remarried his father's brother, Claudius, as soon as his father died. Hamlet set various traps for them and became convinced that his father's ghost's words were true. From then on, he feigned madness and plotted his revenge, but as if to mock him, Hamlet lost those close to him one after another.

'To do, or not to do... that is the question.'

Eroded by the madness he was supposed to be feigning for revenge, Hamlet's feet were gradually trapped in the black mire of darkness. Ophelia's father, Polonius, who had tried his best to save Hamlet, fell to his sword due to a misunderstanding. And Ophelia's brother, Laertes, who had lost his entire beloved family at Hamlet's hands, burned with a blazing fire of vengeance and wished for Hamlet's death.

Malice begat malice, and revenge begat revenge.

As a result, Hamlet and Laertes were to have a duel before the court, and in the deadly fight with the murderous Laertes, Hamlet, though mortally wounded, killed him. Furthermore, Queen Gertrude mistakenly drank from the poisoned cup prepared to kill Hamlet, and the dying Hamlet killed the flustered King Claudius as the queen suffered.

Most of the characters became corpses, and Hamlet, standing on the pile of bodies, used his last breath to leave a final message to his friend.

'...the truth. See that this truth is passed down to future generations.'

Thus, Hamlet too breathed his last, and the gruesome tale of this family came to a close. A tragic ending where no one was saved.

The audience was speechless.

As the heavy drop curtain fell, no one uttered a sound. The audience remained frozen, staring blankly at the stage. Into the silent hall, a small clap was heard from somewhere. Spurred by it, the rest of the audience began to applaud. The scattered applause gradually grew louder, turning into a great roar that seemed to shake the Arts Theater itself.

A thunderous cheer rose up. An avalanche of applause.

As if in response, the curtain rose again.

'Thank you for your generous praise. Allow us to introduce the elite members of our Arts Theater troupe!'

The same voice as the narrator began to introduce the actors on stage.

'First, playing Hamlet, Molotov Gardner!'

A young man stepped forward and bowed. It was the young man from the paper-story show who had accompanied them on their previous pilgrimage. Incidentally, the role of Ophelia was played by his younger sister, Farmy. These two had been part of the troupe since the early days of recruitment, and Molotov, having originally planned to become a librarian, had a deeper understanding of stories than the others. The two talented siblings were rigorously trained by the veterans of Kilfan, and their outstanding acting talents blossomed.

Facial features can be managed eighty percent with makeup anyway. Yes, perfect casting♪

The siblings had perfectly fine features, but Little One, who was surrounded by royalty and nobility with an excessively high rate of beauty, including herself, had a strict standard of evaluation. Not that she particularly cared. She was fundamentally indifferent to people's beauty or ugliness.

"The birth of a matinee idol. He's going to be busy from now on."

"Come to think of it... do they call them a 'leading actor'? Why is he the 'second face'? Who is the 'first face'?"

"The first face is the troupe leader. The head of the theater company. That's why the actor's signboard starts from the second face. The most popular actor comes first, so we call such popular figures 'second face stars'."

Romel nodded in understanding at Little One's explanation. Those around him also nodded in the same way.

"Star. A celestial body, then."

The King of Castrato muttered to no one in particular.

Little One reacted with a twitch at those words.

"It does mean star in that sense... but how did you know it meant a celestial body?"

"Ah, you in Frontier may not know. It is in the old language of the Claudia Kingdom. There is a script called the alphabet. I can read some words of it."

Little One's eyes widened. Unaware of her astonishment, Romel also tapped his cheek and muttered.

"That's right, there was the alphabet. Kilfan has kanji and such too. A fair amount of the ancient words of yore still remain, don't they."

"We have them in my country too. Especially the numbers. The common language ones are quite difficult, but Donautil's Arabic numerals are simple."

WHAT DID YOU SAYYYY?!

The casual chat of the royalty.

Little One's jaw dropped at the various things mentioned in it, and she screamed in her mind.

SO THEY EXISTED ALL ALONG!!

The alphabet, Arabic numerals, kanji. Since the people she had been searching for had been visiting Kilfan in droves, the existence of kanji was understandable.

But the other two were things Little One could not ignore.

The royalty could only stare with wide eyes, not understanding why the girl was screaming and thrashing about.

"Ah, ooh... all my consideration was for nothingggg."

The girl writhed in her living room at home. Looking down at her, Katsumi let out a dry laugh.

"So the alphabet and Arabic numerals exist. Ancient words, huh. So that's how they survived."

Indeed. The Hayesleep preceptors who had visited Arcadia in the past. It was impossible that they, who were influenced by Earth, would not have known the alphabet or Arabic numerals. Usually, about ten people were sent as preceptors. Even if a few of them were Legion's messengers, there must have been other people who came over.

The legacy left by those people.

Little One, who had been busy with her pilgrimage during her stay, had not been able to notice such deep-seated details.

"But the Prince Regent seemed to know about it, right? So wouldn't it be alright to spread it?"

At Katsumi's carefree reply, Little One made a sour face and rolled around. Was she not like a clown, having kept silent about even Arabic numerals to avoid spreading unfamiliar concepts? As he watched the pouting Little One with an amused expression, Katsumi suddenly remembered a question he had during the play.

"By the way, about Hamlet's line. Why was it 'to do, or not to do'? Wasn't it 'to be, or not to be'?"

"Ah, that. Hmm, I guess it's my own interpretation."

The actual line in Hamlet is not 'to be, or not to be'. As it was difficult to translate into Japanese, a fitting phrase was used instead. It was a line that expressed Hamlet's anguish, torn between revenge and murder.

《King Claudius》 to be, or not to be. It is translated this way. This is a line about contemplating the life and death of the man who is his enemy.

So Little One thought about it.

《Revenge》 to do, or not to do. This, too, is a line that includes the question of whether or not to kill King Claudius.

Katsumi's face showed understanding upon hearing the explanation.

"I see. It can be interpreted that way, and it's a stylish turn of phrase."

The people involved in theater in Kilfan were delighted that the expression of the story had been changed. It is important to convey what exists correctly. But just adhering to it is bland. Expressions and meanings change with the times. Words are things that evolve.

"I think this is more poetic. The meaning is the same, and the interpretation of an opera changes depending on the audience. Expressions that allow for imagination are welcome."

The people eagerly devoured the Hamlet script written by Little One.

And so, the opening of the Arts Theater was a great success, and they were met with the fortunate cries of a full house day after day.

With the big job finished, the twins' birthday was to be held at the Count Jorjye's house the next day.

"You're having one at the palace tonight too, right?"

"Sort of. That one is a celebration for all the royalty born in autumn. This one is the main event, nyon."

Little One was taking a walk in the forest park with Katsumi and Chihaya. The birthday children and their guest had been kicked out by Naya and Sasha. Sakura and Drago had given them some pocket money and sent them off, saying, "Go and play. Be back by lunch, okay?"

"The stalls from all the countries are in the square right now."

Little One's eyes sparkled with excitement.

"Hiiro. We have a party after this, you know? No buying snacks."

He poked her forehead, and the girl's eyebrows furrowed. Her pouting lips were making a huge protest. Katsumi couldn't help but burst out laughing, his shoulders shaking with suppressed mirth.

"Well, now. Then maybe a drink would be alright?"

Little One's face brightened at Katsumi's offer of help. Chihaya gave him a resentful glare, and the swirling frustration inside him slipped out.

"Could you please not spoil her like that? What are you going to do if she learns that whining gets her what she wants?"

The expression vanished from Katsumi's face, and he and Little One exchanged dumbfounded looks.

"Whining gets her what she wants?"

"Me?"

She was runaway, reckless, and tumbling all over the place, but it was a fresh surprise to be seen that way by her brother.

"Is that what I look like to you, Nii-ni? Me?"

"No, it was just a figure of speech..."

Stared at intently, Chihaya couldn't come up with a good excuse. It wasn't that he truly thought that. He just wanted to find fault with something. To be blunt, it was harassment born from taking out his frustration on someone. It was jealousy towards Katsumi, who stood by his sister's side as if it were a matter of course. Pushing down the grimacing Chihaya, the brazen Cesare-sama appeared with a slither.

'Don't tease him too much. This one can't help it.'

Chihaya wanted to unconditionally eliminate anyone who got close to his sister. Even now, he would act threateningly towards Marrow, with whom he had become quite friendly after countless sparring matches, if Little One was involved.

"Do you like Katsumi more than me, Hiiro?"

In place of Cesare, who had disappeared at some point, Chihaya crouched down on the path with a resentful look.

"It's not about logic. I get it, nyo... I'm the same way."

Crouching down in the same way, Little One met Chihaya's eyes and looked at her brother with a sincere gaze. A cold flame flickered in the depths of her calm eyes. Seeing that sorrowfully cold flame, a shiver ran through Chihaya.

"I don't expect you to understand, Nii-ni. But if you're going to get in my way, I don't think I want to see your face for a while."

"Why? Why is that?"

At his sister's unbelievable words, Chihaya's face was deeply hurt, and he hastily stood up.

"I don't want to talk about it, nyo. This is a matter between me and Katsumi."

Hearing those words, Chihaya reflexively glared at Katsumi, but there he saw despair. Katsumi's eyes, too, held a gaze as sharp as a razor, no less than Little One's.

What on earth is happening...?

The thin thread connecting Katsumi and Little One was pulled taut, not allowing any third-party intervention. Sensing a change in the two of them, a change from before, Chihaya was frozen by an indescribable anxiety. The same Chihaya who possessed the power to silence veteran knights.

And so the days passed without understanding, the birthday celebration ended without incident, and today was the day to see off the guests from each country.

Little One had prepared honeybee carriages for the nobles who had come from afar, and had the miniature gardens that had been displayed in the Arts Theater delivered to the other countries that had cancelled at the last minute.

"This is a model of your country's royal capital. If you would be so kind, please deliver it to the royal family."

The nobles received the miniature gardens from the smiling girl, looking extremely apologetic. This was the greatest concession Little One could make. If they still couldn't feel a sense of crisis after seeing these miniature gardens, then it couldn't be helped.

One by one, the honeybee carriages took flight with their passengers.

After watching until the carriages that had taken to the sky were out of sight, and the Frontier royalty and nobles had departed, Little One turned to her remaining family and friends and spoke.

"From today, Katsumi will be living at the Jorjye house too. Please take care of him♪"

Chihaya's face screamed that this was a bolt from the blue. The Drago couple, who had already been informed, nodded magnanimously. Though surprised, the members of the Little One squad, who were acquainted with Katsumi, exchanged glances and nodded.

How did it come to this?!

Screaming Little One's usual line in his mind, Chihaya tore at his hair.

Sakura and Drago, who had been sworn to secrecy about the circumstances, watched their anguished son with pity.

And thus, a new member would be joining the Little One squad.



		
			Chapter 162

			The Arts Theater, the Little One, and... Whoa!

			"How should I put this..."

"Don't say it..."

"It's quite all right. There are no words to possibly describe it."

Huddled in a living room, sitting directly on the floor with their heads hung low, were the nobles of the Doras-Fabido Kingdom. Their country was situated directly north of the Table of the Gods. They gazed upon the miniature garden they had received as a gift from the Table and recalled the events that had transpired in Frontier.

They remembered a vast forest that had been transformed into a public square, with paths of red brick laid without a single gap. It overflowed with people of all statuses, and here and there, children were crouched down, drawing pictures. They were not using charcoal or pencils, but creating magnificent paintings that burst with vibrant colors. They wore thin boards suspended from their necks by string, their faces etched with intense concentration. Stunned, the nobles had looked around and realized that people were enjoying art everywhere.

Some were even using easels, fully engrossed in creating what looked like professional oil paintings.

"Paintings... Are they really something one can create so casually?"

"No, the children's work seems a bit different, does it not? It is vibrant, but it lacks the depth of an oil painting."

"Either way, the pigments must be the same. They are not something that can be used so freely."

Arcadia was a world with scarce plant life. Therefore, dyes were typically derived from insects or minerals. Naturally, this meant one had to commission adventurers for collection or specialists for mining, and then further commission artisans to process them into pigments. The cost was astronomical. To use such a precious commodity so freely for painting was a privilege reserved exclusively for the upper class.

What is this country? Those children, by all appearances, are commoners, are they not? How did they obtain paints and brushes?

Even art supplies had to be purchased from specialized craftsmen. Since so few people could paint, everything was custom-made.

Unable to imagine a world beyond their own frame of reference, the nobles could only stand there in bewilderment.

Invited guests were given guides and explanations by the Little One and her companions, which would have cleared up such questions. But these nobles had come on their own, so they had no one to ask. Unfamiliar with the country of Frontier, its city, and its people, the nobles from the Doras-Fabido Kingdom wandered about in confusion until they finally managed to reach the Arts Theater. With the tickets given to them by the Little One in hand, they approached what looked like a reception desk.

"These tickets are for the evening performance, which is in about two hours."

Having overlooked the time printed on the tickets, the three men glared at the receptionist. They were nobles, and they showed their honest indignation at not getting their way. However, a knight standing beside the desk intervened. A knight accustomed to the arrogance of those of high status had been deliberately stationed there.

"My apologies. The admission time for the theater hall is fixed. However, there are many other enjoyable things to see within the theater besides the play, so please, feel free to look around."

With a charming smile, the knight politely guided the three men inside. He wore a magnificent white uniform with red accent colors. The well-used, heavy spear on his back made the Doras-Fabido nobles' eyes widen.

This man is undoubtedly a proper knight. Is this building so important that a man of his station is assigned to guard it?

Exchanging nods with just their eyes, the three men followed the knight into the theater and were greeted by such a dense display of paintings lining the corridor that they gasped in astonishment. No matter which way they turned, they were met with a flood of art. And when they received an explanation for a particularly large, eye-catching painting, they were shocked a second time.

The Lord of the Forest... And to be able to paint it with such precision, it must have been done from a very close distance.

A monster classified as a disaster.

"The Queen is a kind soul. She loves children and even helps guard the royal capital's orphanage."

*Huh?* The three nobles stared blankly at the knight, question marks practically floating over their heads. The knight looked at them with a nostalgic softness in his eyes.

*Ah, that's right. We used to make faces just like that a few years ago.*

It was a sweet, gentle memory. The twins had soared through the sky, filled with joy and excitement. The fear he had once felt toward the monsters that followed them now seemed like a distant dream.

"That is correct. They are monsters. But in Frontier, they are cute little spirits that mingle with the people."

Cute?!

The three men's faces stiffened in horror.

Their reaction was perfectly normal, but the knight, who was already thoroughly steeped in the Little One's brand of mental pollution, stated it as if it were nothing.

"Indeed. Look, there are some over there, you see?"

At his words, the nobles spun around and saw a honeybee flying above the art exhibition area beyond the corridor. They turned pale and recoiled with a small yelp. Looking more closely, they saw honeybees here and there. In the shadow of a pillar, on top of a light fixture, and even one fearsome specimen sitting proudly among the display stands.

"Because they are here, we can perform our guard duties with peace of mind."

They couldn't believe the knight who was smiling so serenely.

*They're monsters, aren't they? Don't they attack people? They're incredibly dangerous!*

But as the three men entertained these thoughts, the people admiring the art would notice the honeybees and casually pat them on the head. "Good work," they would say, or "How are you?" They spoke to them as if they were close neighbors or mischievous children.

The knight gave a wry smile to the frozen nobles.

This was the daily reality of Frontier now.

The people of the royal capital had grown completely accustomed to the giant honeybees striding about everywhere. In fact, they had reached the point of giving them allowances and asking them to do jobs. For a single slice of pound cake, the honeybees would undertake tasks like carrying luggage or acting as guards. The little spirits had a weakness for sweets.

"I'm just heading over to the other side of the fields. Would you come with me?"

"I need this carried to my house. Could I ask you to help?"

The honeybees happily complied with the requests from the people who approached them so casually. In the roughly eight years since Chihiro's memories had awakened, the honeybees, led by their Queen, had firmly established their citizenship.

The knight explained this, but the nobles from Doras-Fabido couldn't process it. Still confused, they admired the art on display, their eyes widening at the sales booths, and sighed at the magnificent products available.

"Commoners buy these things...?"

"Are these not all high-quality goods? What? This porcelain plate is three silver coins? Is that not a mistake for three large silver coins?"

The three were dumbfounded.

They were being made to truly understand the meaning of having technical skill and being wealthy. Things that were rare and expensive in other countries were mass-produced in Frontier, thanks to its close relationship with Flowers, and were not at all uncommon.

As they listened to a rough explanation from the knight, their minds already overloaded, a lively voice reached their ears. It was a cute, high-pitched voice. A child... probably a girl.

"Ah, it's that time already."

The knight glanced toward the theater entrance and said, "Excuse me," as he started walking. The three men followed him somewhat absentmindedly and realized that the voice, which was growing clearer, was singing a song.

"♪ A city of fun, a city of lo~ve, Frontier of dre~ams, the capital of flowe~rs ♪"

On a small, round stage set up in front of the theater, about thirty centimeters high and two meters in diameter, two girls were singing cheerfully. The knight's eyes softened as he wrapped a copper coin in a small piece of paper and tossed it toward the stage. Other adults listening to the song were also throwing similar paper-wrapped coins. After they finished singing, the children picked up the thrown money, looking delighted, and swapped places on the stage with other children.

*What in the world is going on?*

The knight glanced at the Doras-Fabido nobles, whose faces could produce nothing but question marks, and explained that it was time for the Song Square.

"Children can sing as they please, and the audience gives them a little spending money. A copper coin wrapped in paper is appropriate. You wrap it like this and twist it. It's commonly called an ohineri."

The knight showed the three men the ones he had prepared.

"Is it something like a minstrel's performance?"

"It's not quite so grand as that. But the children singing their hearts out are adorable, so people tend to gather around this time."

It was a festival, after all. Even in Frontier, there were poor people. The Little One had come up with this method, wanting to at least give the children enough of an allowance to enjoy the food stalls. Simply giving them money directly wouldn't be right, and some children might feel hurt by receiving charity.

"So, you know, we should just make a few places where they can earn some money if they work hard."

The Little One had prepared other places where children could earn pocket money, like helping at food stalls or cleaning the forest park. Being short on funds during a festival was just too sad. Among these, the Song Square also served as a recruitment ground for the theater troupe. That was why it was held at a fixed time. Vocal projection, volume, acting ability. Though small, it was a respectable stage where one could be seen by a large audience. The courage to sing there, the charm. Those were innate talents. It was a place to scout for future actors. And the songs they could sing were also decided. They were new songs, with lyrics and music solicited from the public, created to commemorate the opening of the Arts Theater. They were free to sing any of the five available songs. Since they were new, everyone was hearing them for the first time. It was fair.

Though still stunned, perhaps due to their noble pride, the Doras-Fabido nobles hurriedly wrapped copper coins in paper. In a place completely opposite them stood the Little One and her friends.

Katsumi stared intently at the stage with dubious, half-lidded eyes.

"Unless I'm imagining things, that song sounds awfully familiar, doesn't it?"

"...I really didn't think it would be submitted to the selection committee."

"? Isn't that a parody of a Kilfan song? Hero, you presented it as an example, right?"

That was right. Arcadia had no popular music in the style of ballads. Minstrels relied on their singing and acting skills to captivate audiences, but it was too much to ask of an amateur. Other than that, there were only nursery rhymes or songs based on local folklore. So, the Little One had solicited songs meant to be performed for an audience. But it was a concept that didn't exist. Everyone was perplexed and asked what kind of songs they should create, so the Little One had sung a parody of her favorite song as an example. She had been completely unaware that someone had written it down and transcribed it into musical notation. Kilfan, which had been visited by Japanese people for generations, naturally had many Japanese songs preserved. From military anthems and oldies to J-pop and anime songs. That's why Chihaya knew those kinds of songs too.

"Still, you're pretty old-fashioned. You weren't even born back then, were you?"

"That's rich coming from you. You weren't born in that era either. Don't underestimate the digital generation. Fujiyama Ichiro is super famous, you know."

"I was a grandpa and grandma's girl. I can even sing 'The Sinking of Submarine No. 16' in its entirety if you want."

"That was a hundred years ago. You're lying about your age, aren't you?"

"I don't want to hear that from you, mister I-know-it-too."

The two of them continued their conversation, which remained as incomprehensible as ever to Chihaya.

Oblivious to the Little One and her friends, the three from Doras-Fabido passed the time and then watched Hamlet.

The result was complete and utter exhaustion. They all collapsed, worn out, in their inn rooms.

"...It's impossible. I don't understand any of it."

"In any case, let's go again tomorrow. I want to do some shopping."

"I agree. It was a mistake not to bring our attendants. We intended to travel incognito, after all."

The brilliantly colored art and merchandise. They had wanted every single piece, but when they considered how they would carry it all back, they couldn't bring themselves to buy anything. They were also curious about the endless rows of stalls surrounding the area. It was a festival on an unbelievable scale.

"I'm tired. Please prepare a bath."

The attendant who was asked to do so nodded willingly, then turned back to his masters as if he had just remembered something.

"Speaking of which, I heard there is something called a private bath. It's said to be a large tub with a magnificent view overlooking the forest park. Apparently, you can see the stars at night, too. Shall I try to make a reservation?"

Intrigued by the attendant's story, the three from Doras-Fabido asked him to make a reservation and found that there was an opening available immediately.

And then, for the umpteenth time, astonishment assaulted the three men.

"All we can do is laugh at this..."

"A bathtub... isn't this a pond? Ten people could fit in here."

"What an extravagance. I heard it was heated with magic, but to think magic could be used in this way."

It was a large bath where they could stretch their legs and soak comfortably, with a spacious washing area equipped with benches. The warm water and the slightly cool breeze felt pleasant. Before the three relaxing men stretched a panoramic view of the forest park. The twilight deepened in color, and one by one, stars began to twinkle. The towels were made of fluffy terrycloth. This too left them wide-eyed. Frontier was a bundle of wonders, no matter where they looked.

Wanting to think no more, they surrendered themselves to the warm water. Then, a faint buzzing sound reached their ears.

Puzzled, the three men looked around, and what suddenly appeared before them was the disaster-class, famous honeybee.

"Uwaaahhh?!"

As they scrambled to the washing area with a clatter, the honeybee approached, hovering slowly so as not to startle them. Looking closely, they saw something hanging from the honeybee's neck. The three men squinted and then, feeling their strength leave them, collapsed to their knees.
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One

			"You can talk to Chihaya, you know?"

"No way. I'd rather not be pitied or looked at with compassionate eyes."

After confirming that Chihaya, who had become half-crazed upon hearing that Katsumi would be living with them, had stormed upstairs to the second floor of the count's mansion with a tremendous clatter, Katsumi patted the Little One's head.

"But he really dotes on you. I just hope this doesn't cause any resentment later on."

"I'll figure something out. I have to... I heard about it, so why did I forget?"

She had been so caught up in the affairs of the gods that it had completely slipped her mind. Katsumi understood that. Remembering the look on the Little One's face when she recalled the truth and came flying over on Pochiko-san, Katsumi gave a thin, self-deprecating smile.

"Katsumi! Are you okay?!"

The girl had arrived with a look of panic, abducted Katsumi without a word, and brought him straight back to Frontier. And that brought them to the present.

Chihiro was biting her nails and jiggling her leg. Katsumi gently took her hands and enveloped them in his own.

"You knew this was coming, didn't you?"

"But! ...But still!"

The Little One sobbed, *uh, uh*.

It had been over ten years since they met when she was Fatima. For Katsumi, who had arrived in Arcadia a few years before that, a merciless time limit existed. Those who were transferred from another world were granted a new life by the logic of the gods. This life was set to last about twenty years. That meant Katsumi had only a few years left. Three, maybe four. That was all. It could even be shorter.

"I came to Arcadia with my eyes open. On Earth, my life could have ended the next day, you know? But I was given a new life, did whatever I wanted, and the time just flew by... It was a good life."

"Nooo!"

The Little One clung to the accepting Katsumi.

"I won't let you die! There might be a way! The bet is over!"

That was right, Arcadia had won the gods' grand wager. The harvest of the miniature garden was finished. Surely, it would be all right for Katsumi to keep living.

Katsumi held the Little One, who was rubbing her head against him, and frowned with a complex, indescribable expression.

*...I don't want to die. Not when I'd be leaving behind a little sister like this.*

For Katsumi, who was now all alone in the world, the twins were like his own younger brother and sister. Chihiro, in particular, was a unique, irreplaceable existence who shared his worldly values.

If he died, who would Chihiro rely on? Who would she complain to, who would she consult?

If it was just talking, she had plenty of people around her. But there was no one who could truly understand her heart and her way of thinking. Only Katsumi could empathize with the Little One's ideas, which were based on her modern knowledge from Earth, and worry alongside her. An ineffable emotion swelled in Katsumi's chest. Anxiety, fear, regret. All of it was directed toward the Little One.

*I thought I was prepared... I was, but...*

The warmth in his arms was unbearably precious. Now, of all times, he felt his knees about to shake violently.

*Just a little longer... at least until Chihiro marries someone she can rely on. Can't you let me stay with her? Please, God.*

The gods had said around twenty years. That meant it could be shorter, but it could also be longer.

*How much longer can I live?*

Looking up at the heavens as if in prayer, Katsumi unconsciously tightened his arms. Feeling that gentle pressure, the Little One's eyes snapped open. The emerald green of her irises burned with an anger so intense it seemed to evaporate the blurring tears.

*I will absolutely find a way. Katsumi has to be rewarded. He must be rewarded! I won't let you kill him, Chaos! Abyss!*

A golden magic, like a murderous intent, rose from her like a heat haze. Katsumi, who could only use basic life magic from his baptism, didn't notice it. The ones who did were Chihaya, who was sulking in his room upstairs, and Dorfen, who was standing guard outside the living room door.

"...Hero?"

".........."

Chihaya had a strange expression as he sensed the mysterious magic mixed with various conflicts, while Dorfen, perhaps having guessed the situation, wore a look of slight anguish.

The logic of the gods cannot be overturned.

The selection of souls was the domain of the gods, but judgment was carried out by the Higher Beings. In other words, if the Higher Beings determined that the act was excessive, Katsumi's soul would be cast out of the cycle of reincarnation and annihilated, just like the boy god of old. The twenty-year time limit was the absolute edge of that taboo. If they crossed it, even the gods would be powerless.

It was an act of extending a person's lifespan and distorting their life. His was a soul that had not even been purified. That alone went against the logic of the gods, and granting him a new life was, fundamentally, outrageous. But the Higher Beings loved the gods. Therefore, they would turn a blind eye to a certain extent. That was the twenty years in question. To the Higher Beings, it was but the blink of an eye. They would literally close their eyes for just a moment.

Looking down at the embracing Katsumi and Chihiro, Chaos and Abyss also twisted their faces in anguish.
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One, Part Two

			"...Wow. It's really all gone."

"You're kidding... I'd heard stories, but..."

Looking down from the sky at the vast, empty expanse of sea where a large island had once been, surrounded by a cluster of smaller ones, the Little One and Katsumi murmured in astonishment. From the royal capital to the territory of Margrave Gespöck, it was normally a five-day journey by land carriage. From there to the area of the Kilfan ruins, it was about half a day by Frontier's ships. A journey of about a week in total, but the Honeybee Carriage could make it in a single flight, arriving in about a day. As the carriage circled high above the waters of the Kilfan ruins, Chihaya murmured as if he had just remembered something.

"Hey, I wonder how that prince from Claudia and the crown prince of Sucaraba are doing now."

Hearing his murmur, the Little One's eyes grew languid and lukewarm.

After seeing off the first group of border nations, the Honeybee Carriage she had sent with letters canceling their invitations had returned with the guests from the remaining border nations.

Each of them offered a deep apology, explaining that some kind of mix-up had prevented them from boarding the carriage that was sent to pick them up.

"There is no excuse for our tardiness. If you tell us to return, we shall. However, we wished to at least offer a word of apology in your presence."

"Indeed. I, too, was unable to push back against my father's opposition. I am truly ashamed and deeply sorry."

"We, too, grew complacent in our power and allowed a young upstart to interfere. I do not mind being sent away, but could you at least allow Margaret to stay? She was truly looking forward to this visit."

Behind the Queen of Torzebisont stood Princess Meg. She curtsied apologetically.

"Margaret?"

The Queen of Torzebisont's eyes blinked as if she had just realized something at the Little One's tilted head.

"Ah, you would not know. The royalty of our country has names from the ancient tongue. Meg is a nickname. Her formal name is Margaret."

Upon hearing this, the Little One's eyes widened in recognition. That was right, the King of Castrato had said that the ancient alphabet existed in the Claudia Kingdom. If so, it was not strange for the alphabet to have also been preserved in its neighboring country, the Torzebisont Kingdom. In fact, given that they used it for names, it was possible that the Torzebisont Kingdom was the true source.

English names often had nicknames that bore no resemblance to the original when shortened. Margaret became Meg, Elizabeth became Eliza, Catherine became Kate, and so on.

Remembering a nostalgic vocabulary in an unexpected place, the Little One's mouth openly curved into a smile.

She welcomed the latecomers, and then, with Fatima, Theodore, and the others on their long winter break, the Little One passed off all the hosting duties to them.

"""Chihiro?!"""

"Entertaining our guests is also the work of royalty, my dear sister and brother♪"

Leaving her flustered step-siblings with only a wink, the Little One had come all the way to the Kilfan ruins.

*Well, the people around them have been through this once. There's probably nothing to worry about.*

The Little One's education regarding the Arts Theater was flawless. As Chihiro explained this, Romel watched her with a curious expression.

"You're awfully passionate about education, but I wonder why?"

The children in the city and the adults around them. Not to mention the royal palace, the little girl had thoroughly reformed the curriculum for all kinds of education. That disposition had not changed even now that she had grown. It was a casual question from Romel, but the members in the carriage were left speechless by the Little One's answer.

"That's easy, it's so I can slack off."

*Huh?*

She stated it plainly and then explained further.

"If they learn their jobs properly, I can just delegate everything to them, right? And as a bonus, they can train the new recruits, which drastically reduces my workload. That's why I'm teaching them."

It would be even better if the recipients had some basic knowledge. That's why she also prepared a basic curriculum for schools and training grounds. The Little One's grand achievement of running around the country reforming schools and achieving an astonishing one hundred percent literacy rate, an act that changed the very foundation of a medieval country, was all rooted in a rather modest and delicate ambition.

*I want more free time!*

A cry from the soul.

"You spent nearly ten years for that? Changing people's very way of thinking?"

"That's right. You said it too, Romel, that it's a waste not to nurture them. I was a toddler, so I had nothing but time."

She had anticipated a future where she would grow up and be swamped with pilgrimages, so she had prepared in advance, the Little One declared.

To think she had been planning that far ahead while still working on her own training. The adults in the carriage were at a loss for words.

"I wasn't this bad, was I?"

"You were similar, but I must say, you never went off the rails at such an angle as this."

The Little One's wildness made even Harold, who had served the eccentrically behaved Romel for many years, unable to hide his cold sweat.

Charging headfirst toward her ambition.

*Still moving like a tuna. Stop for a bit, will you?*

Exasperated, but watching over her with the fondness one has for something familiar, Katsumi saw the Little One forming a circle with the honeybees and frogs. Even though she was bigger now, her crouched form from behind still resembled a moss ball.

"Can you do it? Then, like this..."

One person and several creatures discussed in low voices.

"Alright, I'm counting on you!"

When the Little One clapped her hands with a *pan*, the frogs and honeybees all flew out of the window at once. Together with the other monsters in the carriage, they covered the entire vehicle in a protective ward. A gentle, undulating film of magic.

"Go!"

Following the Little One's command, the honeybees dove into the great ocean of the Kilfan ruins with considerable force. The carriage plunged into the sea with a loud *zaban*, and the shock of it froze even Romel's face.

"Chihiro! What are you doing?!"

"The water's already cold, so I figured it'd be better to go in with the carriage instead of diving. The frogs said they could do it, so I let them try."

*Of course they can do it, but could you at least have told us first!*

The frogs had a reputation for their protective wards. Their reliability had been proven time and again on the battlefield and in adventures. But Romel screamed in his mind that he would have liked some mental preparation.

There was nothing in the sea as the carriage sank under its own weight. No seaweed, no fish. Just a vast, eerie space of still water. There was no sound, and only faint bubbles were visible from the carriage window. The unnatural, seemingly dead sea sent a shiver down everyone's spine.

"This is creepy... what is this?"

Chihaya unknowingly swallowed and moved away from the window. The others showed their agreement with narrowed eyes.

The place where the Kilfan continent had been was probably dragged down to the abyss, roots and all. As the sunlight gradually failed to reach them and the darkness deepened, a faint light became visible on the seabed. When the Little One squinted, she saw it was a flow of magic. Occasionally, she heard the familiar sounds of *pishi, pashi*.

"The magic circulation device...?"

Romel leaned his face over the intently staring Little One's and let out a small sigh of relief at the sight of the familiar machine. But then, a large shadow fell over them.

"Huh?"

When they looked up, they saw something covering the entire sky above the carriage.
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One, Part Three

			"Aaaah, so this is a water spirit!"

Romel was stroking the slime spirit that Chihaya had obtained, looking utterly delighted. As it turned out, despite coming all this way, Romel had not been able to obtain a water spirit.

"I thought I might have a chance... How frustrating."

Romel wailed. The one attribute he lacked was water magic. Conversely, there was one person who specialized in it.

"It is a cute thing. It is your master. Treat him well."

Dorfen smiled serenely, like a child.

His magic was of a single attribute, but his magical power was immense. He had manifested a spirit with ease. It seems he was not the direct heir of a leading marquis family for nothing. The Little One gave a wry smile at Romel, who was glaring at Dorfen with bitter resentment.

*He's such a child.*

Standing beside the Little One, Harold murmured with an exasperated tone.

"Men are like children, no matter how old they get."

*Stop reading my mind!*

The Knight Commander, having spent so much time with the twins, could understand their general thoughts as if they were his own, even if they didn't speak. This was especially true for the Little One, who was fundamentally incapable of subterfuge unless she was consciously trying. Even Dorfen was able to read her. On the other hand, Chihaya was harder to understand. He was basically the same as the Little One, but there was a murderous atmosphere he sometimes exuded. It was thought to be a side effect of his sister-doting, but recently, a vague sense of unease that it might be more than that had been growing in the minds of Harold and Romel. To make matters worse, he was starting to learn how to maintain a poker face thanks to Romel's teachings, making him truly difficult to handle.

"...Please take full responsibility for this."

"Now, I don't think it's entirely my fault, do you?"

In their line of sight, Chihaya wore a faint smile and held up the slime.

"Alright, your name will be Rokurō-kun. Get along with everyone, okay?"

As each of them entertained their own thoughts, the Little One was bidding a reluctant farewell to the giant turtle.

"I'll come again when it gets warmer."
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One, Part Four

			"To be honest, the question is how we visit the Abyss Dark Spirit King," I said.

That was right. Only souls could visit the Abyss.

The Little One had fallen as far as Joker’s web in the past. That time she had come from the Celestial Realm, so it might have been a special case. Before that, she had visited as a soul alone.

.....Hm?

Come to think of it, what had Joker said when she first visited the Abyss?

‘You smell the same as me.’

"Ah....."

I see. I understood now. The "same smell" was the scent of the same drug.

The drug from Cyril that had put the Little One, back when she was Fatima, into a coma.

It was likely the same reason Consort Habilus frequently visited the Abyss. But that drug could no longer be made. I had heard that because Cesare altered the properties of the medicinal herbs, the drug’s effects wore off for Consort Habilus, and she had returned to her senses. Even if we could use it, the others would never stay silent. Dorfen in particular had developed a massive trauma from that drug. If he ever found out it was being used, he might even take his own life.

We have no choice but to take a different approach.

The group watched silently as the Little One engaged in a quiet monologue.

In the end, they had no choice but to rely on her. All those around her could do was help make the path she walked a little smoother. Burning with impatience, Dorfen clenched his fists tightly. Glancing at Dorfen’s faintly trembling fists, Katsumi also racked his brain. Although he could now use the magic he had always dreamed of, Katsumi could only use mundane, everyday spells. He had been thrilled at first, but now, traveling with Chihiro, he could weep at how pathetic he felt. Everyone had their strengths and weaknesses. Well aware that he was more of a scholar than a man of violence, Katsumi had placed his hopes in magic, but that dream, too, was shattered. That left intellectual labor as his only remaining option.

He had heard the general story from the Little One. Could he come up with something from that? The Abyss, a place only souls could go. Befitting a place that governs death. And Joker’s spiritual avatar had a web stretched out there, was that right?

Apparently, it had shrunk for a time, but after Hyrulia’s foster brothers fell in, it had been re-spun, larger than before.

.....Hm?

As Katsumi organized the information he had heard, he noticed something. With a tense expression, he stared at the Little One’s hands. There, though almost fully healed, were faint, rose-colored lines.

Swallowing hard, gokuri, Katsumi’s lips trembled.

"Hey..... there’s a place that connects to the Abyss, right? Here in Arcadia."

Everyone turned reflexively, noticed what Katsumi was looking at, and their faces froze.

"You bastard! Are you trying to kill Chihiro-sama?!"

Dorfen roared, enraged. His agitation was so great I almost wanted to praise him for not putting his hand on his sword. Katsumi raised a hand to stop him and laughed fiercely.

His eyes shone like a bird of prey sighting its quarry. Seeing the sharp glint flash in his eyes, Dorfen’s skin broke out in goosebumps. Where had this gentle-looking man been hiding such madness? It was a deep killing intent that made even Dorfen, a seasoned warrior, flinch.

"I’ll be the one to go. Yeah, that’s right. It was my problem to begin with. I’m glad there’s a route I can take in the flesh."

The Little One’s willow-leaf brows shot up at Katsumi, who was chuckling with a low, kuk kuku kuku.

"If we’re going, we’re going together. We’re in this together, right?"

"I don’t need you to. The others wouldn’t allow it, and I’m more comfortable on my own."

He understood perfectly well.

Eyes can be more eloquent than words.

Dorfen’s gaze, for once, affirmed Katsumi’s reasoning.

Ah, good. I can avoid getting Chihiro involved. What was I worried about, this was easy.

Filled with a terrifying sense of relief, the strength drained from Katsumi’s entire body. He, too, had heard the stories of the deep fissure that had split the land. And that it was related to the Dark Spirit King. What a stroke of luck.

Then, suddenly, Katsumi’s eyes widened.

.....Luck?

Was it really luck? Was it just a coincidence?

Seeing Katsumi knit his brows in thought, the Little One sensed he would reach the same conclusion as her.

That’s right. Doubt it. Doubt how strange everything is.

It was probably a coincidence up to the point where the gods asked her to create the Golden Ring in the borderlands. And that she had trained herself and her country using every means possible to achieve it.

But things got strange after that.

Cesare woke up, regained his memories, and grew powerful. Around that time, the Little One had begun to sense some kind of will at play. That question was answered at the Table of the Gods by Sapphard and the four great Spirit Kings.

The Higher Beings were maneuvering in the shadows.

And now, she was sensing a different will.

All the events up until now had been tied together, ultimately creating a situation where the Little One had no choice but to act. Someone was guiding the Little One to the Dark Spirit King. Going so far as to connect the mortal world to the Abyss. The fissure that split Frontier. The story had probably changed from that point on.

And then there was Soleil.

Meeting that turtle had sealed the future where the Little One would confront the Dark Spirit King. Half of the continent of Arcadia was Soleil’s body. There was no way that turtle hadn’t noticed the fissure in the land. In other words, Soleil had brought up the Dark Spirit King knowing full well what was happening. And knowing it was the only way. It was an ancient creature that had supported Arcadia since before even plants came into being. It might know something that people did not. No, perhaps it knew something that even the gods did not.

It was a beautiful rail, laid out as if everything had been prepared in advance. The Little One had finally noticed its existence.

With the Golden Ring completed, Frontier had established new principles of magic on the continent of Arcadia where magical power was reviving, and had begun to spread them among the people.

In the midst of this, the theater business was permeating society. Paper-story shows and puppet shows were already popular in every country, providing good entertainment.

"Are fairies really real?"

"The gods and angels are watching over us. I’ll do my best in my studies today, too."

"The flowers bloomed so beautifully. The spirits will be pleased."

As people became able to use magic, a respect for unseen beings began to blossom within them. The world of Arcadia, having definitively started to change, was facing a new turning point.

".....This is strange. I feel like we’re being guided by invisible strings."

His triumphant air from moments before was gone. Katsumi’s eyes trembled with anxiety. As expected of an earthling with modern knowledge. He had noticed the unsettling strangeness of it all.

"That’s why we’re going together. Knowing you, Katsumi, you probably thought about taking full responsibility, but things aren’t that simple."

Katsumi blushed, his intentions seen through.

If he went alone, in the worst-case scenario, only he would die. In fact, he had even felt a strange sense of relief that he could decide the time and place of his own death.

What kind of edgy teenager am I, how embarrassing.

Dorfen stared quizzically at Katsumi, who had buried his head in his hands. He didn’t understand the content of their conversation, but to Dorfen’s medieval way of thinking, Katsumi going alone seemed like the correct decision. That’s why he couldn’t fathom why Katsumi had withdrawn his opinion.

"This is Katsumi’s problem. Isn’t it right for him to go and resolve it himself?"

The Little One shook her head at Dorfen’s growling words.

"Katsumi is just bait. I don’t know who or what it is, but there’s a will that wants me to meet the Dark Spirit King."

Yes. If left alone, Katsumi would surely die. This was a scenario written by someone who knew the Little One couldn’t stand by and watch that happen. Katsumi was merely being used. They were dangling a spider’s thread before her nose, luring her in.

Whoever it was, they certainly drew a cruel picture story.

Fine. I’ll play along.

As the Little One’s lips twisted into a cruel smile, that someone was watching her.

‘Correct. This child is sharp, after all.’

《It’s useless. I... will not leave the Abyss, do you understand?》

In the lightless darkness, someone was muttering.

The large mass squirmed, flicking away the clinging, oozing sludge with displeasure.

‘Now, don’t be like that. We’re stuck in the same place, aren’t we? I’ll help you out a little. .....I’m bored, after all.’

Rolling its large eyes, gyorori, the speaker stroked the black mass. When had it been? When had the darkness of the Abyss that imprisoned it taken form and gained a will of its own? It didn’t know which of them had been there first. When it realized, they were nestled together, and they had been together ever since. The one with large eyes would lean against the mass and tell it all sorts of stories. The formation of stars, the principles of life, the lives of people. From idle chatter to specialized philosophy. It continued to speak as if singing a lullaby. Then, the darkness gathered into a mass and gained a will. It even reached the point of being able to converse.

《You are the one who gave knowledge to me, who had been vaguely drifting. I am grateful, but.....》

The increased knowledge caused all sorts of emotions to sprout within the black mass as well.

Joy, fun. Sadness, loneliness.

‘Sorry about that. I was bored, you see. But I’ll take responsibility, okay? The one who will set you free will be here soon.’

Stroking the black mass, he gazed suspiciously at the sky far above. His appearance was peculiar. A body like a giant pear with fur like a hedgehog’s. Most notable were the large eye that took up half of his head and the giant mouth split open in a sticky grin. His limbs were short, like mere decorations that served no purpose.

‘I wonder how Naqua is doing. I hope she’s not crying. I’ll go see her again.’

His name was Tsathoggua, a seeker of knowledge and a prisoner long confined to the Abyss. His deep and vast knowledge threatened even the gods and was met with caution from the Higher Beings, who isolated him from the mortal world. Because he himself was equal to a god and had obtained eternity, the Higher Beings could do nothing more than imprison him.

How much time had passed since then?

It was possible to peer into the world below even from the Abyss. Darkness exists everywhere. Using it as a medium, Tsathoggua and the mass of darkness watched the world. 《How cute. Humans are such lovable things.》

‘They are, aren’t they? They’re foolish too, but they’re more charming when they’re a bit clueless.’

The days passed uneventfully.

When was it that things changed?

《.....It was destroyed again.》

‘.....Yeah.’

Before their eyes, a star that had destroyed its own world was freezing over.

The dust from that star had destroyed even the stratosphere and spread into space. It was a place beyond the clouds. It was unlikely that it would ever disappear.

Just what kind of terrifying weapons are they making? Almost all of the planet’s volcanic veins have ruptured. Ignorance is scary, isn’t it.

A low, penetrating mutter reached the ears of the astounded Tsathoggua. 《Why must people perish? Why do they create things that bring about nothing but self-destruction?》

‘That’s the eternal mystery. For some reason, humanity finds pleasure in trampling others. It’s a feeling of ecstasy. It’s like a drug. Their instincts crave it.’

Yes. As if it were etched into their very DNA, humanity seeks strength. The ultimate expression of that is killing their own kind. Strength is the military power to overwhelm others, and they pour their blood and sweat into causing the greatest possible damage. This was akin to a disease. Some people contracted it, while others were completely unaffected. Tsathoggua found it interesting.

Hearing this explanation, the mass of darkness twisted its mouth into a wide, nitah grin.

《In other words, I just have to prevent it from manifesting, correct?》

‘Hmm?’

From here, the machinations of the dark creature that had established its ego began.

The darkness, having gained power through knowledge, took on a self and reigned in the Abyss as a Spirit King. Its vaguely drifting consciousness awakened, and newly born darknesses followed it as kin.

The darkness that gives birth to darkness.

Tsathoggua observed this with great interest.

‘My, oh my, the wonders never cease, nope.’

The Dark Spirit King, having gained power, began to interfere with the principles of the world. Whispering sweetly to humans, the Dark Spirit King kept them in a state of sloth and depravity so they wouldn’t do anything foolish. With their food, clothing, and shelter satisfied, humanity, indulging in indolence, stopped thinking and simply reveled in a peaceful life. They performed only the bare minimum of daily activities and then slept listlessly, like giant babies.

《How lovely. It would be good if they stayed as babies forever.》

Tsathoggua diligently observed the satisfied Dark Spirit King.

So twisted it's scary. What do you call this again? A yandere?

The Dark Spirit King, believing that withholding knowledge and preventing civilization from developing was the vaccine to keep humanity from extinction, extended its tentacles to other worlds one after another.

Where there is light, there is darkness.

There was no way to resist the rampage of the darkness that exists in every world, and the gods were helpless. Light and dark are two sides of the same coin. Even the Higher Beings could not stop the Dark Spirit King. If they were to erase the darkness, the gods, its counterpart, would also disappear.

The gods lamented, their worlds stolen from them.

The Higher Beings, too, could do nothing but glare hatefully at the Abyss day after day.

How many hundreds of millions of years ago was it that a single ray of light shone through?

Visitors from another star arrived in Arcadia. They adapted to the world of Arcadia and became its foundation.

They were creatures who had been O-saki in other worlds.

Now, they have become monsters and play a part in the world of Arcadia.

.....This is it.

The Higher Beings had a flash of inspiration.

It was not necessary for the Dark Spirit King to rule the Abyss. They could simply grant eternity to someone else and make them a substitute. They could purify the kin of the Dark Spirit King infesting the Abyss with light and fill it with new darkness.

From here, the hardships of Cesare and Sapphard began.

The Higher Beings and the Dark Spirit King, at their core, were the same. They only wanted to protect those they loved. Even if it meant destroying and trampling over everything else.

And there was one human who was remarkably similar to these beings.

"What a pain. All I need is for Hero to be by my side, and that’s enough for me."

Poking at a letter with his fingertip, Chihaya let out an exaggerated sigh. He could just leave it be, but if something were to happen to the sender, his sister would be sad.

Hero is kind, after all. Then I might be resented. I don’t want that.

Seeing Chihaya pondering what to do, everyone misunderstood, thinking he was worried about the other party. Chihaya’s mind was filled with nothing but the Little One. In a sense, it was because of the Little One that Chihaya was able to make judgments as a normal human being.

A way to refuse without making Hero sad. Maybe I should consult Romel.

Romel, who had gone to the southern seas with him, probably didn’t know about this matter yet.

With that thought, Chihaya said he was going to consult Romel, then grabbed onto Tarō-kun and flew off to the royal palace.

The Little One was unaware that her brother had been fallen to the dark side ever since he could remember. A fortunate Chihaya-kun, whose dark-side-specific brokenness was held in check by his beloved little sister acting as a stopper, allowing him to unconsciously restrain himself.

His emotions gloriously absent, this over-the-top sis-con big brother, not to be outdone by his sister, always marches to the beat of his own drum.♪
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			".....Um?"

"Oh my, are you surprised?"

The new year had begun, Wilfe’s wedding had concluded without a hitch, and just as the Little One was preparing to set out, Princess Margaret stood before her.

This was the royal palace. The twins, summoned by Romel, were dumbfounded.

"She will be transferring into the high school division of the noble academy next term. I hear you are close with them. Please look after her."

The King beamed as he looked at the twins.

Romel, with an indescribable expression, glanced at Chihaya. Chihaya had come to ask about the church’s vows, and Romel had reassured him.

‘A church vow isn’t valid with just one party. It only takes form as a prayer when both parties swear it.’

Apparently, marriage vows were the same. If a vow from only one party were effective, then the one-sided pledge of a deluded, unrequited lover would be binding. On Earth, that would be grounds for a lawsuit. The gods would never permit such an injustice.

Relieved by Romel’s explanation, Chihaya next showed his disgust for the royal family in question.

"Who are they, really. What a nuisance."

While the young lord muttered to himself, Romel chuckled and thought to himself, It’s the princess of the Torzebisont Kingdom, you know?

In Frontier, not only the princesses and princes, but also the nobility were not permitted to leave the country. Due to the lineage of the Golden King, families with royal blood in their ancestry were not allowed to marry internationally. If, by some chance, it was absolutely necessary, they would have to swear an oath at the church.

That for all eternity, the two nations would not be hostile to one another.

Frontier was a country that had declared both at home and abroad that it would not invade other nations. There was no problem for them to make this vow. However, for a country with even the slightest desire for conquest, this vow was like having a sword held to its throat. As expected, there were no countries willing to go that far to form ties with Frontier. Even if it was a mere formality in other countries, in Frontier where magic remained, the vow was still active and effective. Even decades ago, when countries were desperate for children with magical power, none were willing to weigh it against the peace of their own nation.

With one exception.

"Let us make the vow. It is an easy matter for my Flowers, which has maintained a friendship for several thousand years in the past."

Presented with the vow as a condition for the engagement, Prince Marcello scoffed at the flustered attendants from Flowers and readily agreed.

"Your Highness the Crown Prince?"

"What is there to panic about? Our country is already dependent on Frontier for food, is it not? They already hold our lifeline, things cannot get any worse than this."

Prince Marcello grinned.

And so, with great decisiveness, Prince Marcello swore the vow at the church and secured his engagement to Fatima.

Each country was an independent entity in a state of isolation. War required immense effort, and there had been no major wars since the lost age. If anything, it was Frontier that had been instigating one major conflict after another. The wars in Castrato and Donautil were still fresh in the memories of other nations. Adding to that, rumors of the princess racing and flying around in a monster carriage had swept the world, and countries, hoping to form a security pact with Frontier, had begun to show interest in political marriages.

The first of these was the marriage proposal from the Torzebisont Kingdom for Princess Margaret. Since she would be marrying into the country, no vow was required, but the fact that they included such wording suggested that it was the other country that wanted the vow. That was how much Frontier was feared by the world now.

Surely, more proposals would come one after another.

Looking at Chihaya, who had been unexpectedly drawn into the matter, Romel’s head began to ache. Before him, the conversation continued.

"What? Look after her? No way, no way, we’re about to go on another journey."

The Little One waved her hands in front of her face in a gesture of refusal.

Instantly, the expressions of those around her fell away.

"But, the pilgrimage is over, is it not? Will you not be returning to the academy next term?"

"I have been granted exemption from all my teachers, so there is no need for me to attend, is there? Father."

As if just remembering, the Little One smiled plumply in her noble lady mode. Addressed as Father, the King’s face dissolved into a doting grin, but the Queen jabbed his elbow with her fan, pashi, and he came to his senses.

"That may be so, but....."

The King couldn’t continue. Not once in this life or the last had he ever won an argument with the daughter before him. If he had, it was only when he had seen through her as the Golden King. Even then, he had lost about eighty percent of the time. All he had done was see through her, and only a tiny fraction of his demands had been met.

As the King groaned, gunununu, Wilfe, who was standing by Fatima’s side, raised his hand with a pitying look.

"May I have permission to speak?"

"Oh, is that you, Wilfe? You have my permission."

The King gestured as if seeking help from his daughter’s long-serving attendant. Wilfe nodded and took a step forward.

"Everyone in the palace knows that Her Highness the Princess is very busy. She has achieved remarkable results in both goodwill and diplomacy. To add the burden of hosting a guest would be too much to ask, I believe."

The words laid out before them left everyone in the hall with no choice but to agree. Just recently, there had been the opening of the arts theater, goodwill missions to other countries, welcoming receptions, tours, and so on. The Little One had been piled with so much work she barely had time to breathe. Even at the Crown Prince’s wedding, she had gifted something called a pipe organ, unheard of in the past, and its majestic performance had left the assembled nobility in awe.

Frontier, where everything was being updated and renewed. The Little One was involved in almost all of it. It was simply too much to ask her to take on the trivial task of hosting a guest.

As Wilfe explained this, he glanced at Chihaya.

Chihaya’s back prickled with a bad feeling.

"Therefore, I would like to suggest asking her elder brother. For your sister’s sake, what do you say?"

Chihaya’s temple twitched, pikiri, as he was met with a gentle yet unyielding gaze.

"I am with my sister. Wherever she goes. ..........Are you getting in my way?"

He wore his usual amiable smile, but there was a faint malevolence that only those close to him could discern. A bone-chilling coldness filled the air, and Chihaya’s widened pupils had narrowed to pinpricks. A beat later, the surrounding people stared, wide-eyed, at the child with the glittering eyes of a predator. Romel pressed a hand to his forehead with an "ah, geez."

".....Haya?"

"What’s wrong? It would be an honor to stand in for Chiihiro, wouldn’t it?"

"Then you do it, Theo."

Miltisia and Theodoria were flustered and fidgety at Chihaya’s sudden change. Ignoring the attendants and chamberlains who frowned at his disrespectful tone, Margaret herself spoke up.

"I have been a bother, haven’t I? I do apologize."

Chihaya glanced at Margaret, who was bowing deeply, and didn’t hide his annoyed expression. The marriage proposal is one thing, but you’re really a nuisance. I wonder if I can get rid of you somehow. Should I make her want to go home?

A gentle voice tickled the ear of Chihaya, who was contemplating something dangerous.

"It is no bother at all. It is just that we cannot make the time. I am so sorry."

Seeing his beloved sister’s happy expression, Chihaya’s eyes widened slightly, and he looked at Margaret again.

Come to think of it, this girl was friendly with Hero.

In Chihaya’s line of sight, two girls were chatting happily.

"How have things been since then?"

"The engagement has been called off. I’ve had quite enough of it all."

"That is wonderful. Please enjoy your time in Frontier. I will make time as well, so let us have a tea party."

Miltisia joined the two giggling girls, and the surrounding people relaxed, warmed by the sight of the charming young ladies’ chatter.

"Hero and Haya are busy, so would it be alright if I accompanied you? I have studied with many international students up until now, you know?"

"Ah, that’s a great idea. We only have one more year here, but by then Chiihiro and the others might have settled down. Right? Chiihiro?"

"I cannot promise anything, but I will do my best."

Left out of the circle of conversing children, Chihaya gnawed his thumb in frustration alone.

What the hell, if it was going to be resolved so smoothly, don’t push it on me in the first place.

Romel tapped the shoulder of Chihaya, who had a scowl that was just short of a sneer, and narrowed his eyes.

".....You get angry too quickly. When Chiihiro is involved, you have a short fuse. You’ll get tripped up that way. .....Like just now."

Romel whispered in a voice only Chihaya’s cuff could hear. The meaning of his words was unfolding right before his eyes. Chihaya had been excluded from the circle of friendly exchange. He didn’t care what anyone other than Chihiro thought of him, but if he hadn’t gotten angry then, he would surely have been standing next to his sister in that circle now.

".....I will endeavor to do better."

"Yes. You’re trying hard. You’re doing well. This is just the beginning."

Seeing Chihaya nod slightly, Romel chewed on a bitter pill only in his mind.

He really is a prodigy. If only Chiihiro weren’t involved.

Stealing a glance at the two of them, Margaret’s cheeks flushed faintly. Chihaya-sama. .....I wonder if I am not good enough. I am a princess whose engagement was broken, so it cannot be helped if he does not like me.

Although the Torzebisont Kingdom was formally rejected by Frontier for the marriage proposal, Margaret, as planned, wished to study abroad in Frontier.

"Are you sure? It may be a bed of nails, you know?"

"It is something I have wished for myself in order to learn magic. And I am looking forward to meeting Princess Chiihiro."

Princess Margaret and the Queen of Torzebisont were impressed by everything they saw in Frontier. The prosperous and smiling people. The beautifully paved roads and the streets lined with magnificent buildings. They were wide-eyed at the school they were shown, astonished by the orphanage, surprised by the inn, and left speechless by the baths and the honeybee sales. As for the aforementioned arts theater, they were at a loss for words.

"Frontier, where those things are considered normal, is an incredible country. The academic city, the noble academy..... a country capable of such ideas. I truly wished we could have become close."

Wanting even a small share of the benefits, and taking advantage of Margaret’s fondness for Frontier, she had proposed a marriage alliance, but was refused.

The Queen of Torzebisont sighed lightly behind her fan.

Chihaya didn't know it, but the marriage proposal had first been directed at Theodoria. Because Theodoria refused, it had been passed on to Chihaya. The letter had only stated a desire to form a connection with a royal or noble of suitable age. Margaret's own intentions were mixed in, with a note added, "If there is no one in the royal family, then the son of Count Jorget.....". For Margaret, Chihiro’s brother, her benefactor, was better than a complete stranger from the nobility. There was an age difference, but four or five years was a common range. She had looked with envy at the gentle boy who stood by the Little One’s side.

If only my fiancé were half as kind.....

She couldn’t help but envy the loving siblings. She had wished she could be a part of their circle. That faint dream was fleetingly shattered, but.....

"And if I can associate with them even a little, perhaps I might win their favor later. I think it is too early to give up."

The Queen of Torzebisont smiled wryly and nodded at her cheerfully laughing youngest daughter.

She was a surprisingly tough princess.

And so Margaret, now called Meg, came and settled into the Kingdom of Frontier.

Weeds don’t die.

Meg, who had been constantly trampled by her former fiancé, was strong. Every time the twins returned, she would charge over to the Count Jorget estate, spending her days engrossed in discussions of magic and sweets, and before she knew it, she was spending all her long vacations at the Count Jorget estate. It must have been a rebound from being suppressed. The sight of Meg, lively and actively moving and learning, was heartwarming, and she was doted on by Drago and Sakura, to the point where she would be at the house to welcome the twins home when they returned.

"Welcome home, Hero, Haya."

"We’re home, Meg!"

"We’re home. Here’s a souvenir for you."

The entire Count’s family was all smiles at the curt but not out of place Chihaya.

The Meg of today did not know of the future where she would secure a place for herself within the bright Jorget family.

Dreams can come true if you don’t give up. Birds of a feather flock together. The theory of single-minded devotion was becoming a daily occurrence in Frontier.♪
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			"Ah, they’re here."

After debating where to enter the fissure, the Little One chose the smallest location where any incident would cause the least amount of damage, the underground of the Castrato royal palace. If the worst happened here, she could have the spiders seal it immediately, or at worst, just bury it.

She had approached the Castrato brothers on a whim, and they had apparently discussed it with Abdahil, for a reply of approval came back swiftly.

Romel, reading through the letter of acceptance, pressed his temples with a somewhat exasperated look and pursed his lips.

".....Well, this. Honestly, this is an unexpected development."

He had not shared the full details with them.

He had explained during the Castrato incident that there might be dangerous creatures on the other side of the spider silk seal. They also knew about the Dark Spirits, having witnessed the damage firsthand. Although there were no fatalities thanks to the Little One Corps, many people had suffered serious and minor injuries, and even though they had been healed, the scars of that nightmare likely remained deep.

The burning buildings, the smoldering smoke. The monsters with mouths split open in crimson and fangs glinting sharply. It was not something one could easily forget.

At worst, there was a possibility that a tragedy like that could happen again. Of course, they would make every effort to prevent it, but the possibility was not zero.

She had chosen Castrato because the fissure was deep underground and small in scale. If a disaster occurred at a large fissure on the surface, the damage would affect the entire world. The Little One wanted to avoid that at all costs.

Having earnestly written all this and proposed it to the King of Castrato, the reply that came back to the Little One was a ready acceptance.

"Isn’t that a wonderful thing?"

"Well, yes, but....."

Romel’s words trailed off, unusually hesitant.

However, he then nodded firmly and handed the letter to the Little One.

"I will be accompanying you this time."

"Eh?"

Romel, who would never move unless spirits were involved, was going to move? Well, the Dark Spirits were spirits, I suppose.

The Little One, who knew his inquisitive nature well, though not fully convinced, somehow managed to persuade herself.

And so, after asking Moruto and Joker for reinforcements of their children, they all came to Castrato.

There were thirty frogs assembled in all. The number of spiders was similar. Combined with their companions from the Mononoke Corps, they had nearly fifty of each. It was hard to say if it was enough, but they had to try. "Like this, like this. Can you do it?"

The Little One’s marimo ball of hair swayed, moso moso.

The spiders and frogs swayed along with it.

What is this adorable sight?

The corners of the mouths of Romel and the members of the Little One Corps trembled. They struggled with their lips, which threatened to break into a smile no matter how hard they tried to keep them straight. This time, half the knights and Romel had come down to the underground. Of course, Chihaya was there too. The rest remained on the surface. In case of an emergency, they were to fly immediately to Frontier to report. A magic battalion from the Frontier regular army had been deployed around the Castrato royal palace, with orders to seal the entire palace with a barrier spell if things got dire. The people in the palace had also all been evacuated. They had received confirmation from the Castrato brothers that they could destroy the palace if necessary.

Romel had been surprised by this as well.

"Is our country not like one with a bomb inside its body? Rather than living in fear for the rest of our lives, if it can be removed, even with some risk, there is nothing more welcome."

The King of Castrato smiled wryly. The nobles lined up there seemed to be of the same opinion.

"That fire and smoke..... I still see it in my dreams."

"I will not forget the terror of having my leg torn off. .....The excruciating pain that I remember even after it healed. If I can spare my children from experiencing this, I would offer up my entire fortune."

Their faces trembling, the Castrato nobles stared at the members from Frontier as if clinging to them. Paradoxically, it was precisely because they knew the terror of the Dark Spirits that they could empathize with the Little One and her companions who were trying to confront it.

With a magnanimous nod, a small shadow darted out from behind the Little One Corps as they were about to enter the palace. The knights, instantly on alert, were wide-eyed when they saw the shadow’s true form. A small child stood there. A well-dressed boy of about ten. He clenched his fists in both hands and trembled as he muttered.

"I heard you are going to defeat the bad things that burned the town. .....Thank you. .....For Chacha’s revenge..... please....."

Having said that much, the boy burst into tears and crumpled to the ground.

"Roberto!"

A man emerged from the crowd gathered in front of the palace and put his arm around the boy’s shoulders. It seemed he was the boy’s father. The Little One was surprised by the sudden event, but after hearing a supplementary explanation from the father, it seemed the boy’s monster had been killed in that incident. The boy had named his wolf-type monster Chacha and had doted on it. And then the incident happened, but Chacha was not taken over by the Dark Spirits and fought to protect the boy. At the end of a desperate battle, although it had protected the boy, Chacha did not survive. The bees’ patrol arrived in time and the boy was rescued, but as he was being carried away by the bees, he witnessed Chacha being eaten by other monsters. He screamed in the palace, and the soldiers who heard his story were surprised and returned to the scene with him as an escort, but by then, Chacha’s body had been completely devoured, leaving no trace.

Perhaps the sight of the sobbing boy reminded them of that great disaster. An indescribable anger and sorrow welled up from the crowd.

"Uwehh, .....Avenge Chacha!"

The boy looked up at the Little One and cried out as if squeezing the words from his throat.

However, the Little One glanced at him with a steady gaze and spoke coldly.

"Like I care about that."

The people of Castrato were stunned. A barrage of gazes, all dyed in shock. Among them were some who directed looks akin to hatred at the Little One.

"Are the Dark Spirits the bad ones? Are the Dark Spirits the reason the monsters went berserk?"

Amidst a flurry of question marks about what she was saying, even Romel and Chihaya tilted their heads. Giving them an annoyed glance, the Little One shouted at the top of her lungs.

"Why were the monsters tempted by the Dark Spirits? Why were there rampaging monsters in Castrato? It’s all something you people did!"

The people of Castrato still didn’t seem to get it. Among them, only the three Castrato brothers and Romel’s eyes widened progressively.

There were monsters in Castrato for the sake of the privileged class’s vanity. They kept monsters as a status symbol to show off. And they only kept them. They showed them no affection, worked them like slaves, and gave them only the bare minimum of magic so they couldn’t rampage. In the end, they were sold off as spectacles and dismantled for their parts.

With the Little One’s explanation, the people of Castrato finally realized the evil deeds they had committed.

"It’s your own damn fault! The monsters hated you, that’s why they fell for the Dark Spirits’ temptation! You need to realize that they hated you enough to want to kill you! That’s what you all did!"

No one could look straight at the Little One as she roared, swinging her arm out to the side. Even a dog would bare its fangs if it wasn't fed properly, was tied up, and overworked. The fact that they had done this to monsters. The faces of the people of Castrato, finally realizing this, were frozen in stunned disbelief.

Looking down on them with open contempt, the Little One extended a hand to the boy who was still sobbing on the ground.

"Don’t get it wrong. Your Chacha died because the adults did something stupid. It’s not the Dark Spirits’ fault. They just lent their power to the monsters who wanted to be free. The reason the monsters bared their fangs at humans is because humans had earned that much hatred."

The boy, who stood up with the help of the Little One’s hand, had a tear-stained face that showed he was not convinced.

It doesn't have to be now. I want you to remember.

"Chacha protected you, right? Without being swayed by the Dark Spirits’ temptation. Why do you think that was?"

"Chacha..... loved me very much. I too..... that’s why....."

The Little One gave a broad smile to the sniffling boy.

"That’s right. It tried to protect you because it loved you. If you keep crying like this, Chacha will be sad too, you know? .....The other people were hated by the monsters. That’s why they were bitten. Do you think that’s the Dark Spirits’ fault?"

"I don’t know....."

"That’s right. Think about it slowly. A future where monsters who are friends with humans like Chacha don’t have to be killed. How can we make it so that friendly monsters don’t have to die? .....Just don’t become a foolish adult who is hated by monsters, okay?"

Leaving the boy, who had blankly stopped crying, the Little One headed towards the palace. Around her were many monsters. The boy watched the Mononoke Corps happily following the Little One and thought.

A beloved monster. A friendly monster. A future to keep them from dying.

He probably didn't understand even half of what the Little One's words meant. But that was fine. The boy, once grown, would someday, somewhere, understand the vivid memory in the corner of his mind.

For now, that was enough.

Dishing out some harsh sarcasm to the people of Castrato, the Little One headed for the laid-out rails with her dependable companions.

Unbeknownst to her, Tsathoggua was watching the whole scene from the Abyss, smiling to himself.

‘My, what an interesting child she is.’

The Dark Spirit King stared quizzically at the chuckling Tsathoggua.
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			"Alright, I’m counting on you guys."

The underground lake forest, where they had once fought a dragon-shaped Dark Spirit, had changed considerably.

A small house with an orange roof had been built, and inside was a set of modest furniture. It was a simple house with only a kitchen, a private room, and a bathroom. But it was well-equipped with everything one might need and was a warm, pleasant home.

"It is just me, after all."

Abdahil laughed, fufu.

Apparently, the three Castrato brothers had it built in a hurry for him, who lived alone by the underground lake. They had actually planned something much larger, but the monsters had intimidated the craftsmen, who became frightened, so they had to hastily build something of a size they could manage in the shortest possible time.

The three brothers were apparently quite frustrated.

"They are cute, aren’t they? In return, I have been able to receive better food and other things."

Only Louis Charles was not intimidated by the monsters, so he was the one who transported the goods.

Well, of course. No monster would dare defy Charles, with his high magic power and dark attribute.

Basically, monsters that hadn’t been driven mad had the intelligence of a toddler. They wouldn’t be foolish enough to challenge an opponent they couldn’t beat.

Smiling wryly, the Little One stood before the fissure sealed with spider silk. She then gave instructions to the spiders and had them undo the silk. Instantly, there was a gotsu sound, and she felt a considerable wind pressure from behind. A deep darkness that swallowed everything. The closer she got, the more strongly she was drawn to that something. In the underground lake where only a faint breeze blew, an eerie air current swirled.

"This is..... quite, ghastly."

Despite his skin crawling, Romel narrowed his sharp eyes. Chihaya nocked an arrow on his shortbow, and the knights readied their weapons with a zan.

Come if you dare.

The Little One Corps bared their teeth, their eyes fierce. However, their expectations were off, and the darkness, from which something was expected to leap out, remained quietly silent.

"There’s..... nothing?"

"I don’t think so. After all, there’s someone who wants me to meet the Dark Spirit King. It’s like we’ve received an invitation."

Still cautious, the Little One had a knight skilled with a spear check inside. Just as she had imagined, the spear he thrust in shattered into smithereens. The spearhead burst with a pan sound.

".....Didn’t we get an invitation?"

"This means ‘come and get over it.’ Fine by me."

They wouldn’t attack or block the way, but this was likely the normal state of the Abyss. It seemed their host wasn’t so kind as to make it easy for them to pass. The Little One asked the frogs and spiders to proceed as planned.

The spiders gathered to form a large bag, and inside, the frogs put up a protective barrier. The result was something that looked like a hot-air balloon laid on its side.

"Alright, get inside."

The Little One scurried into the bag, teko teko.

Following her, the Little One Corps and Romel also entered, though with some trepidation.

"What..... is this?"

"A bag."

".........."

Well, anyone could see that.

The bag was spacious enough for the entire Little One Corps, whose eyes were fixed in a stare. The bees held the top of the bag’s rear, while the spiders and snakes held the bottom. The Little One, pulling Katsumi by the hand, began to walk forward. The rear of the bag was also sealed, and the whole thing, like a large soap bubble, swayed, poyo poyo, supported by the protective membrane and began to rotate.

"Whoa..... that’s scary."

Looking around at the others who were walking hesitantly, the Little One, with a look of amusement, relied on the buzzing of the bees outside, who were leading the way with the frog’s protection, and cautiously proceeded forward. They didn’t even need to advance on their own, the further in they went, the more they were pulled by a strange, zuzutto, oppressive feeling.

It seems Mugi-ta and the others’ protection is unbreakable.

An annoyed look on her face, the Little One looked at her own arm, where a faint red line was visible.

That time, Pochiko-san had almost been sucked into the fissure. The two of them had been safely rescued by Joker’s single line, but despite the Little One’s right hand being torn, the two bees were unharmed. This meant that the frog’s protection could repel the wind blades swirling in the Abyss. And the fact that they were repelled from Joker’s side might mean that this side was a black hole and that side was a white hole-like structure.

As they proceeded in silence, at a certain point, the pressure suddenly vanished, fut. The oppressive feeling that threatened to swallow everything disappeared, and their steps became smooth. Then, for some reason, Mugi-ta released the bag’s protection. The faces of the Little One Corps froze for a moment, but there was only silence.

True darkness, so black that nothing could be seen.

In the darkness that seemed to swallow even sound, Katsumi used the distant light spell. It was a magic that created a faint, lantern-like light in his hand. One of the everyday spells.

"Is magic fun?"

"Is that sarcasm? Well, at first it was. Now..... yeah."

Katsumi, his brows furrowed like a mischievous child, illuminated the surroundings with the light. But at that moment, the light in his hand vanished. "Huh?"

Surprised, Katsumi tried to cast it again and again. But the light would vanish with a shun sound before a second had passed.

‘It is useless. This is the Abyss, which swallows all things. Light is no exception. The space itself consumes it.’

Cesare, having taken over from Chihaya, brushed something from his leg with a bitter expression. Now that he mentioned it, they realized that the ground beneath their feet had turned into a messy sludge. No, the sludge was moving. It was squirming, zo zo zo, and slowly creeping upwards, an unidentifiable something.

"Hih?"

"Whoa?! What is this!"

The other members also kicked their feet in a panic.

Amidst this, a calm Romel muttered something, and the bodies of the Little One Corps floated into the air.

A carpet of wind.

And it was a wide area, including the Mononoke Corps. A normal magician’s limit would be a five-meter square. A net of wind that supported and lifted people. This required delicate magical control, a delicate magic that the Little One, who was good at powering up and going ‘boom’, could not imitate. Romel, who effortlessly deployed such a spell over a ten-meter square, was undoubtedly a top-class magician.

"Amazing, it’s like there’s a floor."

There was a slight, fuyon, softness to it, but it was a magnificent spell that didn’t budge even when they stamped their feet.

"Don’t jump around, you’re a girl. Well, this is my only talent, after all."

The knights stared at the slightly abashed Romel with fixed gazes.

Was that a line for the man who controlled almost all the internal affairs of the royal palace, had authority in diplomacy, and was the head magician of the Royal Knight Order as well as the head aide to His Majesty the King?

The members from Frontier, their eyes now fixed in a stare, no longer had time for their eyes to stand on end.

With the Little One, Romel, and Chihaya, Frontier had too many people who were off the charts. Fortunately or unfortunately, since they were currently in a period of chaos, it was incredibly reassuring, but.

And the Little One Corps glanced at Katsumi.

He seemed to be in shock that Romel’s magic was working while his own had been swallowed by the darkness. The Little One Corps looked at Katsumi, who was trembling at the corners of his mouth in frustration, with an exasperated gaze.

Katsumi himself was well off the charts.

Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. The Little One was almost universally competent, but Romel was completely hopeless at martial arts, and Chihaya’s reasons for acting were so skewed towards the Little One that he was honestly unreliable. In the field of technology, there was no one who surpassed Katsumi. His knowledge easily exceeded the Little One’s. Nowadays, even the Little One would request work from Katsumi of Kilfan rather than Frontier’s technicians.

The so-called pipe organ that had been gifted at the recent Crown Prince’s wedding, the Little One’s explanation had been too abstract for Frontier’s technicians to understand. Like a piano but not a piano. What? It uses magic stones? Is it a magic tool? And so on.

The Little One, her eyes welling up with tears, had flown straight to Kilfan.

And about a month later, the so-called pipe organ arrived from Kilfan.

The Little One played it happily.

Listening to the songs and melodies played with kyakkya, the people of Frontier finally understood what an organ was.

The knowledge to answer the Little One’s impossible demands was something extraordinary. Yet Katsumi was completely unaware of it.

What was particularly noteworthy was that most of the power this group possessed was acquired through their own efforts. Even the Little One, apart from her golden magic, had obtained her abilities through her own efforts. To be blunt, the golden magic was the power of the gods. Outside of matters related to the Lords of the Forest, it was completely useless. What was useful in daily life was, after all, the fruit of her labor. People cannot lie to themselves. Effort does not betray oneself. Stumbling and falling, becoming pathetic, becoming engrossed, feeling joy and sorrow, the power one acquires to the point of being able to move on reflex is what enriches one’s life.

In this world, there are people who do not shy away from effort, who do not even think of effort as effort. Such people are generally unaware that they are exceptional.

For some reason, such people had all gathered in Frontier.

While thinking it was a good thing, the Little One Corps was also struck by a terrifying sense of disappointment.

Amidst such lukewarm gazes, the unaware individuals began to move.

"Should we burn this stuff on the ground?"

"No, wouldn’t it be better to freeze it?"

"Honestly, it’s just one person after another getting in the way. Cesare, this is dark-type, right? Want to eat it?"

‘You..... you don’t think of me as a trash can or something, do you?’

Something appeared before the Little One, who was making a racket, gya-gya. No, she hadn’t felt any movement. Had it been there from the start?

As the people instantly took a defensive stance, the something twisted into an eerie, nyah smile.

‘Don’t bully them too much now. They’re children of the Abyss too. Just curiosity.’

A big, egg-shaped something. Its face wasn’t clear.

Children? Are these spirits too?

While her spine tingled at the sight of the sludge still squirming like earthworms, uzo uzo, the Little One looked at the something before her.

"Are you a Dark Spirit? Or a monster?"

‘Neither, nope. I’m just an observer. I can tell you if you want to know something, but first, I have something to tell you.’

"Tell me?"

‘Yep. This one does.’

With a pan sound, the surroundings lit up.

And the members from Frontier were left speechless.

Before them were two grotesque forms. One was the egg-shaped something they had been conversing with. Under the light, it had the appearance of a hedgehog. What was different was the large eye that took up about half of its face and the mouth split open like a thin, horizontal crescent moon. Inside the stickily opening mouth were sharp fangs, and saliva trailed in glistening threads. The Little One couldn’t help but stare, wide-eyed, but what surprised her even more was the large mass next to the creature. It was a slimy, shapeless creature like a slime that inhabits wetlands. It stretched vertically, then fell with a bashan, squirming restlessly.

《.....Is this the Golden King?》

‘That’s right. The spirits told you, didn’t they? It’s the child we were observing together.’

Swallowing hard at the sight of the two seemingly friendly creatures, the Little One, Romel, and even Cesare could do nothing but watch in silence.

Around the time this miraculous encounter was taking place.

A figure rose up in the wasteland.

《The time has come.》

Legion the oni looked up at the sky, and a single tear traced a path down his cheek.

《This time..... I will open it.》

There is a sacrifice, and there is a blessing. This time, the door will surely open.

Legion, who was once an O-saki of Hayslope. There, in that land, he had missed a once-in-a-millennium chance.

This time.....

Legion, who stood up with his wild eyes trembling with joy, was unknown to the Little One of the present.
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One, Part Eight

			‘My name is Tsathoggua. You probably know me, don’t you?’

""What?!""

The Little One and Katsumi’s eyes widened.

There was no way the Little One, who knew Joker’s true identity, would not know of his counterpart. And Katsumi, who spent his days swimming in the sea of the internet, knew as well. Above all, Tsathoggua and Atlaq-Nacha were characters from a story on Earth. They should have had no connection to this world of Arcadia. Although they were characters said to be in the Abyss even in the story, she never thought they actually lived there.

Hmm..... But since Joker is here, maybe it’s not so strange?

The Little One’s head was spinning.

As if seeing through her thoughts, Tsathoggua narrowed his eyes slyly.

‘There’s no point in thinking about it. Because, you see, I actually exist here. From the Abyss, I can peek anywhere that darkness reaches, and it’s a perfect place to gather knowledge. The only drawback is that it’s a bit boring.’

So his obsessive collecting habit is still intact.

The Little One couldn’t help but bare her teeth in a grin.

‘So, well. You guys are going to pick a fight with the Higher Beings, right?’

Tsathoggua asked casually. It was not the Little One who answered.

"Chiihiro?! What are you talking about?!"

"Hero, did you do something again?"

""""My lady?!""""

Everyone’s face turned pale.

Uh, um.....

The Little One stared into space with a suspicious look.

‘Oh? Did I say something I shouldn’t have?’

The grotesque being tilted its head innocently.

Grabbed by the scruff of the neck by Romel, the Little One flailed her arms and legs with an ‘akyaa’. After hearing from Tsathoggua that the gods couldn’t see them here, she resigned herself and explained to Romel and the others the plot of the Higher Beings that she had learned at the Table of the Gods.

Even Tsathoggua looked as if his soul had left his body.

‘Wow..... that’s nasty. It seems the Higher Beings are the same kind as you, Yami-kun.’

《Do not lump me in with them. I am raising them with care, am I not?》

"Well, if the people of that world want a cradle, it’s not necessarily a bad thing, is it?"

‘How do you intend to explain tricking Hayslope, you bastard!’

A four-way conference of beings related to the gods.

At the enraged Cesare, Tsathoggua slid his gaze towards the Little One.

‘This child said it in the town earlier, didn’t she? What the Dark Spirits caused is what the people themselves wished for. It merely amplifies it. .....In other words, Hayslope wished for its own destruction. And so did you.’

Cesare’s face stiffened.

‘You understand, don’t you? The people of Hayslope created foolish weapons, checked each other, and wished for each other’s destruction. It is merely the result of that.’

That’s right. The people of Hayslope wished for it.

It would be good if disaster struck that country. It would be good if disease spread. It would be good if many people died. And all the countries wished for it. That the opposing countries would be destroyed.

Cesare closed his eyes tightly.

He had wished for it too. .....To save his world, no matter the sacrifice.

‘In your case, it’s a textbook example of reaping what you sow, but the people of Hayslope are the same. You know the saying, ‘curse others and you dig two graves,’ right?’

Dark Spirits love strong desires. Hatred, murderous intent, jealousy. These negative emotions are stronger and purer than anything else. The many worlds that have been destroyed. The root cause of it all is the desires of the people. Without them, no matter how much the Dark Spirits maneuvered in the shadows, they could do nothing.

Cesare hung his head. His anger was something he couldn’t direct anywhere.

In the midst of this heavy atmosphere, the Dark Spirit King was producing something, poko poko. Round objects about ten centimeters in diameter. As the Little One stared, wondering what they were, Tsathoggua noticed and, looking at the round objects floating fluffyly, explained with an ‘ah.’ ‘He’s gathering the sludge here and making eggs out of it. This sludge, you see, is the final remnants of souls discarded by the Higher Beings and the Heavenly Gods.’

The sludges clung to the Dark Spirit King, uzuzuzutto. Brushing them off with an annoyed look, the huge black slime gathered the sludge from under its belly and turned it into eggs.

"Final remnants?"

‘You all passed through it, didn’t you? The abyss. When you pass through there, you reach the great Abyss. .....Most souls are pulverized by the time they get here. These guys have no consciousness. They’re just possessed by life, lamenting and squirming.’

In other words..... this was originally some kind of soul? And it gets shredded when passing through the abyss?

The Little One looked horrified, and Tsathoggua sighed lightly.

‘It’s terrible, isn’t it? Well, now Yami-kun regenerates them. Dark Spirits are born from these eggs. By gathering them together. Yami-kun is a god too, so he can reconstruct them, yep.’

The minced-up waste of the gods. The Dark Spirit King regenerates them into Dark Spirits.

Wait, does that mean.....?

"The Dark Spirit King is a necessary existence, isn’t he? If a lot of this stuff accumulates, some kind of incredible creature could be born, right?"

‘Oh, you’re well-informed. That’s right. A master is essential in the Abyss. Until Yami-kun gained consciousness, those dangerous things were born many times. .....Sad creatures with nothing but hatred and resentment. They were cast down by the gods and smashed to pieces. The resentment of that collective mass, well, it’s something truly terrifying.’

I can see why the Dark Spirits like negative emotions. At their core, that’s probably all they have left.

Resenting the gods, hating the world, cursing humanity.

‘But you know, because Yami-kun loves humans, the Dark Spirits love humans too.’

The grotesque being’s eyes curved into a fukuri smile.

《Do not speak of unnecessary things.》

The giant slime swallowed Tsathoggua whole, gapah.

‘Whoa, I told you to stop doing that!’

Tsathoggua, spat out with a peh, was now a wet hedgehog covered in sticky mucus.

‘Ah, ahhh..... honestly, this won’t dry for a while now.’

Dorfen cleaned the squelching, becho becho, Tsathoggua with water magic.

‘Oh?’

And then, Romel promptly dried the now clean Tsathoggua.

‘Ooooooh, how convenient! Magic, huh, how nice.’

As Tsathoggua hopped around happily, pyoko pyoko, the demonic hand of the giant slime reached for him again. But the grotesque being dodged it in the nick of time.

‘I told you to stop!’

The members from Frontier, taken aback by the two who seemed to be performing a comedy sketch, looked at each other and laughed. Even in the Abyss, living creatures were the same. They laughed, cried, got angry, and laughed again.

"Well then, I’ll tell you my side of the story too."

‘Yeah, it’s about that human, right? I heard from the turtle.’

Huh?

The Little One, caught off guard, made a kyon sound, and Tsathoggua smiled wryly.

‘The turtle was the one who connected the Abyss and the mortal world. Though I was the one who asked.’

"What did you say?"

Tsathoggua, laughing like a child whose prank had succeeded, began to tell an old story. It went back to when the Little One was Fatima.

‘Turtle, you doing okay?’

《Aye. It seems there’s a commotion on land, but I’m doing fine.》

‘A commotion?’

The turtle chuckled at Tsathoggua, who was listening with wide-eyed excitement, and spoke to the darkness inside its shell. A Golden King, born extremely rarely in the world above. This generation’s was a different breed, an otherworldly person, who was apparently running rampant, derailing the gods’ plans in a grand fashion.

‘What’s that? The Higher Beings must be turning blue, right? ww’

《I imagine so. The gods of Arcadia are young. I look forward to seeing what happens.》

‘Aaaah, if only I could peek into the Celestial Realm too. As expected, I can’t peek into a world with only light.’

Just as the Abyss has only darkness, the Celestial Realm has only light. It is a world without a sun, pure white, with a drifting mist, and the gods themselves emit light, so even shadows do not exist. Just as the Abyss cannot be seen from the Celestial Realm, the Celestial Realm cannot be seen from the Abyss. It is well made.

While they were having such idle chats, the situation changed drastically, and the Little One, surpassing the imagination of the turtle and Tsathoggua who knew of the gods’ wager, kept everyone alive and won the bet. Even Tsathoggua couldn’t help but be amazed.

‘Well, I’ll be. The gods of Earth were cooperating, so I thought Arcadia would win, but I never expected all the Lords of the Forest to survive. Not bad.’

The gods are cruel. They will mercilessly discard their pieces for the sake of the world. Even the turtle had not thought that the Lords who were used this time would survive.

Furthermore, the returned Golden King was no longer the Golden King.

Tsathoggua, who was well-versed in the methods of the Higher Beings, narrowed his eyes in suspicion.

.....Something is up.

And so time passed, new rumors of the Little One spread, and Tsathoggua, who was observing, learned that Chihiro’s memories had awakened when she turned two, and the Golden King had been revived. What’s more, she had been reincarnated with a blessing from the Higher Beings.

Too convenient. It’s like a fixed race.

From there, he conspired with the turtle to have it split the land and connect the Abyss and the mortal world, he said.

"A blessing?"

Did I get something like that?

As the Little One tilted her head, Tsathoggua scooped up the sludge crawling on the ground and threw it at her. At that, the Little One’s hands and forehead shone, and just before the sludge reached her, it was repelled with a pan sound.

‘There, that’s it.’

On her glowing hands and forehead, golden patterns had emerged.

"What’s this..... a triangle?"

On the back of the Little One’s left hand was an upright triangle. On the back of her right hand was an inverted triangle. Her forehead was twinkling with a dazzling light that seemed to shine from within.

‘The kin of darkness can see it. The glittering golden magic power. A power that can repel the sludge here can only be a blessing from the Higher Beings.’

At these words, the Little One remembered.

She remembered that when the envoy of the Higher Beings came down to the Celestial Realm, they had touched her body with their left hand, and that spot had glowed.

"Ah, I remember now. I think an envoy of the Higher Beings or something touched me and it glowed."

At the Little One’s words, this time it was Tsathoggua who tilted his head.

‘An envoy of the Higher Beings? There’s no such thing. The Higher Beings are three gods, you know?’

Tsathoggua’s words were a bombshell.
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			"Eh? Huh? Then the three I met on Joker’s web and in the Celestial Realm were....."

‘The Higher Beings themselves, you know?’

"Uwaah....." The Little One looked up at the heavens.

Listening to this conversation, Romel grew agitated and stared intently at Tsathoggua.

"According to your story, these Higher Beings are the ones who created the gods, right? In other words, the gods of all creation. And these gods are aiming to pass judgment on Katsumi’s soul. Is that correct?"

After a moment of thought, Tsathoggua nodded.

‘It’s not something as grand as a judgment, though. A life that had ended is continuing on. They’re just correcting that distortion.’

Romel knew of the existence of the visitor from another world who was being sought. The Little One had explained it to him. Although it was difficult to comprehend, he had heard that the Little One’s own soul had been sent to Arcadia through a similar process, and hearing the story of that other world, he had accepted it as just the way things were.

To think that there was a time limit set on it.

Faced with a certain death, one could only imagine Katsumi’s anguish.

"So, Chiihiro, did you come to the Abyss to fight against that?"

With her head bowed, the Little One nodded, kokuri.

‘That’s the right answer. Because you can protect Katsumi here. More accurately, there is a place where he can be protected.’

As the Little One’s head shot up, Tsathoggua grinned.

‘You know there’s a place even higher than the Celestial Realm where only the Higher Beings exist, right?’

Come to think of it, when she had met them before, the three pillars of light had disappeared even further above the Celestial Realm.

‘There’s something similar prepared in the Abyss. .....It’s just that the door hasn’t been opened. If we could just open that, both Katsumi and Yami-kun would be safe, you see.’

Tsathoggua moved his hand and pulled out something with a nyu sound. It was a thick book made of parchment. The people from Frontier stared wide-eyed at the book that had suddenly appeared from empty space. Paying no mind to the surprised people, Tsathoggua flipped through the pages and held the book out to the Little One.

‘Here, look at this. There’s the existence of another dimension, commonly called the underworld, right? Just like the Celestial Realm, the Abyss has one too.’

The characters written there were ones no one had ever seen and couldn’t read. However, that mysterious Rubik’s Cube skill came into effect here as well.

"Offer six sacrifices, and with the god’s blessing, the door shall be opened.....? What’s this?"

‘.....The blessing is you. Give Yami-kun a place of rest.’

Beside the confused Little One, Romel interjected again.

"No, wait. Where did you just pull that out from?"

Glancing at the impatient Romel, Tsathoggua once again thrust his hand into the air and pulled out another book.

‘My bookshelf. It’s in another dimension. I have it set up next to the Akashic Records.’

"Ah, another dimension, I see."

"That’s cool. It would be convenient if we could make something like an item box."

"There’s something similar in Frontier, you know? Though ours is the type that expands space, so it’s different from an item box."

It was the usual mysterious conversation between the Little One and Katsumi.

Romel, a researcher by trade, fidgeted with his hands and feet, wanting to ask for more details, but now was not the time.

"I don’t really understand, but does this mean there is a safe place somewhere in the Abyss, and if we go there, we can protect Katsumi?"

‘That’s about it. I discussed it with the turtle. We arranged it so that Little One-chan could come straight here.’

《I just wanted to get my hands on Arcadia. Do not misunderstand.》

Only the Little One and Tsathoggua could hear the sullen voice.

A tsundere.

As the Little One smiled wryly while looking up at the giant slime, a small groan reached her ears. It was a faint sound, but it made her heart stir uneasily.

"What’s that sound?"

‘.....They’re here. They reacted faster than I thought.’

The sound coming from high above gradually grew louder, and a small light came into view.

‘Little One-chan! Give Yami-kun a name!’

"Eh?"

No sooner had he said it than the light that had appeared in the sky grew rapidly larger and headed for the Abyss.

‘Give Yami-kun a name! Acknowledge him!’

Remembering that her rejection had weakened the Dark Spirits and cut off their interference with Arcadia, the Little One shook her head vigorously, bun bun.

"If I do that, they’ll start meddling with Arcadia again!"

‘That’s not it! That was like his daily routine, he didn’t mean any harm, so just—’

I’m not going to be mentally polluted as part of a daily routine.

Just as the Little One was about to shout again, three pillars of light pierced through. They split the darkness, accompanied by a roaring explosion. The spot where they landed was deeply gouged out, and the squirming sludges were instantly annihilated.

《It has been long..... O sorrowful creature.》

《Through ages untold..... we have waited.》

《You are a stain. Here, we shall correct this distortion.》

The Little One swallowed hard at the sight of the three humanoid figures she had seen before. They blinked as if smiling at her and patted her head.

《Well done, Eisa.》

《You have brought light to the Abyss.》

《With light, we can manifest.》

The Little One looked up with a start and surveyed her surroundings. It was a faint light, but it was certainly bright enough to see the Abyss. It was probably for them. Tsathoggua had lit a light for the humans, whose eyes were useless in the Abyss.

As a result, the Higher Beings had noticed.

《Now..... the time has come to fulfill the covenant, Clyde.》

《You shall purify the Abyss with your light.》

《And you shall fill it with new darkness, Cesare.》

A high-pitched kon sound echoed, and something no one had ever imagined happened. Chihaya’s body blurred, buun, and a shadow-like figure separated from him, suu. Its form was that of a black-haired adult male. No, perhaps a little younger than an adult.

"Cesare.....?"

‘Is this our first meeting? Hmm, it seems to be a young body.’

Cesare clenched and unclenched his hands, his cold eyes narrowing. The members from Frontier understood in an instant. They recognized this chilling atmosphere.

"The gentleman who was possessing Chihaya-sama?"

Dorfen muttered, his lips trembling, unable to hide his agitation.

‘The Abyss is a world of death where souls stir. Here, it is possible to separate a possessing entity.’

Hearing a familiar voice, the Little One whipped around to see a familiar figure with golden hair and golden eyes.

"Sapphard?"

Where on earth did he come from?

In the dumbfounded Little One’s line of sight, the one standing close to Sapphard was Romel. As always, his eyes sparkled with the light of a mischievous child.

"Surprised? I only realized it recently myself."

In order to wait for the Little One at the Table of the Gods, Sapphard had to move along with Romel, whom he was possessing. For that, he needed the permission of the main body, Romel. Therefore, he had revealed his existence to Romel himself. Just like Chihaya and Cesare in the past.

"I knew about Chihaya and Cesare, you see. I was surprised, but I also felt honored. To be hosting the first king in my own body."

At first, like the aforementioned Chihaya and the others, they couldn’t recognize each other, but now they were so in sync that they could consult each other in their minds.

Ah, so that’s what it was. How did I not notice, me.

Hadn’t she heard at the Table of the Gods? That Sapphard and Cesare were materials prepared by the Higher Beings. Then, like Cesare, Sapphard must have had a vessel. She had never even wondered who that vessel was. Nor had she wondered why Romel had been so understanding lately, grasping what she wanted to say without a word. Clyde must have told him. He must have told Romel something along the lines of not interfering with the Little One’s actions, without going into the details.

"Though I never thought you were planning to pick a fight with those even above the gods."

Romel sighed and glared resentfully at Sapphard.

‘Forgive me. I did not know where the eyes and ears of the Higher Beings might be.’

"Why don’t you stop that? That grandiloquent tone. It’s obvious you’re no different from Chiihiro."

The two with similar faces laughed, ku.

‘Yeah, you’re right, I’ll just be myself. I was always a lawless man with no tomorrow anyway.’

You liked that phrase, did you?

Winking at the Little One, who was staring at him with a suspicious look, Sapphard and Romel exchanged a slight nod and looked up at the Higher Beings.

‘A covenant, huh? How are you going to explain breaking your side of the deal first, eh?’

One of Sapphard’s eyes glinted, girari, as he raised an eyebrow, and the Higher Beings showed a faint stir of unease.

‘The promise was that you would return Bonnie’s soul to the human cycle of reincarnation in exchange for me becoming the material of light, wasn’t it? So why the hell is Bonnie reincarnated as a monster again?! Explain yourselves!’

The Higher Beings were silent.

The wicked light that appeared in Sapphard’s eyes, which should have been pure and unclouded, pierced them. The small darkness, like a sunspot, brought back Sapphard’s past, and was colored with the lustrous jet-black of hatred and loathing. Ah, that’s right. I am Clyde, I stole, I violated, I killed. A scoundrel who bared my fangs at the world, at the heavens. To try and deceive this ruffian, you’re more than just reckless.

Sapphard’s lips twisted into a sharp-angled sneer. From his curled-up lips, a glimpse of his well-aligned teeth showed a sharp fang that was more than just a canine.

‘Hey? You’re the big shots of the gods, right? Say something.’

Cesare stood beside the questioning Sapphard.

‘The same goes for me. I wished for Lucrezia’s happiness above all else. So why did my sister die young and live a life on a knife’s edge in this Arcadia? Explain!’

Sapphard’s soul had been taken as collateral for Bonnie’s, and he had agreed to be extinguished as a material of light. But Cesare was the opposite. He had sold his own soul to the Higher Beings, who sought to dye him into a material of darkness, in exchange for his wish. ‘If you will make Lucrezia’s next life one filled with nothing but happiness, I will offer up anything.’

Without knowing that even their cursed past lives were being used for the Higher Beings’ schemes.

Two pairs of eyes glared at the Higher Beings.

A rebellion from the pieces they thought they held in their hands.

The Higher Beings, though maintaining a calm exterior, were flustered by the unexpected turn of events.

And there were also those who, while pretending to be bystanders, were secretly maneuvering in the shadows.

‘In the unlikely event that we confront the Higher Beings, broadcast the entire exchange to the world. I’m counting on you.’

The promise made with Sapphard earlier.

The recent glance was the signal for it.

With a chilling flame flickering in his eyes, Romel was sending a wind message to the outside world. Beside him, Dorfen was quietly constructing a water mirror. I had heard about it, but I never thought it would actually happen.

Dorfen recalled a conversation he had with Romel a few days ago.

He had been told that if a situation arose where they confronted the gods, he was to send a water mirror to the mage battalion stationed around the Castrato royal palace. Although he couldn’t match Romel, Dorfen, as a direct descendant of the head marquis family, possessed magic power second only to those exceptional individuals. And it was a magic in which he excelled. In water attribute magic alone, he was on par with the mages of the Tower of David.

As the two watched with bated breath, the battle that would decide the fate of all worlds, of all creation, began.
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			The Hourglass of Life and the Little One, Thwump

			"What is that?"

"...Huh? The Little One?"

"Isn’t that Prince Romel?"

The air stirred uneasily.

Large water mirrors had unfolded like visions in the skies above every nation.

Within them swarmed a pandemonium of monstrous spirits.

People’s eyes were drawn to the brilliant white knightly uniforms of Frontier, which stood out even in the darkness.

"Is that... Chihiro?"

A water mirror unfolded above the royal palace in Flowers as well.

Frontier’s spies, hidden in every country, connected their magic with the mages around the Castrato royal palace, delivering images and voices to their respective nations. A battle beyond human comprehension unfolded before the eyes of the clamoring people. While the whole world watched, their eyes glued to the scene, there were others stirring in a different place.

《It has begun.》

《...The time has come.》

《This time, we will grant our master a complete victory...!》

Staring at the images projected in the skies, the Lords’ Forests also grew restless.

And a commotion was brewing in the Celestial Realm, which had been watching the world below.

《What in the world has happened?》

《Is that not an O-saki of Arcadia? Why is she in the Abyss?》

《And the Higher Beings are there as well. What have they done?!》

Hundreds, thousands of gods gathered, staring intently at the water mirrors deployed across all of Arcadia. Chaos and Abyss were just as clueless.

《Chihiro...?》

As the entire world watched in an uproar, beings from another dimension also began to move.

《This is...! Call everyone! Depending on the situation, we march! We cannot lose Kazuko!!》

《Right! The path is open, so if we push it a little, we should be able to get through!!》

《This is the brink of whether our worlds will connect! Don’t hold anything back!!》

《That place is close to the demon world! I’m going on ahead!!》

The grotesque figures from each separate dimension flew about in a flurry.

The worlds born as offshoots of Earth had always been praying. Praying for all worlds to connect, for peaceful days to flow. A world where they were not toyed with by gods, not encroached upon by human logic or absurdity, a world where all living things could be free. Such was the multi-dimensional world. The Earth connected to this place was a world where people freely celebrated their lives.

They wanted to connect with other stars and other worlds.

The Little One had granted this earnest wish of the residents of the multi-dimensional world. They could not afford to lose her, the one who had connected Arcadia and the Spirit World.

The paradise the turtle created, the "Table of the Gods." The turtle was also once an O-saki from another world.

The turtle’s fervent prayer had brought about a miracle, having found a guide in the Little One. It connected the Table of the Gods to the Spirit World.

‘I wished to have met you sooner... before my star froze over.’

The giant turtle sobbed and wept.

We will not let it feel such sorrow ever again. To the turtle, Arcadia is its second home. We will not let it lose this place too!!

The multi-dimensional worlds were of one mind.

Causing such turmoil in every world, the Little One just stared intently at the scene before her.

《If you will not cooperate with us, we have no choice but to dispose of you.》

《It seems we must spend another long age.》

《Be gone, fools.》

The Higher Beings spouted arrogant words from their lofty perch.

The Little One, who had been observing them with a steady gaze, felt a vague sense of unease.

"You guys, by any chance, can you not interfere with the Abyss?"

She had felt this before. Seeing how they used underhanded tactics with Sapphard and the others as pawns, the Little One suspected the Higher Beings had some sort of restriction regarding the Abyss.

The three lights fell silent, as if taken by surprise. Silence is tantamount to affirmation.

‘That’s it! Wait a sec, I’ll look into it!’

The Little One’s words made Tsathoggua’s eyes sparkle, and he rummaged through a different dimension with both hands.

《Stop it!》

《Do not! Do not search!》

《You are one who touches the truth of all creation! That is why we sealed you in the Abyss!》

Thank you for the detailed explanation.

The Higher Beings and the gods really do say what they’re thinking so candidly. It helps a lot♪

Though they were shrieking, the Higher Beings seemed unable to touch the Dark Spirit King who protected and threatened in defense of Tsathoggua, leaving them at a standstill.

Undisturbed by the clamor, Tsathoggua, who had been reading and tossing aside book after book, suddenly shouted loudly.

‘This is it! The true gods of light are easily corrupted by impurity!! That’s why they can’t touch the Lord of Darkness, and why they can’t get near Cesare-kun, who is a being of dark consciousness!!’

That also applied to Sapphard, who stood with Cesare.

In their past, the half-fledged Chaos and Abyss also had bodies of light. In other words, the Higher Beings were as weak to darkness as newborn gods.

"What a joke. So that’s why you tried to use Cesare and the others to remake the Abyss? If you had a subservient ruler in charge, you could do whatever you wanted, couldn’t you?"

Hearing the Little One’s mocking murmur, Tsathoggua hung his head slightly.

‘The Lord of Darkness is the same. Do you know why he’s amorphous?’

Unrecognized, nameless gods are fragile and weak. The Dark Spirit King was no different. Because he was such a vague existence, even Sapphard, who housed the power of the gods, could purify him. Even Cesare, a human, could rule the Abyss.

"A name..."

As the Little One murmured thoughtfully, everyone around her focused on her at once.

《Stop, Eisa!》

The Higher Beings were in a panic.

‘Their panic. I like it. Go ahead and name him, Chihiro.’

Sapphard grinned, a nasty smile on his face.

It was the Little One and her friends who had invited the Higher Beings into the Abyss. Tsathoggua must have known the danger, yet he had lit a lamp for the sake of humans. The Little One thought that they weren’t bad guys, just that their standards of good and evil were different.

Besides... if I remember correctly, once he gets a name and becomes a full god, he won’t be able to manifest in the physical world, right? Which means if I give him a name, the Dark Spirit King will become a god and won’t be able to interfere with the world anymore, won’t he? Yes.

But the Little One’s naming sense was questionable. She hummed and groaned, trying to think of a name, but the moment she opened her mouth as if she’d thought of something, it happened.

"Then..."

《I told you to stop!!》

The Higher Beings roared, drowning her out. A flash of light shot from their fingers, piercing the Little One’s forehead and chest. A sharp pii...n sound echoed through the Abyss for a moment, and the Little One’s small body bounced off the ground in slow motion as she was sent flying. Romel’s eyes, frozen in shock, followed her, and a scream tore from his lips.

"Chi...i, hirooo!!_"

The other people’s throats were frozen, and they remained motionless. It was as if time itself had frozen. A moment after Romel rushed forward, the others also started to move.

The entire world, watching this, gasped in unison.

"Little One?!"

"The Little One!"

The adults, holding their crying children, glared with hatred at the Higher Beings projected in the sky. It wasn’t just the human world. Screams erupted across the multi-dimensional planes, the Celestial Realm, everywhere, and similar gazes were directed at them.

《You bastards! Hurry, push through!》

The demon world poured all its magic into the dimensional rift, trying to open a path to the Abyss. Many spirits took flight all at once from the Table of the Gods, which had been connected by the Spirit Kings.

Their destination was the Castrato royal palace, the underground forest lake.

The Higher Beings were currently unaware of the countless tens of thousands, hundreds of millions of hostile glares aimed at them.

"Chihiro?! Chihiro, answer me!!"

His face twisted in terror, Romel desperately shook the Little One. After a stunned glance at him, Chihaya turned to glare at the three pillars of light, his eyes burning with rage.

"Huh...? What have you done? Hiro? Wait. Hiro is?"

Chihaya unconsciously nocked an arrow on his shortbow, tilting his head at the Higher Beings.

"Hiro is gone!!"

Just as Chihaya screamed, about to release the arrow, he heard a faint cough. A familiar, lovely voice.

"Oof... that scared me. I thought I was gonna stop breathing, nyo."

Gagging and coughing, the Little One sat up and noticed a tear-streaked Romel.

"What’s wrong, Romel? There, there, don’t cry, don’t cry."

As she ruffled his hair, Romel remained frozen, his eyes wide. Even as he confirmed the warmth in her hands, his tears wouldn’t stop falling.

...She was alive.

The Little One, who generally understood what had happened, rubbed the spots where the Higher Beings’ attack had hit. It felt a little sore, but it was nothing serious.

I just took a hit from the supreme gods, how am I okay?

The Higher Beings seemed to share the Little One’s question, as a high-pitched scream echoed through the depths of the Abyss.

《Why are you alive?! You possess no dark magic! Why did the attack of the devil’s right hand not work?!》

Hearing that scream, the Little One cried "Ah!" and noticed that the circlet she always wore, a gift, was gone. The circlet in question had shattered into pieces, large fragments scattered all around.

The hidden ability of this circlet. Chaos and the others hadn’t told her, but the circlet gifted from the gods had the power to store all kinds of magic and nullify any instant-death attack against the Little One. They had deliberately kept its effect a secret, fearing that if she knew, she would treat her own life lightly and launch nothing but reckless suicide attacks. And so the vast amount of dark magic it had accumulated during her pilgrimage had nullified the Higher Beings’ attack.

Staring at the circlet that had shattered to pieces, unable to withstand the attack of supreme gods, the Little One sensed the care Chaos and Abyss had for her. They had been secretly protecting her where she couldn’t see.

"Thank you, Chaos, Abyss."

Then she glared up sharply at the Higher Beings and roared with a piercing cry.

"Your name is Moldre! Dark Spirit King!!"

《Moldre...》

‘Dead gold. Not a bad name.’

Next to a broadly grinning Tsathoggua, the giant slime swelled up and burst with a pop! right in front of the Little One. Where the slime had burst, a dragon now sat. A colossal dragon with huge wings that one would want to call a true dragon.

Why a dragon?

The Little One blinked her eyes rapidly, then turned to look back at Sapphard with an "Ah!" The man himself averted his gaze awkwardly.

‘Uh... it was subconscious. A dark dragon in an underground lair, it’s a cliché but it’s cool, right?’

Not you again!

The Little One screamed only in her mind.

Sapphard's golden magic was the power of creation. His thoughts defined the shape of his surroundings.

《Not bad. It looks strong.》

Looking up at the Dark Spirit King, who didn’t seem displeased, the Little One laughed and thought, "Oh well." In complete contrast, the three pillars of light trembled in shock.

《It has been fixed...》

《A god of the Abyss has been born...》

《We can no longer erase it. We cannot touch it...》

Thank you for the ongoing commentary.

Despite their forms of light, the Higher Beings embodied despair as much as they possibly could.

《This is your fault!》

The three lights once again directed their killing intent at the Little One. But standing before that light was a dragon with a powerful physique.

《I will not allow it. She is, after all, my mother.》

Eh? I’m a mom?

While thinking such useless thoughts, the Little One shouted from behind the dragon’s shadow.

"I won’t accept it! You’re the parent gods, aren’t you?! Then why do you talk about disposal and termination?! Don’t treat the Abyss like a trash can!!"

《Hmph. We created them. What we do with them is our choice.》

《Do humans not also dispose of or terminate what they do not like?》

《It matters not if you do not accept us. We are the omniscient and omnipotent, revered by the gods.》

That’s right. The Higher Beings, parents to the gods, could exist solely through the faith of the gods. The faith given to their children, the gods, also brought blessings to the Higher Beings. Faith gathered from thousands, tens of thousands of worlds. The Higher Beings grew stronger exponentially.

Then, someone’s cry was heard.

"I won’t accept you! You’re no gods!"

It was the boy she had met in Castrato. The sludge of souls said to have been pulverized in the abyss overlapped in his mind with Cha-cha, who had been eaten without a trace.

"Who would accept you?! A parent is someone who would give their life for their child!! Don’t you lay a hand on my daughter!!"

This was Drago. He raised his hands high, his face beet red, shouting at the sky to come down.

There were many other enraged people as well.

Roars rose not only from the royal palaces of each nation but from every town and village.

"Do not mock us! What do you think humans and living creatures are?!"

《The gods of Arcadia are different. They are so kind they even cried for us.》

Next to Prince Marcello, whose indignation was palpable, was Dark.

"You tried to kill Chihiro?! You tried to kill her!! My Donautil will not recognize you as gods! Do your best, Chihiro!!"

Releasing magic so powerful it distorted space itself, his whole body trembling, was Marrow.

Many other voices echoed through the Abyss.

"Huh?"

Stunned, the Little One noticed Romel smirking meaningfully.

Normally, a mage can only deploy one spell at a time. Marrow, who could deploy multiple, also possessed an extraordinary talent for magic.

Following his example, Romel had worked hard.

"Weaknesses are meant to be overcome, right? Chihiro♪"

Romel deployed multiple wind-passing spells, picking up the voices of various nations and delivering them to the Abyss.

"Go for it, Little One!"

"Don’t lose, Chihiro!!"

First came the voice of the boy from Castrato and Drago’s scream.

《Go get ‘em! Everyone, a dance of support!!》

Olga rampaged through the forest, leading the charge.

A chorus of "Go for it, don’t lose" echoed from all over the world. The Abyss was originally a space cut off from light. Beset by the hatred of the people, the power of the Higher Beings began to wane. In proportion to that, something hot welled up inside the Little One.

"What? What is this?"

Feeling something simmering within her, the girl tilted her head in confusion. Tsathoggua watched her, his large eyes narrowing slyly.

You probably don’t know. That your body is already equal to that of a god.

Faith is prayer and wishes. A strong wishing heart is power. The people wishing for the Little One’s victory. The multi-dimensional worlds and the gods of the Celestial Realm. They all granted enormous power to the Little One.

The prayer of faith becomes a blessing through the power of a god.

When that power reached its limit.

There were those who moved, waiting for the right moment.

《Here it comes!》

Trigger, in the seaside forest, danced with joy.

《We’ve been waiting!!》

This was Bread, from the forest near Sucaraba.

《Let’s go, my kin!!》

《Right!》

Donal responded to Legion’s sky-splitting roar. Lights rose from the Lords’ Forests in each region.

Six divine, seven-colored beams of light.

Three of them shot deep into the earth. The rest pierced the sky, forming two triangles over the great continent of Arcadia. A regular triangle and an inverted triangle overlapping. The hexagram, the crest of Frontier’s royal family.

But the power was still slightly insufficient.

Someone...!_"

Responding to Legion’s prayer for help, two creatures raised their heads.

《I suppose there’s no choice! I’ll help you!!》

《Farewell, friend from afar.》

Olga the rabbit and Soleil the turtle responded to Legion. The formed hexagram shone with an exceptionally bright light, then vanished as if absorbed into each beam.

And from the Lords’ Forests, four creatures disappeared.

At the same time, a great vibration echoed through the Abyss.

"Uwaaah? What’s happening?"

‘It’s open! Katsumi-kun, this way! You too, Cesare!!’

Tsathoggua grabbed Katsumi’s arm, pulled with all his might, and threw him into the depths of the Abyss. Cesare followed him. There was a large door there, and light shone from a slightly open gap.

‘Get in there! Don’t open it until I call from this side!’

Nodding repeatedly, Katsumi and Cesare entered the door and closed it from the inside. Relieved, Tsathoggua took a deep breath.

‘Hehe. The tables have turned. Now that that’s open and the gatekeeper is set, you can’t interfere with the Abyss anymore.’

She didn’t understand the logic of the gods, but if Katsumi was safe, that was all that mattered.

Just like Tsathoggua, the Little One collapsed from sheer relief and noticed that the something that had been filling her was now gone. It felt similar to when she used up a huge amount of magic.

While the Little One was thinking about this.

Inside the door, Cesare was sobbing without a sound. His frozen eyes trembling, Cesare collapsed inside the door.

‘You fools...’

There lay four familiar monsters. They were already dead. The ritual that should have been performed by six had been done by four. They were bound to run out of power.

Hugging the four creatures who smiled in satisfaction, Cesare refused to move even when called from outside. Not understanding what was happening, Katsumi also put his hands together in prayer and quietly stayed by Cesare’s side.

‘May you have much happiness, my master.’

The monsters, their wishes fulfilled, became souls and descended the path to the underworld, but someone appeared to block their way. These messengers had rebelled against the gods. They could not ascend to the normal Celestial Realm. They had intended to descend here and throw themselves into the abyss.

《You are...》

A pair of golden and silver demonic eyes smiled sweetly.

The Little One, who would later be abducted to the Celestial Realm, did not know of this scene that had unfolded in the Abyss.
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			《Hmph, we are at a disadvantage here.》

《Come.》

《You are one who is connected to the gods. Your judgment will be in the heavens.》

"Huh?"

Numerous lightning bolts pierced through the stunned people. When Romel, who had lost his vision to the blinding light, regained his sight.

The Little One was gone.

《...Have the people awoken?》

《Here as well! Ah, everyone has awoken from the dream!》

In the Celestial Realm, they could see people, freed from the Dark Spirit King's control, waking up and tilting their heads. Just as the Little One had predicted, the Dark Spirit King, having become a god, could no longer interfere with the physical world. Many of the dark spirits also weakened and returned to the Abyss. They had only been able to exert their power because the Dark Spirit King had provided them with infinite magic. Without that, they were spirits whose very existence in the physical world was precarious. The Four Great Spirits born of that world were still stronger.

Many gods wept at the sight of the liberated world.

《It was that child...》

《Was it the Little One? Surely that child did something for us.》

《Did she not give the Dark Spirit King a name?》

《The image became poor midway through, so I could not see.》

《But... ah, my heartfelt thanks!》

As the gods wept with emotion and spoke their thanks to the Little One, a loud bashun sound echoed behind them. When the gods turned around, they saw the Little One held tightly in the arms of a large man.

"Dorfen?"

"Not twice... I will not lose you again!"

The moment the Little One was being abducted by the Higher Beings, even as the dazzling light stole his vision, Dorfen had relied on his judgment and lunged for her. And now, he had come to the Celestial Realm along with the Little One.

《It is time for judgment.》

《This one has rebelled against the gods.》

《An impossible arrogance for one connected to the gods.》

The three golden pillars flickered as if smirking.

But the Little One looked up at them with a sneer.

What are you talking about? Sorry, but I’ve figured it out.

In that final moment, Tsathoggua had shouted. While his vision was stolen by the dazzling lightning, he had predicted what would happen and exposed the logic of the gods.

‘Those guys don’t have a gatekeeper! If you seal them, they can’t get out!!’

Judging that there was only a moment, Tsathoggua, though his words were few, conveyed the core of the matter to the Little One.

While those around her were in an uproar over her disappearance, only Tsathoggua stared up at the sky far above and muttered.

‘Don’t underestimate my knowledge. I know.’

That dim murmur was pierced by the lightning, rolled across the battered Abyss, and vanished fleetingly like mist.

‘I ask the Higher Beings. There are three of you, yes?’

Pushing aside Dorfen who tried to shield her, the Little One growled lowly. The Celestial Realm immediately shook violently.

Narrowing her eyes at this, she raised her voice even higher.

‘You used Cesare and Clyde to wear them down, and you reincarnated me and Merda into Arcadia. You interfered with Earth so that it would not be known. It must have been easy for you, who can manipulate time.’

《What...?!》

The creator god of Earth’s eyes widened in astonishment.

They had made Cesare repeat a life of utter misery over and over again, so that he would be dyed in despair. How wicked could they be.

‘That’s not all. You guided the Dark Spirit King to become what he is. So that he wouldn’t leave the Abyss. You made his heart grow desolate so he would be lonely and waver... because he possessed power equal to a Higher Being.’

Now she understood. The Dark Spirit King had stayed in the Abyss because he couldn't abandon the souls cast down into the abyss. To keep that hidden, he must have disposed of countless souls. Like Hyrulia’s foster brothers. They were lucky enough to be saved by Joker’s web, but he must have been doing similar things in other worlds. He had cast down even innocent souls, slipping them past the eyes of the gods. All to bind Moldre to the Abyss.

As if she had hit the mark, the three pillars of light began to show obvious agitation.

Suddenly, the ground of the Celestial Realm shook. A great tremor assaulted the gods along with the Little One.

‘Support it!’

《《《《What?》》》》

The Little One barked at the gods, who were surprised and panicking at the shaking ground.

‘This is your world! Don’t hand it over to the Higher Beings! Support it!!’

At her words, a light lit up in the eyes of the gods.

They all placed their hands on the ground at once, and as each one poured their full strength into it, the violently shaking Celestial Realm grew perfectly still.

‘That’s right. This is your world, after all.’

The Little One’s lips curved into a grin.

She had deliberately spoken loudly for the gods of the Celestial Realm to hear. To let them know how arrogant the Higher Beings were and how they had toyed with life. Once created and sent out, a being is an individual. They are not something to be trampled on from above.

But the gods did not know that.

It was the same for the Higher Beings. They thought it natural that those they created would prostrate themselves and revere them. They reveled in receiving this and in protecting the gods.

It was probably better than being oppressed. If the gods were fine with it, perhaps she was being presumptuous.

But the Little One saw it.

The astonishment and indignation that appeared in the eyes of the gods who heard her story.

They were angry about what she had said. In other words, they did not wish to be ruled by the Higher Beings.

Well then, there’s only one thing to do, nyo♪

Exposed so nakedly, the three lights soared high into the sky. A tremendous fury instantly filled the air, making the gods’ limbs stiffen.

《Ugh? This is...》

The wrath of the Higher Beings...?

The gods, though convulsing minutely, kept the earth in check. A small resistance. As if irritated by this, the three lights pierced the Celestial Realm with a sharp sound.

The Higher Beings descended around the Little One.

《You know too much.》

《You have disturbed the harmony of the gods.》

《We will retrieve you and correct this harmony.》

The right hands of the Higher Beings reached for the Little One. Seeing this, many gods started to run.

《Forgive us!》

《This child has saved many worlds!》

《She is still but a child, have mercy!》

《Enough of this tediousness! Support her! Protect her!!》

Dozens, hundreds of gods rushed in, inserting themselves between the Higher Beings and the Little One. The right hand of the gods held the power of destruction. If the right hands of the Higher Beings touched a god, that god would be annihilated. Apparently, they couldn’t bring themselves to harm the gods who were like their own children, and so the Higher Beings, growing impatient with the gods swarming to protect the Little One, returned to the heavens once more.

《How foolish. We are the parents who gave birth to the gods and created the stars of the world... Regret this.》

They must have provoked the wrath of the Higher Beings. Countless bolts of lightning roared and fell from above the Little One. A storm of unavoidable lightning assaulted Chihiro. The flames of Megiddo, as depicted in the holy scriptures. The flames that burn only the human world do not affect the gods. In other words, even if the gods tried to protect the Little One, it would pass right through them.

《《Chihiro!》》

‘Lady Chihiro!’

Chaos and Abyss’s eyes widened in anguish as they screamed. And Dorfen too. But the girl, with light, dancing steps, masterfully dodged every bolt of lightning. A terrifying arrow of light filled Chihiro’s vision. But she could see its landing point as if it were in her hand. As if she could see a little into the future. With a strange clarity in her mind, the Little One suddenly remembered.

Ah, from that time.

Back when the Little One was Fatima. The Higher Beings had given her something. It was a blessing from the Higher Beings. A transfer of divine power bestowed upon one who would later become an O-saki. Normally, it was something one should receive from the gods of the world they are born into, but the Higher Beings were greatly indebted to the former Little One. It was apparently given in gratitude.

The mark on the left hand is the power of regeneration to build the future. The mark on the right hand is the power of destruction to settle the past. The mark on the forehead is the power of the gods to unite them, interfere with the world, and construct it.

Tsathoggua had said so when the mysterious marks appeared in the Abyss. As a result, a little bit of the power to manipulate time resided in the Little One. That must be why the path of the Higher Beings’ lightning appeared doubled in her vision. They surely never expected to be thwarted by the very power they had bestowed.

A wicked smile spread across her face, and the Little One shouted to achieve her goal.

Now that they’ve retreated is my chance.

‘I won’t accept it!’

This was the Celestial Realm.

As many gods watched, the Little One’s final battle began.

‘Parents don’t spoil their children and tie them up in knots! Anyone who does that is disqualified from being a parent!!’

A rain of lightning struck with a deafening roar. Dodging it, Chihiro raised her right hand. On the back of her hand shone the golden glimmer of an equilateral triangle.

‘Skuld!!’

As if responding to the Little One’s cry, the atmosphere trembled, and a metallic sound rang out, gakin.

《Eeek? S, sister!》

《Stop it!》

A low, curse-like voice descended from the heavens.

Ignoring it, she now raised her left hand. On it was an inverted golden equilateral triangle.

‘Urd!!’

Again, a hard sound, and a pained cry echoed from high above.

《Stop...!!》

Finally, with both arms raised, the Little One looked up to the heavens and smirked. On her forehead shone a hexagram, completed by the two triangles.

And the revelation she received when she was blessed by the Spirit Kings at the Table of the Gods.

The words of power that could destroy even the heavens. It was a name.

A blessing that fixes the existence of the gods, and also a curse that seals their interference with the world. Naming.

‘Verdandi!!’

《Stop it!!》

‘These are your names!!’

With a loud gakin sound, the lightning vanished, and silence filled the Celestial Realm.

‘It’s about time you let your children go!!’

The gods, who had been staring at the girl in stunned silence, noticed the change. Their bodies felt light. The interference of the Higher Beings that had restrained each of them was gone.

《What in the world...?》

The Little One, who had collapsed as if her strength was spent, explained while panting.

‘It just means the Higher Beings were gods after all.’

The Higher Beings who manipulate the past, future, and present. The gods born from their amusement were their children. In other words, it was equivalent to the relationship between humans and gods. And the Higher Beings were dolls of light. Remembering this, the Little One had grown suspicious.

Chaos and Abyss had once been dolls of light. The two who had received their names from Chihiro and taken their current forms.

...Were they not the same?

《So you gave them names...?》

To the faces that couldn’t hide their astonishment, the Little One nodded. The covenant that binds the gods. If this also applied to the Higher Beings, then by giving them names, they would become unable to interfere with the Celestial Realm. That is what the Little One had thought.

And Tsathoggua’s final words.

《The Higher Beings do not have a guardian.》

In other words, there was something like the door to the Abyss in the Celestial Realm as well, and the nameless Higher Beings, just like nameless gods, could pass through it freely. But by being given names, the restrictions of the gods would take effect, and they would no longer be able to pass through that door. This had to be done after they returned to their high place, sealing them in. In essence, it was locking the door. That was what naming did.

Since the thing was a door, it could be opened and closed. Perhaps there were special considerations for the three pillars of light who ruled the heavens, or the Dark Spirit King who ruled the Abyss.

But Tsathoggua had said it. A guardian was needed. And the Higher Beings did not have one.

In the Abyss, Tsathoggua had led Cesare, along with Katsumi, to the door. Cesare was a being of darkness. In other words, the door that was closed after being named probably needed a guardian to open it. With Cesare as the guardian, the door to the Abyss could be opened and closed.

With this, the three pillars, who apparently had no such guardian, should never be able to manifest again. Because she had received a blessing from the Higher Beings, the Little One had been granted the right to name them, just like a god.

‘Looks like I hit the jackpot.’

Looking up at the now silent heavens, the Little One beamed.

‘The gods will stand on their own too. You Higher Beings can just watch over them, nyo♪’

She didn’t know if they were truly the Norns. She had heard that some worlds called them that, but it wasn’t certain. Still, Chihiro couldn’t think of any other names, so she gave the Higher Beings the names of the three sisters.

And for things to take a diagonal, upward twist was her default setting.

A hexagram shone on the forehead of the Little One as she slowly stood up. It began a light resonance. Drawn in by the resonance from an unknown source, the Celestial Realm began to shine with a golden light.

《This is...》

‘Wha?!’

A golden sash billowed out from the Little One’s entire body. Countless sashes undulated, spread out, and filled the Celestial Realm like ripples.

《The power of creation...?》

The earth instantly began to sprout, grass and flowers grew and bloomed. Large trees stirred in the distance. They too grew and transformed into a forest. Looking up, there were golden clouds in the sky. Before the stunned and motionless gods, a world was created in no time at all.

‘Nyo?’

The Little One had a puzzled look on her face.

What a creature you are...

The gods who were nearby trembled, their eyes shaking, and they all knelt before the Little One. The gods looked up at the startled Little One, who flinched back, and smiled softly as tears streamed down their faces.

《It’s over... Now a world has been created in the Celestial Realm too. We thank you. Truly...》

《We are endlessly grateful for you liberating so many worlds.》

《We who could not defy our parent gods... have committed many mistakes.》

The powerful yoke that the Higher Beings had placed on the gods. The Little One had smashed it. By giving the Higher Beings names, the Celestial Realm had acknowledged the Little One as its master. And it had created the world she desired in the Celestial Realm.

For the gods, who could do nothing but watch over each star in a white world close to nothingness, something called life had finally arrived.

《We’ll be busy from now on. I want to build a house and try making one of those things called fields.》

《I prefer to be near the water. I’d like to try my hand at fishing.》

《We’ll need blacksmiths and carpenters too, won’t we? Is there anyone who has an O-saki skilled in such things? Let us borrow their power and build our world.》

Hands from Chaos and Abyss were placed on the shoulders of the Little One, who was staring dumbfounded at the suddenly energized gods.

《You really are... a delightful girl.》

《To think you would create a world in the Celestial Realm. The Higher Beings must be stomping their feet in frustration.》

Drawn in by the two who laughed so merrily, the Little One also began to laugh.

All’s well that ends well.

With the birth of a new world, the Celestial Realm became a very lively place.
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			"Are you sure you want me?"

With his large frame and shaggy beard, Drago cut an imposing figure, but he looked down at the beloved daughter clinging to his arm.

"I wanted to attend a ball with you like this, Father. It was a dream of mine, so you have to humor me♪"

Deeply moved by how much his Little One had grown into a young lady, Drago felt tears welling up at her sweet words.

Tonight was the New Year's ball.

It was also the day for the social debut of fifteen-year-olds who had come of age, where they would have their first audience with the king. The escort for such an occasion would normally be one's fiancé. Only if one did not have a set partner would a family member step in, but for some reason, Chihiro had asked Drago to be her escort. Chihaya, who doted on his sister, had grumbled, but he had a fiancée of his own. It wouldn’t be right for him to escort Chihiro over her. Chihiro also had a fiancé, but due to various circumstances, he had yielded the role of escort to Drago.

"I see. You look beautiful, Chihiro."

"Thank you♪"

Tonight, the Little One wore a pale cream-colored dress with a light blue shawl. Adorning her jet-black hair was a milky white pearl hair ornament shaped like a butterfly. Both the dress and the hair ornament were finely studded with aquamarine, providing a lovely accent. These were a gift from her fiancé. Regretting that he could not be her escort, he had provided her with the most splendid attire imaginable.

"Shall we go, then?"

His eyes softening at the sight of his grown-up daughter, Drago stepped into the grand hall.

Walking straight down the red carpet, the two greeted His Majesty the King. The king gave a magnanimous nod and looked at the Little One with a gentle expression. It was a gaze full of affection. Romel, too, looked on with a troubled face at that meaningful look.

"You’ve become so beautiful. Time truly flies."

"You are too kind. Thank you, Your Majesty."

The Little One smiled demurely.

Her beauty, inherited from Sakura, combined with her unique aura, drew the gazes of everyone around. Sighs of admiration could be heard from all corners.

"Truly beautiful."

"To think he was hiding her away. The Count is a sly one."

It was a rumor in high society that Chihiro was an outstanding student and a lady of the highest caliber. Even setting aside her various eccentricities, she was a charming young woman. A count’s daughter, albeit in title only. She was well-regarded by the royal family, and above all, she was the daughter of Sakura, the last royal of the fallen Kilfan Empire. Her added value was immeasurable, yet word was that her fiancé was already decided. The neighboring Kilfan Kingdom had sworn allegiance to Sakura. In other words, Sakura's family was as good as Kilfan’s royalty. The nobles who gnashed their teeth, wishing they had become close to her sooner. Those who had scorned Drago for being a chef, looked down on him, and hurled insults, had spectacularly missed their chance. It was too late now that they realized the twins' excellence. Chihiro had long since been engaged to a formidable partner. For the same reason, the nobles' attention had also turned to Chihaya, but Count George declared that the children’s marriages were up to them and continued to refuse all offers that poured in. As a result, the twins had each chosen a partner they loved.

While His Majesty the King and the Crown Prince danced the first dance, Chihiro linked her arm with Drago’s and looked up with an excited face.

"You’ll dance with me?"

"Yes, of course."

His daughter's first dance.

Ignoring the envious nobles and the glares from people with a different kind of intensity, Drago danced with Chihiro, a broad smile on his face.

Though he came from common stock, Drago had been a noble for several decades. He had acquired all the necessary etiquette. As a chef, he generally didn't attend balls. This time, he had forcibly taken leave for his beloved daughter's social debut. The royal palace hadn't been pleased, but Drago had already trained several chefs. Adonis's skills, in particular, were second to none. He had the ability to confidently entrust his position to him, and using that as leverage, he had pushed his request through.

It was worth it.

His beloved daughter was as beautiful as a flower.

Ah, she has really grown up.

Drago felt a sting in the back of his nose. The image of a tattered toddler that had been stubbornly lodged in his mind finally began to fade. The many memories of his lovely daughter overlaid it, and the memory of a grimy, gaunt child blurred and dissipated.

When the music ended, tears streamed from Drago’s eyes, and the people around them froze with shocked expressions.

"Sorry, I can’t..."

Drago choked on his words, and Sakura rushed to his side.

"Honestly, you."

Accepting a handkerchief from Sakura, who smiled with resigned exasperation, Drago fled to an empty terrace. Hearing the faint sobs, Chihiro blushed bashfully.

"A child’s growth is a deeply moving thing for a parent. Now, you go and greet the others and dance."

With an elegant smile, Sakura swished the hem of her kimono and followed Drago. Watching them go, the Little One searched for familiar faces.

As if waiting for this very moment, people began to approach her. But not allowing such scoundrels to get close, Romel promptly spoke to the Little One.

"May I have the next dance with you?"

"With pleasure♪"

A graceful gentleman with a sharp posture. Though he was nearly forty, he still looked to be in his early thirties, a characteristic of the people of Frontier. The generation that had received the blessings of golden magic still aged slowly. As a result, they had a long period of robust health.

The two, who began to dance to the music, made a perfect couple.

"You’ve really grown up. You’re a fine lady now... Please graduate from causing trouble, will you?"

Given her past, even after retiring as the Golden King, the Little One’s life had been full of trouble and unconventional days. Romel, who had watched over the twins’ growth with great anxiety, must have had his own thoughts on the matter. The Little One couldn’t help but let out a small laugh and nodded slightly. The small, tsumami-zaiku flowers in her hair swayed charmingly.

"You’re right. I hope nothing else happens."

"...Please don’t? That sounds like a massive jinx, and it scares me."

What am I supposed to do?

The Little One’s eyes sharpened threateningly, but Romel held her and twirled lightly. The Little One was a decent dancer, but as expected of royalty, his lead was impeccable. Charmed by his easy lead, Chihiro smiled, and Romel adored her with a melting expression.

After the dance, Romel stood by Chihiro’s side. He intended to guard her from any unsavory characters who might approach her in Drago’s absence. However, Chihaya pushed through the crowd and came towards them. He glared at Romel and quickly took his sister’s hand.

"Prince Romel, we have foreign dignitaries here tonight. You must be busy, wouldn’t you say? I will stay by Hiro’s side."

"...And what about your fiancée?"

"It is fine. I have left her with her younger brothers."

Romel glanced around the hall and his eyes met with those of a young lady who was smiling wryly and giving a slight bow. Her younger brothers looked bewildered. No, he could even feel a faint aura of anger rising from them.

...Of course they would be.

"You... Hah... It’s probably useless to say anything."

Chihaya, who had been caught up in and forced to deal with the Little One's complex and bizarre adventures, had grown into a tremendous sis-con. He seemed to see enemies all around him, and it was said that after graduating from the noble academy, he aimed to join the Royal Knights.

"I will cut down any fool who thinks ill of my sister."

He declared this without hesitation, a testament to his obsession. His fiancée watched over him with a resigned, lukewarm gaze.

Really, you’re lucky to have such an understanding fiancée, Chihaya.

Chihaya, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, escorted Chihiro to the dance floor.

Watching the two of them from behind, the twins from their childhood overlapped with their current forms. The small children who used to walk hand-in-hand, toddling along. The two who used to run around the castle in matching ponchos of different colors had come of age today.

Time really does fly.

As Romel indulged in the same sentiment as Drago, a familiar, unpleasant sound boomed in his ears. It wasn't just heard; it boomed.

Just as everyone in the hall looked up to see what was happening, the familiar giant honeybee flew in through the skylight. It circled the hall’s atrium and landed with a thud on the red carpet. It then handed the envelope in its hand to a nearby attendant.

《You remembered this time. Excellent.》

Inside the envelope was the invitation to the ball that Romel had sent via a knight. The Queen’s eyes crinkled with pleasure, and she buzzed her wings happily in front of Romel.

"Welcome, Queen. Chihiro is over there."

When he pointed to the Little One dancing with Chihaya, she, who had also been looking this way, broke into a wide grin and ran over.

《Lady Chihiro! Congratulations on coming of age!》

"Thank you, Merda! I look forward to working with you in the future!"

《Of course! The others are waiting outside and wish to offer their congratulations as well.》

"The others too?"

"What?"

As the Little One voiced her question, Romel also asked what was going on.

"Uwaaaah..."

The two, who had exchanged puzzled glances, rushed outside to find a group of familiar faces.

《Congratulations on coming of age, O King.》

《So you’re an adult now. Human children grow up so fast.》

《You have become so beautiful. Here, this is a congratulatory gift.》

Moruto, Joker, Zett. The lineup of giant monsters sent the royal palace into a storm of screams.

However, seeing the mountain of gifts piled up by Zett and the others, the shock was so great that they forgot to scream. Moruto had brought raw gold, silver, and precious stones. Joker had brought beautiful cloth woven from their own silk. Zett had also brought a mountain of coral, pearls, and other treasures, piled up so high you had to look up.

《Use it for your wedding dress or something.》

《I look forward to it. You will surely be a magnificent bride.》

《Isn’t that a bit premature? The King is still a blossoming young maiden, you know?》

A lively trio of voices chattered away. But to the people around them, they looked like nothing more than ferociously growling monsters.

Ahhh... Romel and the Little One exchanged weary glances. But then, an oblivious voice cut through the air.

"Oh! I thought it was awfully lively, and it was you guys."

It was Adonis, leading the chefs from the kitchen. As someone who often accompanied the Little One, he had a close relationship with the Lords of the Forest. He approached Moruto and the others without fear and instructed the chefs to bring out a large quantity of sweets.

"You came to celebrate Chihiro, right? Here, eat up!"

The monsters had a weakness for sweets.

With a burst of joy, the giant monsters began to devour the sweets they were offered. The chefs, smiling, diligently swapped out the rapidly emptying platters and brought more.

"You saved me, Adonis."

"Not at all. The apprentices let me know. They said the Queen appeared in the hall. So I figured the rest of the crew would be here too."

Ignoring the dumbfounded people of the royal palace, the monsters and the Little One’s group started their own noisy party. The king, with a wry smile, urged the frozen orchestra to resume playing.

"That girl is just that kind of creature. Pay it no mind, let us enjoy the banquet."

The nobles of Frontier knew that the Lords were intelligent monsters. After a brief commotion, things quickly returned to normal.

In the lively royal palace, both inside and out, the Little One came of age.

From here on, she would continue her turbulent life and live it to the fullest.
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			"...Thank you."

"Mother?!"

"No!! I can’t believe it!!"

"Grandmother!!"

Deep within the royal palace, in the guest quarters, an old woman’s life came to an end.

She had been a cheerful person who laughed heartily and brightly. Loved by everyone and loving all things, her life was full of turmoil, and her tales of adventure greatly enlivened the songs of the bards.

She had traveled the world, left many footprints, and ended her long, unconventional life.

Seen off by many tears, the words carved on her tombstone were a short phrase. The words she whispered on her deathbed.

《Thank you.》

This single phrase, whose recipient was unknown, remained in people’s hearts for a long time.

《Thank you, is it?》

《That is just like you.》

The gods of Arcadia smiled happily. To join their ranks, the Little One was summoned to the Celestial Realm.

She had promised the gods she would become an O-saki in her next life.

‘Eternity, huh. To be honest, it sounds like a pain. Can’t you just purify me and let me return to the cycle of reincarnation?’

Chaos and Abyss turned around with expressions of sheer shock. The way their whole bodies conveyed that this was no joke was, in a way, comical.

Even though they’re gods.

The Little One, who had seen the moment they became dolls, still had the image of their innocent smiles from that time burned into her mind. They looked the part now, but at present, perhaps due to their impatience, their anxiety was written all over their faces, making them look young.

《《You will not!!》》

Figured as much.

The old woman, who was once an Earthling called the Little One, let out a dry laugh and brushed it off.

After a bizarre and winding life full of twists and turns, it was finally time to pay her dues. The time to stop being human had come.

《We will grant your wishes. Your age and appearance will be as you desire.》

《We will also prepare a home and a source of income. So that you will not want for anything in your life.》

The two gods pleaded desperately. The birth of an O-saki was their dearest wish. If they missed this chance, who knew when the next would come. For that, they would be as flexible as needed. They would give her anything. So... so!

《《So, please become an O-saki!!》》

Faced with the two who looked on the verge of tears, Chihiro couldn’t help but flinch back.

‘I know, I know! I gave you names, and you’re like my children, so I’ll keep my promise!’

The Twin Gods’ faces relaxed in relief. Then, a little shyly, they murmured, "Mother?"

‘I’m your godmother, so it’s not wrong.’

The old woman’s eyes curved into a proud arc.

《Mother... Yes, that sounds nice.》

《From now on, we shall call you that.》

Behind them, who were giggling happily in their grown-up forms, a line of figures appeared.

《It is lively here. Since you are finally gaining an O-saki, could you not be a little more solemn?》

Standing there were the gods of Earth. The so-called creator gods. They said that all the gods of Earth, in Japan and around the world, were O-saki. O-saki who had created the continents that would become each country on the Earth made by the creator god and guided humanity.

Huh? Well, gods like Amaterasu were originally children of Izanagi and Izanami, so maybe that’s the classification. In that case, Earth is a world with a ton of O-saki. No wonder it prospered.

Furthermore, they each have their own messengers, so the Little One felt like she had glimpsed a part of the reason why Earth was such a wondrous, festival-like world.

Then she noticed that gods from other worlds had also gathered, and before she knew it, the area around the gods of Arcadia had turned into something of a banquet. They each partook of the drinks and food they had brought, celebrating the birth of an O-saki in Arcadia.

It seemed they were enjoying the world the Little One had created, which was a relief.

《Is there a form you desire? Your eyes are set to be golden, but you can decide your hair color, age, gender, and so on.》

At these words, Chihiro thought.

《Curly black hair.》

Black hair was the color of Sakura’s hair and was Chihiro’s identity as a Japanese person. And the curly hair was inherited from Drago. She chose hair with the characteristics of both and further specified her age to be seven. In Arcadia, one could not move around freely without receiving the baptism at age seven.

《Why a child? Wouldn’t it be better to be older?》

《We will make you a peerless beauty. For you are our O-saki.》

‘Nah, I’ll stay as I was in my past life. I don’t want to get caught up in any messy romance stuff, so being a child is better than an adult.’

The gods’ gazes, as if exasperated, gathered on the grinning Little One. The gods knew that she held complex trauma regarding romance from her previous life on Earth, but they had thought it had been resolved in this life. In this life, she had married, been blessed with many children, and lived out her natural life with a good partner.

《You... your roots run deep. Well, I suppose it cannot be helped. Then, a blessing from me.》

Saying so, the god of Earth touched Chihiro with its left hand.

《In my name. I shall protect this one from wicked hearts.》

Chaos and Abyss also touched her with their left hands, pouring in their power while envisioning the Little One of the past.

Instantly, the Little One’s body shone with a brilliant light, and in the next moment, a familiar young girl with black hair and golden eyes appeared. Soft black hair that reached the middle of her back, and large eyes, slightly upturned like a cat’s. A light green poncho and red bib overalls. It was a sight that would make anyone who knew the Little One of the past do a double-take.

And this was the form she had seen when she merged with Fatima in the Abyss.

Perhaps fate had already been decided at that time. Other gods from other worlds also spoke to the slightly conflicted-looking Little One.

《Then a blessing from us as well.》

The gods of other worlds gave the Little One decorative items imbued with blessings, each possessing the characteristics of their respective worlds.

‘Thank you.’

She said her thanks honestly and twirled around in front of the gods.

《It suits you. May you be well.》

Finally, Chaos placed a circlet on the Little One’s head, and Abyss put an ear cuff on her ear.

《All preparations are complete. Where will you make your home?》

‘In Merda’s forest!’

《《Understood.》》

Seen off by the smirking gods, the Little One was reincarnated in Arcadia for the third time.

This was her last reincarnation. And the legend of the Golden King also came to an end.

Because the Golden King who had gained eternity would watch over Arcadia until its end. No new Golden King would be born.

Many memories floated and disappeared in the swirling light, and the Little One’s figure was swallowed by the seven-colored torrent and vanished.

《...Thank you, truly.》

The Little One did not know of the gods’ murmur, filled with deep emotion.

"Merda!"

《Oh, my master. What is the matter?》

Deep within the Queen’s forest. In a verdant place where even adventurers dared not tread, was the Little One’s house. The gods had prepared a small house for Chihiro as she wished, simple but not shabby.

The first floor had a reception room connected to the kitchen, as well as a bath and a storeroom. The second floor had a bedroom, a study, and one guest room. It was a slightly spacious guest room with two beds, prepared for the occasional unexpected guest. The 5LDK-style house, as it would be called on Earth, was a lovely home with brick and plaster exterior walls and a red roof. Chihiro had requested a design similar to a certain count’s mansion in the royal palace.

She made fields nearby, planted fruit trees and crops brought from that mansion, and lived a slow, leisurely life with honey as her source of income. She delivered for free to the orphanage. For others, she sold it wholesale. Pushed by the popularity of Kilfan’s sugar, honey was now traded at a decent price. Still, it was a sufficient source of income for someone living alone, and she sold it to familiar faces in the castle and town.

"...Give me back my tears, will you?"

"Now, now, it’s fine, isn’t it? We get honey delivered like this, after all♪"

The Little One had visited the royal palace kitchen. There was Adonis, who had succeeded Drago and become the head chef. Those born in the era of golden magic were long-lived. They had a long period of robust health, and Adonis, though he looked to be in his forties, was actually around eighty years old. He was at an age where he would gradually begin to decline.

The Little One, though born in Arcadia, had a soul from Earth, so she aged at a rate no different from an Earthling. Because of that, she had reached the end of her life sooner than anyone else in the castle. Her family had watched her grow old with shocked eyes. Incidentally, it was the same for Sakura. She had crossed the rainbow bridge before the Little One, and she remembered Drago’s loud sobs echoing through the mansion for a long time. Chihaya, perhaps because Drago’s blood was stronger in him, or perhaps because his soul was from Arcadia, seemed to have a long lifespan.

"I had a good life, surrounded by everyone as I passed. The rest is a bonus. Next, I’ll be the one to see everyone off, so bear with me♪"

"That’s just the kind of creature you are, aren’t you."

Sighing, Adonis accepted the honey. He then handed over a pouch of money. The Little One was pleased with the clinking sound.

"Are you not going to tell the Head Chef or Haya?"

"No. It’s better not to give them false hope, right?"

"...And Prince Romel?"

"...I won’t tell him."

She had told only Adonis for the sake of selling her honey, but it was better not to tell everyone else. Ignoring Adonis’s complicated expression, the Little One devoted herself to a slow life different from her previous one.

"Honestly!! They’re always stuck to my window! Make sure you put them to bed in their nest, okay!!"

Clinging to the Little One’s entire body were Merda’s children. They were larvae, not yet grown into adults. The white larvae writhed and squirmed happily. They were the size of babies. If someone who hated bugs were to see them, a scream of terror would surely echo through the air.

"You’re heavy! Get off!"

The Little One threw the larvae off with a flick, but they bounced back happily. The larvae were so delighted it was as if you could hear them giggling.

"I’m not playing with you!"

Merda watched with a warm, gentle gaze as the Little One continued to toss them off.

And so the days passed, and a plausible rumor began to spread in the castle.

Difficult documents left on a desk would be completed.

When one was stuck, if they left it in a letter, a solution would be written on it before they knew it.

When someone was in trouble, a child of the Lord would appear from nowhere to help.

A nostalgia felt somewhere, sometime.

Feeling the presence of someone who, though unseen, would lend a hand, people would tilt their heads, but what came to the minds of those who knew the past few decades was, without exception, the Little One.

And then, a rumor of a small child running around the castle and town spread, and as sightings were frequent around the Lord’s Forest, people began to call the child in question the Sage of the Forest. A sage was hidden deep within the forest. A sage who commanded monsters and helped people.

Those who knew the Little One of the past searched desperately, but they were blocked by the Lord’s children and could not search the forest.

In the meantime, Drago passed away, Adonis and Romel passed away, and Chihaya also crossed the rainbow bridge.

"...Chihiro?"

"Yes, Father."

Drago was stunned by his beloved daughter, who remained as she was in her childhood.

Is this a dream? My daughter definitely died of old age.

"Are you alive...?"

"No, I’m here to pick you up. Come, let’s go to Mother."

Drago grabbed the hand offered to him in his blurry, white vision and nodded with a smile of relief at its warmth.

To have his daughter come for him, how thoughtful.

"Ah. You’re right... I shouldn’t keep Sakura waiting."

A single tear traced its way down Drago’s cheek, and still holding Chihiro’s hand, he drew his last breath. After confirming this, the young girl left the room. Adonis stood by the door, looking at Chihiro with a pained expression.

"Thank you, Adonis."

"It’s fine. Haya might resent me, but the Head Chef’s happiness is more important."

Meeting his beloved daughter at the end, he surely had a good death. Adonis patted the downcast Chihiro’s head, and after confirming that her form had disappeared with the honeybees, he called for Chihaya and the others. For the Little One’s sake, he had summoned Chihaya, who was part of the Royal Knights, with a false report, keeping him away from the mansion. Naturally, he was harshly reprimanded by Chihaya for not being there at the end, but Adonis accepted it without complaint.

And when the Little One visited him on his own sickbed, he knew his time had come.

"I see... Thank you."

Pating the downcast Little One’s head again, Adonis, who had been on his sickbed, also passed away.

After the golden magic was lost, many diseases spread throughout Frontier. No matter how long one’s lifespan, one could not win against illness.

The young girl, who ranked among the gods, could sense the time of death.

How many more would she have to see off? The Little One shed silent, copious tears. Feeling a sense of nostalgia, Adonis had patted her head.

Don’t cry. I was so happy to have met you.

Next, she saw off Romel, Dorfen, then Zack and Chihaya, and by the time the Little One’s tears had run dry.

Just as promised, the Little One, who had secretly seen everyone off, finally showed herself in public in a Frontier where no one who knew her remained. The people were ecstatic at the explanation that she was an O-saki sent by the gods.

Her golden eyes confirmed it.

Was it not just like a fairy tale? Frontier was truly blessed by the gods. Furthermore, her appearance, which was exactly like the Little One from the songs the bards wrote en masse, added to her mystique.

Thankful for her words that she would offer consultation when they were in trouble, Frontier secretly called their beloved living god, the Sage.

The young child known as the Sage of the Forest would be with Frontier for a long time.

Also known as the Little One in Your Castle, she ran around the Frontier castle again today.

The Little One danced with a cheerful smile and a lively step. Her figure would never disappear from Frontier.

And so, a new living legend begins. It will surely be a journey just as delightful as the past.

Forever.

Completed April 30, 2022

Kazuhito Minagi
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			Chapter 176

			Epilogue, The Abyss

			"...What is this?"

‘My O-saki and messengers...’

Cesare, who had been a god, did not know. The miracle that could be brought about using the blessings gathered by the god of that world. This was a revelation given only to the O-saki who had named a god.

No matter how difficult the challenge, it was a ritual that would surely be fulfilled. A wondrous rite that required a fervent prayer, the blessing of a god, and six sacrifices.

The sacrifices were said to be powerful beings, but they could be prepared. However, the cunning of the Higher Beings was to give the revelation for a ritual that could only be performed if a god was manifest, after the god could no longer manifest.

It was a miracle that could only occur if a god was on the earth. Moreover, it was a ritual that would not activate unless someone paid the price for the missing power. Furthermore, after naming a god, it could not be used even if one knew of it. Because a god who has received a name can no longer descend to the lower world.

A nasty mechanism by the Higher Beings.

But at that time, there was a fleeting moment when the given revelation could be used. It was when the boy god, sent by the Higher Beings to guide them, manifested in the perishing Haze-Leve.

Now, the miracle rite that could only be used when a god was manifest was possible.

Legion the oni explained this and rushed to gather prayers for the boy god. Without the prayers and wishes of the people, there was no power to use as a blessing. The boy god, having heard the story, also manifested in various places and performed miracles with desperate effort. Healing people, purifying the land, making trees sprout.

And still... not even half the prayers were gathered.

In Haze-Leve, which had fallen into suspicion and spiraling desire, and had become a land of carnage, only despair was rampant.

The situation was already beyond saving. That was likely why the Higher Beings had sent the boy god there. Because even if he returned, the future would not change.

Legion and the other messengers let out groaning howls. The boy god handed them a dark magic crystal.

《In this, I have sealed my all. I am their pawn, but I will never forgive them. I will surely revive and show them a thing or two... so, I’m counting on you.》

Ignoring the shaking earth from the constant bombardment, the boy god opened a gate to Arcadia.

《Flee! You all, hurry!》

There were the few humans who had believed in the boy god and acted with the O-saki and the others.

‘...I am sorry. Truly... I am so sorry.’

The people were drenched. They were a part of the group that had foreseen the great war, built a shelter on a small island, and were supposed to have survived.

《It is fine. You all did well. Thanks to you, some people will be able to survive underground.》

The roar of explosions grew more violent, and flames approached, licking the earth.

《Flee! And tell the world of Arcadia that the gods are not absolute!!》

After sending everyone through the gate, the boy god closed the door even as his entire body was burned and melted. In that final moment, the boy god smiled, his brows furrowed.

《Master!!》

The mercilessly closed gate vanished, and those who were there swore an oath.

...Rebellion against the gods.

《To do such a thing... do you think it is what I wished for?》

The seven-colored light that rose when the golden ring was completed. That was a demonstration of power. Three beams of light rose. This meant that the power of the remaining three was missing. The messengers of Haze-Leve, understanding this, had refused the Little One's invitation to become her messengers, intending to offer themselves up when the time came. If they became her messengers, any abnormality on their part would be transmitted to the Little One. Knowing that sharp-witted girl, if she noticed multiple instances of it, she might unconsciously interrupt the ritual. With only Legion, it would pass as a slight sense of unease.

This time, we will ensure our master has a happy future...

Cesare did not yet know the meaning behind their satisfied smiles behind the door.

《What is the meaning of this, Abdahil?》

《Not yet. It is not over yet.》

Abdahil smiled gently at the suspicious oni, his golden and silver demonic eyes glittering. Long ago, he had been a poor commoner picked up by Legion before he was a monster. He was saved by Legion when he was lying in an alley, starving. He became his attendant, and when he came of age, he became a messenger. It was a natural progression for Abdahil, who had been abandoned by his parents and was only waiting for death, to adore Legion and become devoted to his teachings. And so, to Abdahil who became his messenger, Legion had spoken of what was in his heart.

That one day Legion’s master would be revived in Arcadia. And that he would be toyed with by the gods again. To prevent that, he wanted to cultivate dark magic crystals in the land of Arcadia and become a source of strength.

《This time, I want to make my master happy... even if it costs me my life.》

Legion the oni, tormented by regret.

Watching him, Abdahil also made a vow.

For him, it was Legion who had saved his life. Legion, who had educated him and hammered into him all the skills for survival, was Abdahil’s master. He was a far more important person than the god who appeared only in the teachings.

...Therefore.

If something were to happen, he would save Legion with his entire being.

And so, now, Abdahil stood before Legion. If one were judged in the abyss, the barrier created by the Higher Beings, even the soul of an O-saki would be helpless.

《Please wait a short while. I am sure that child will do it.》

The underground forest lake was the forest closest to the Abyss.

A dimension split right next to Abdahil, who had become the Little One’s messenger, and the people who appeared there shouted loudly.

《Hey! Is the Little One alright?!》

A handsome man with magnificent horns growing from the left and right of his head. He was dressed in luxurious attire like a nobleman, with sharp, piercing eyes. Sharp fangs peeked from his lips, which were twisted into a snarl. With him, a crowd of people swarmed in, taking the Frontier Knights by surprise. The knights explained the current situation for the time being, and the group, upon hearing it, rushed into the crack leading to the Abyss. The handsome man who had appeared first also started to run, but Abdahil grabbed his arm.

《I saw your power to split dimensions. Perhaps you could open a path to the world of the dead as well?》

《What are you?》

One eye bulging, the handsome man glared at him. Abdahil gave a simple explanation, pleading earnestly that he had someone precious to him, that he might still be in time, that he wanted to do something. Hearing this, the man observed Abdahil for a moment, then his lips twisted into an amused grin.

《Very well. You may enter from that dimension. That is the demon world. Its logic is different from this one, a place where one can interfere with the death of a world.》

His eyes shining at those words, Abdahil, along with the guide the man had provided, had run up the path to the underworld from the demon world.

《Then, did you use the Golden King for that purpose?》

Legion could not hide his surprise at Abdahil’s explanation.

《My master is you and you alone. I judged that as your messenger, I would not be able to act in a time of crisis, and so I served the Golden King.》

That king was deeply compassionate. If Abdahil pleaded desperately, she would surely have lent her strength. He had made the pact with that calculating thought in mind.

《I am sure that king will succeed. So, please wait a short while.》

Legion nodded at Abdahil’s words. He would later learn that this judgment was a wise one.

《Master...?》

‘Legion? No way! Really?’

Two pairs of eyes trembled in shock.

After that, the Higher Beings were sealed, and the wind magic contraption that had been set in the abyss disappeared, so Legion and his messengers were able to descend safely into the Abyss. And a miraculous reunion.

At the feet of the two embracing each other, the empty husks of the monsters’ corpses dissipated. Watching the former corpses dissolve into the air, Katsumi broke into a wide smile and returned to the physical world with the Frontier Knights. The Higher Beings who had been trying to condemn Katsumi were gone. The candle of his life, which had been on the verge of extinguishing, would continue to burn brightly.

And so, peace came to the Abyss as well, and Tsathoggua, learning that the abyss had become a free pass, became unusually agitated.

‘That thing is gone?! Seriously!!’

...leaving behind a Doppler effect, Tsathoggua rushed past like a gale.

《I’ve never seen him flustered before.》

Tsathoggua, the seeker of knowledge, known as the one who does not wander.

He might be surprised, but what could have happened to the always calm and collected him? Moldre saw off the tumbling, running Tsathoggua without understanding what was going on.

At that time, Joker’s spiritual body, which was in the web of the Abyss, trembled its enormous body, which was five meters long, and crouched down with a heavy thud.

《My body... is, gaaah!》

Joker’s back split open, and with a dull, cracking sound, something crawled out. It was a spider. A spider about two sizes smaller than Joker writhed, its flesh tangling and squirming. Shaking off the splattering bodily fluids, the spider stared at its own hands in a daze.

《A body...? A human body?》

On top of the spider’s torso was the upper body of a human. The naked form of a woman with wide eyes was growing out of the spider. Long, jet-black hair and bright red eyes. Her left eye had a golden outline.

She had seen this form before. That was it. The famous spider monster from the world of Earth.

‘Arachne?’

The beautiful woman wrung out her soaking wet hair and swept it back. With her well-defined nose and thin lips, it was unmistakably a human form.

Moving her hands as if they were a novelty and tracing her fingers with her gaze, Joker’s eyes narrowed languidly.

《What in the world is happening...?》

Someone answered her puzzled murmur.

《...Nacua?》

A distant memory, now only a blur.

It came rushing back like an avalanche, flooding Joker’s mind. A nostalgic voice she could never forget.

《Tsathoggua...?》

What her turned eyes saw was a creature that looked like a pear with arms and legs. The creature, with unique fur like a hedgehog’s, looked around curiously.

《Whoa, what is this? This is amazing. What happened? That form.》

Joker leaped onto the creature, which was tilting its head in a daze, and let out a roar.

This was the space between the Abyss and the physical world. To have come this far meant that the contraption set in the abyss had been broken.

《Thank goodness! You’re finally free, Tsathoggua!!》

《I was pretty free in the Abyss too, you know. But not being able to see you was tough, I guess.》

Tsathoggua, the prisoner trapped deep in the Abyss. What saved him from the endless solitude and infinite void was the existence of his one and only friend, Atlak-Nacha. The many eons where they could only cross the darkness for brief conversations.

With the Little One giving a name to the Dark Spirit King, a world was beginning to form in the Abyss. And by sealing away the Higher Beings, the Abyss was liberated. Furthermore, because the Little One had obtained the Celestial Realm, its influence was causing a world to form in the Abyss as well.

《I can move freely within the Abyss now. I made you worry, didn’t I, Nacua?》

Patting the back of the sobbing Joker in his arms, Tsathoggua’s large eyes narrowed.

Tsathoggua, the seeker of knowledge.

It would be several hundred years before the Little One, seeking his vast knowledge, would become a regular in the Abyss.

Until then, the two would work together to protect the physical world from the Abyss.

And so, everything was settled, and the world became one.

‘So basically, the contraption in the abyss is gone, so dangerous guys from other worlds might fall in, fuse together, and there’s a possibility that a ridiculously powerful monster could be born.’

Tsathoggua nodded vigorously at Sapphard’s words.

‘Exactly. So, I want you guys to fend them off so they don’t disturb my research.’

‘What is this. We are not mere underlings.’

Murmured a sullen-faced Lord Cesare, leading Legion and the others.

‘I have no obligation to support your otaku activities, but I have to protect Bonnie’s world. I guess I’ll play the Grapes of Wrath.’

‘...If it is for Lucrezia, it cannot be helped.’

The Abyss, having gained powerful reinforcements, greeted a new era.

With the Little One as the lynchpin, the era of Arcadia changed greatly.

There is no sign that this delightful and thrilling adventure drama will end♪
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			The Twins' Fiancés

			"A Vow of Aspiration?"

Come to think of it, there was something like that.

After settling her conflict with the gods, the Little One wandered about aimlessly, occasionally returning to Frontier. Aside from her first few years at the noble academy, she pretty much only attended the entrance ceremony and the New Year's prom. No one could say a word to the twins, who were exempt from all their subjects, and the one person who could scold them, Prince Romel, couldn't care less. And Chihiro's twin brother, Chihaya, stuck to her like glue as she devoted her life to revitalizing the borderlands.

Three years passed in this way, and the twins would be turning thirteen the next autumn. That made them fourteen by the traditional count. The age for the Vow of Aspiration.

If I recall, it's a ceremony where you swear an oath about your ambitions as you head toward adulthood, right? On Earth, it was a custom that came to Japan from China.

From Earth to Heisleyp. From Heisleyp to Arcadia. Many cultures were passed down. Like a game of telephone, they changed in some ways but were more or less preserved. Unlike Earth, civilization in Heisleyp and Arcadia was never interrupted. For that reason, what was passed down remained as it was. Well, Heisleyp ended up being destroyed, though.

"It’s one of our customs. You make a vow for your future as you approach adulthood. Things like wanting to master magic, or live your life solely as a knight. Basically, it’s a ceremony to pray to the gods and show your resolve."

A while ago, the land had no magic, and the ceremony had become a mere formality in other countries. But recently, with the revival of magic, it was apparently being reinstated in many nations.

This was because if you made a vow at the ceremony and fulfilled it, you would be granted a blessing from the gods. There was no punishment for failing. It was all a matter of chance. Life is a storm of setbacks. If the gods punished every little failure, humanity would be covered in wounds. Even the gods wouldn't do something so cruel. So, children eagerly participated in the Vow of Aspiration ceremony, where they had a chance at a blessing just for making a vow. In Frontier, where magic had always remained, it was a ritual that had continued all along.

"A vow, huh. I plan on becoming a knight, so… maybe I’ll state my ambition in the martial arts?"

"It can be fulfilled in Frontier, can it not? I wonder what would be good for me. Dancing? Embroidery? The accomplishments of a lady do not seem particularly inspiring."

Sitting in the Count's living room with a perfectly natural expression was Meg. She had spent most of her time studying abroad at the academy and the count's residence. She rarely returned to her own country even during long vacations. It was a ten day trip one way even with the Honeybee Carriage, so Meg chose to study at the academy instead of going home, and the Little One invited her to the count's house. The Dragos, who were lonely because the twins were always away on their travels, gave Meg a grand welcome. Before they knew it, they were treating her like their own child, and so it remains to this day.

It was probably a good thing that the twins were rarely home. Chihaya paid little mind to Meg bustling about the house when he did occasionally return. The count's residence had always had frequent visitors from the outside anyway. The family accepted their new neighbor without any fuss. Now, she was a good friend, just like Adonis and Zac.

"A vow, huh. I wonder what I should do."

Romel smiled at the Little One, who was tilting her head and humming, and took a sip of warm tea. There were vows that could be used by both men and women, but he hesitated to speak of them here.

His role as a temporary fiancé would be over in a few more years. Who on earth would the Little One choose as her partner?

Closing his eyes to the small ache that passed through his chest, Romel thought of the many young men.

There was Wilfe, and Theodore. They had been a handful in the past, but now they had grown into respectable men. However, he wanted to avoid Wilfe. She could only be a concubine, and if that doting Crown Prince became fixated on his biased love for the Little One, it was plain to see he would neglect his official wife, the former duke's daughter. The Little One was not the kind of person who would approve of that. Theodore would be a perfect match in terms of age. But there was a problem there, too. This wasn't an issue with Theodore himself, but with the current king and public opinion. The King of Frontier, who knew of the Little One’s past life, was incredibly soft on her. If Theodore were to marry the Little One, a drama to replace the Crown Prince could very well unfold. All so he could make his former beloved daughter the queen. And what made his head ache was that public opinion and the nobility would undoubtedly support it.

Three years ago, everyone in the world had watched the Little One's battle through a water mirror.

People had witnessed the moment she stood equal to the gods, right up until she vanished in a flash of lightning. The sound and video cut off there, but when they saw the Little One resurrected and full of life a few days later, anyone would be convinced.

That the Little One had been victorious in her battle against the gods.

She had not yet become an O-saki, but the Little One was now the same as the gods. Tsathoggua had not told people much, but this was the reason he had placed his hopes in her.

The Little One was different from a normal O-saki. She had already received blessings from higher beings in the past, putting her on the same level as the gods created by those beings. That was why she was able to do what Tsathoggua said, to gather the people's prayers into her body and turn them into blessings. It was not something an ordinary O-saki could do. One could only imagine Tsathoggua's excitement when he learned that the Little One had received blessings from higher beings. It was no wonder he couldn't help but think it might be a fixed race, given such incredible fortune. A variety of small miracles had piled up, leading the Little One to victory.

This was a secret story the girl still did not know.

And so, the Little One was already beginning to receive the faith of the people. If she were to marry a prince, a great many voices would surely rise up, wanting her as their queen. Without a doubt. Not just the common folk, but the church, and every nation. Riots on a global scale were not out of the question.

Therefore, marrying her to either of them would be difficult.

Then what about royalty from other countries?

The first name to come up would be Prince Marrow of Donautil. He was a sorcerer who possessed great magic, was skilled in martial arts, and was a key figure in his country. He and King Masahad had said they wouldn't mind if he married into her family, but the nobles of Donautil would be reluctant to let go of a royal who would carry the future of their magical institutions. Well, it wasn't hard to imagine that if she called for him, he'd come flying over with nothing but the clothes on his back.

Romel let a lukewarm smile creep onto the corner of his lips.

As for neighboring countries, there was Prince Louis Charles of Castrato, the so-called mad prince. That gentleman was also an excellent sorcerer skilled with magic, but he was dark. Not figuratively. Both his magic and his heart were pitch black. A pure black, as if pure darkness itself had been made manifest. He was true to his instincts, and if Prince Augfel hadn't thrown himself in the way to act as a stopper, Castrato would likely be mass producing mountains of corpses by now. He could learn when scolded, but he didn't fundamentally understand, so it was all superficial. He operated on a thought process like that of a small child, not doing things because he'd be scolded. The delays in his childhood development could not be so easily overcome.

Well, if Chihiro were by his side, there would probably be no problem, but that would be putting the cart before the horse entirely. It would only increase the Little One's hardships. He could hardly be called a good partner.

The remaining suitors were King Pascal of the Claudia Kingdom and Crown Prince Salim of the Sucaraba Kingdom. These two were neither particularly good nor bad, and could be called excellent prospects. King Pascal, in particular, was a formidable man who had overthrown the previous king with the help of a Lord of the Forest. He saved his starving people, rebuilt his exhausted homeland, and was still suppressing the troublesome royalist faction that continued to smolder. The inquiry hinted at by him was modest and couldn't be called a proposal, but the letter was enough to convey his admiration for the Little One.

'In your visage floating on the moon, I reminisce of days gone by. Days spent drowning in the ephemeral dream of gazing upon the forest's blue with you. If you have a heart, touch my feelings, a beloved thought I wish to sing of.'

"How old-fashioned."

The Little One gave a wry smile at the straightforward content.

In summary, it meant, not a day or night goes by that I do not think of you, and I dream every day that you were by my side. In response to these feelings, could you think of me, even a little? That's what it became.

"How pretentious. A man should just cut to the chase. What a feeble guy."

Meg took the letter from Chihaya, who spat out his words after a single glance, and let out a sigh.

"How wonderful. It is a fine letter."

At Meg’s words, Chihaya’s eyes narrowed slightly.

"What? Is that your type, Meg?"

"Eh? Any girl would long for a love letter. I have received them before, but none were as masterfully written as this."

Chihaya froze, watching Meg as she giggled and returned the letter to the Little One. Before he knew it, she had become a constant presence in his home. Yet she wasn't annoying, and he had grown used to her comfortable distance. She was already like family. Chihaya had thought of her as a second little sister, but on reflection, she was a princess who would be eighteen next year. Since their heights were the same, he didn't even think of her as older, but she was of an age and status where it wouldn't be surprising if suitors were lining up for her.

Wait a minute. Meg is getting married? She's going to leave?

A chill crept up his spine.

She got along well with his sister, and the Dragos adored her too. Marriage was a joyous occasion, but the loneliness would be immense. This is bad. I don't want to see Hero lonely. Or Father and Mother.

Looking at Meg, who fit so neatly into his family, Chihaya's eyes smoldered suspiciously. At that ruthless atmosphere, Romel couldn't help but look up to the heavens.

Is that all that's in your head?

Romel knew that Chihaya only cared for those close to him. And he knew that it was an incredibly tenacious obsession. The Little One was the standard for everything he did. For his sister's sake, he was so infatuated he wouldn't hesitate to kill. He wouldn't overlook even the smallest thing.

Chihaya, wavering with his dark thoughts, probably doesn't realize it. That his own feelings are mixed into those schemes.

Half the reason he doesn't want to lose Meg is his own attachment. Chihaya himself has grown fond of her, as she is now firmly fixed in the family post. The importance of a missing piece is only understood once it's lost. Romel, who had experienced this more than enough in the past, saw that Chihaya must have imagined it.

What if Meg were lost…?

While making up this and that reason, the very fact that Chihaya himself is noticing it means that Chihaya himself feels that Meg is a precious piece.

How young. Don't let her slip away, Chihaya.

Watching Chihaya brood while glancing at Meg with a lukewarm gaze, Romel lightly bit his lip.

I have to find a good person for Chihiro eventually, too.

The two men in question were to become kings. It would be impossible for them to marry into her family. If the Little One were to be married off, a considerable commotion was to be expected.

There were marriage proposals from the princes of Flowers and other countries, but they all lacked a decisive factor and were put on hold.

I suppose I should let Chihiro choose.

When she reached a suitable age, she would choose for herself. Thinking this, Romel shook off his pointless thoughts.

Little did he know that the Little One was watching him with a wicked smile.

As they went about their days, the day of the Vow of Aspiration ceremony arrived. Many people gathered at the royal palace.

Just like at the baptism, the nobles were lined up, their eyes softening at the sight of the children in their finest attire. The students placed their left hands on the needle crystal held by the priest, poured their magic into it, and prayed earnestly.

"I wish to be bound in a good match."

"I aim to become a strong sorcerer."

"I will endeavor to dance. At least to be on par with others…!"

And so on. They stated various aspirations, from the childlike to the mature. Chihiro stepped forward before the priest, who nodded at each one with the face of a kindly old man.

It's Chihiro's turn. What will she wish for? Strength? Peace? ...Let's just pray it's not food-related.

An involuntary tension ran through those connected to the Little One.

As the people watched, Chihiro declared with a clear and serene face.

"A happy future with Prince Romel. I swear to be with him for my entire life."

Shin... The royal hall fell into a stunned silence. After a moment of quiet, the gazes of everyone present focused on Romel all at once.

"...Huh?"

While gazing at the rare sight of a dumbfounded Romel, the Little One beckoned to him.

"Come on, Romel, you too. This vow isn't valid if only one person makes it, right?"

This was an engagement vow that was seriously subject to divine punishment.

"No! This is a Vow of Aspiration! Chihiro, if you make that vow, you won't be able to break off the engagement!"

"I have no intention of breaking it. In fact, it's pretty obvious you want to break it off, Romel. Look around. Is there a better prospect than you?"

That's right. For the Little One, there was no better prospect than Romel. The Little One didn't believe in the feverish passion of romance. A spouse was a best partner with whom one could share their life. Not a flimsy relationship that ends when passion cools, but a deep connection where they need each other. There was no partner better than Romel, who had thought of the Little One with all his being and had always been by her side. The Little One had also worked hard for Romel. She had given back more than what Romel had given her. It wasn't calculation, just a dozen or so years of walking together, truly needing each other. Even if it wasn't romance, it was only natural for affection to grow.

"I love you, Romel. Let’s be together forever, okay?"

Seeing the Little One grin from ear to ear, there was no way Romel could refuse.

I just can't win… In these past ten-odd years, I don't think I've ever won.

Closing his eyes tightly for a moment, Romel raised his face fiercely and started walking toward the altar with large strides.

"You! Things like this are supposed to be done by the man!"

Approaching the Little One with undisguised indignation, Romel touched the needle crystal, pouring his magic into it.

"I, Romel von Regret, take Chihiro La Giorgio as my wife, and vow to make her happy for the rest of my life."

A solemn sound immediately echoed. A resonance from the gods. It was a sign that the vow had been accepted.

Golden light scattered down from the true covenant. While those around them stood dumbfounded by the sudden turn of events, Romel gave a dark, triumphant smile.

"Now you are my wife. I will never let you go."

The words Romel swore were a marriage vow.

"He got me… Oh, well. Nice to be with you, Romel."

"Understood. ...Honestly. You certainly blew away all my worries."

A deep affection welled up from the bottom of his heart. Due to her age and various other things, Romel had continuously admonished himself for being drawn to the Little One. Every time he saw her grow into a young woman, a faint despair would cross his chest. Days spent in anguish, thinking he must entrust the girl, who was about to blossom beautifully, to a suitable young man. As she approached adulthood, he felt sickened by his own wicked feelings. He had thought of her as a daughter, yet his thoughts were so base and vulgar.

But when the lid was lifted, it was nothing of the sort. The Little One herself had wanted Romel.

"Are you sure you want an old man like me?"

"Romel, you're forgetting, aren't you? What's inside me. Sorry, but a boy of twenty or so is too much of a child to be reliable, nyo."

The girl’s face broke into a grin.

Ah, that's right. She was a woman who had passed her prime. It was foolish of him to have considered the age difference a problem. Inside, she was a woman older than him. Of course she would choose practical benefits over a flimsy, feverish passion.

Letting out a regretful chuckle, Romel pressed his forehead against the Little One’s and whispered innocently.

"You can't take it back now, you know? Let's go make the rings tomorrow. And the wedding dress, too. I can't wait for you to come of age."

"Don't forget the flowers and sweets, nyo. I haven't even been properly proposed to yet."

As the two of them laughed and giggled, time, which had stood still for those around them, began to move again.

"Romel?!"

"Uncle?!"

Screams erupted from the royal seats. They had vaguely sensed that the two's engagement was a temporary arrangement, and now this was the outcome. The shock was immeasurable.

"Chihiro! It's still too early!"

"Oh, what does it matter? If it’s Prince Romel, he can visit our home. Even if you live separately, it would be in Chihiro’s palace at the royal castle, right? It's a stroke of luck that you can be close by. You."

Sakura soothed Drago, who was weeping with his eyes wide as saucers.

From the various nobles, voices of astonishment, disappointment, and jealousy rose up, and the children stole glances at the doting older brother. They knew that Chihaya was merciless when it came to matters concerning the Little One and were trembling with fear. However, Chihaya himself had only widened his eyes slightly and remained motionless.

"Ah, I see."

Chihaya, with a look as if a possession had been lifted, walked toward the priest, placed his hand on the needle crystal, and infused it with his magic.

"I, Chihaya La Giorgio, take Meg de Torzebisont as my wife, and vow to make her happy for the rest of my life."

Ignoring the priest whose face stiffened in shock, Chihaya also beckoned to Meg.

He just had to tie her down before he lost her. Like Hero, who had captured Romel.

"The Torzebisont royal family sent a marriage proposal before, didn't they? We turned it down, but is it still valid?"

Chihaya tilted his head slightly and asked Meg, who was looking at him as if she were seeing something unbelievable.

"...Of course it is."

With trembling eyes, Meg placed her hand on the crystal and swore the same words. Feeling an allure in her trembling lips, Chihaya’s heart pounded for the first time.

A being that Chihaya did not want to lose, other than his family. A girl who, before he knew it, had taken up residence in his heart. On his journeys, the only people he thought of were his family and Meg. He had bought souvenirs for her as a matter of course and given them to her.

Chihaya, realizing for the first time that he had feelings for Meg, looked at the faintly blushing girl with a beaming smile.

However, it was a charming episode that Chihaya had to make his vow again because the name was wrong. Chihaya had forgotten that Meg was a nickname and her real name was Margaret.

Thus, the Giorgio twins decisively chose their partners, and it goes without saying that they later threw Frontier and the Torzebisont Kingdom into chaos.

"But you don't think ahead either, do you."

"I don't want to hear that from you, Romel. You with a taste for little girls."

"I’m telling Meg."

"Wait, Hero! Stop it! Meg is sensitive about the age difference!"

Romel’s mouth twitched as he shot a dry smile at Chihaya, who hastily grabbed his sister.

Couldn't he spare even a tenth of that consideration for him?

"As if I’m not concerned?"

"You're not concerned at all!"

"Well, not anymore."

The Prince Regent sipped his tea with a triumphant look.

That just irritated Chihaya even more.

But well, even from Chihaya’s perspective, there was no better partner than Romel. He was cunning, black-hearted, and merciless. Chihaya had watched him from the closest vantage point, alongside the Little One. It was infuriating, but when it came to the Little One, the two men were birds of a feather. As an ally, this brother-in-law was more reliable than anyone, and Chihaya reluctantly welcomed him.

And watching the two of them with wry smiles were the young ladies.

"He's like that, but are you sure, nyo? Meg."

"It is quite all right. Because I also love Hero very much. We are of the same kind, you see."

Yes. The Little One had saved Meg from a predicament before.

She wanted to join the fun-loving twins, so she had proposed the marriage arrangement to Chihaya. Her dream had come true. There was nothing that could make her happier.

As Meg giggled, the Little One looked at her as if she were seeing something impossible, and remembered the proverb about how there's no accounting for taste.

Water pepper… I want to eat Hiyajiru.

While the Little One stared into space with a bewildered look, the Giorgio family was abuzz with talk of rings and wedding gowns.

And so, the twins’ engagements were decided, and Romel gave his mistress a large sum of severance pay and let her go. He had heard that the Little One, upon learning of Romel's mistress, had paid her a visit to give her greetings.

"Thank you for taking care of the Prince Regent. I look forward to your continued support."

Informed that his mistress had received greetings along with seasonal fruits and money, Romel practically fell out of his chair. He rushed to the Giorgio residence like a startled rabbit and demanded an explanation from the Little One.

"Heh? She’s your concubine, right? Isn't it natural for the wife to express her gratitude?"

Chihiro and Sakura exchanged a look that said, "Right?"

"Well, it's an old custom, but the nobles in Kilfan used to do it."

Kilfan, how terrifying.

Romel's eyes widened in a daze as cold sweat dripped down his face, but in reality, it was an old Japanese custom.

She had served him for a long time, so Romel informed his mistress of her dismissal and gave her enough money to live a life of leisure until she died.

It is a side note that the Little One seemed a little disappointed when she learned of this.

The Little One had been enjoying things that couldn't be done in modern Japan, like having a concubine and exchanging seasonal greetings.

Imagining a married life with the Little One, who was far too positive in all the wrong directions, Romel found himself with a relentless headache for a different reason.

May fortune smile upon the future of this eccentric pair.
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			Revenge, Syril

			"Hebrahel-sama… The foolish king has perished."

In a small village on the Castrato border, Syril stood holding a bouquet of simple flowers. Before her was a gravestone at the edge of an unmarked cemetery. It was the gravestone of the man who was once called Count Ansbach.

After their defeat against Frontier in the war some ten years ago, Castrato placed the blame on Count Ansbach. Now that his true identity was revealed, the house was of no more use to them. Moreover, the retainers he kept were all criminals who were critical of Castrato. He was a convenient scapegoat. A great war had occurred, and Castrato, needing someone to take responsibility, pushed it all onto Count Ansbach.

"I will take all the blame. So please, spare my family from collective punishment."

Inside a room of the mansion where they were confined, Hebrahel looked up at the envoy from the King of Castrato with a composed face and answered, then looked down at his sons.

"Did we not say we would be with you?"

"Why, now of all times, would you say such a thing?"

His sons were flustered.

"If you are lost, the Ansbach family will truly end. And so too will the lives of those of my house who shared our fate."

The sons’ faces stiffened in realization.

About half had been lost in the previous battle, but the border count’s retainers and knights were imprisoned in the mansion’s basement. Only Syril and a few others were by their side to attend to their masters.

"You are the last of the Ansbach family. You must not abandon those who swear loyalty to our house. If it can be bought with my life alone, it is a small price to pay."

His father’s smile was gentle.

Seeing Count Ansbach’s serene expression for the first time, his sons, as well as Syril and the others, were rendered speechless. The House of Count Ansbach had been swept up in international intrigue and had served Castrato like slaves for a long time. At last, peace had come to the exhausted family. And they had even been provided with the grandest place to die. If he could die for his sons, he would be content.

That relief must have shown on his face.

Seeing their father's profile as he resolved himself to die, the sons felt an indescribable sorrow that caught in their chests. They could not find the words to say. A family toyed with by the times. Such things were common in any country. The Middle Ages were rampant with assassinations to clean up the messes of the powerful, and public beheadings for collective punishment.

In such a world, if it could be settled with just one head, it was indeed a stroke of luck.

However, that was only if the King of Castrato would truly accept it.

"It is my last wish. All of you, flee this country together. You are, after all, of the blood of the Castrato and Frontier royal families. There must be a country somewhere that will take you in."

Once the matter was over, the facts would fade. It was possible for the forgotten to survive. If his sons were also lost to collective punishment, the captured members of the Ansbach household would surely follow them in death. They were people who had opposed the Castrato royal family and been branded criminals. Few of them had family in this country, and they would never again bend the knee to the King of Castrato, the object of their aversion and hatred. For the members of the Ansbach family, who had also been exiled to this land, it was absolutely necessary for the sons to be alive to protect them.

Because Count Ansbach readily agreed, the King of Castrato promised to waive the collective punishment.

Thus, Hebrahel was secretly executed, and arrangements were made to send his body to the Frontier side. The official story would be that they had disposed of the fool who started a conflict on his own authority and brought trouble to Castrato. It was a cowardly scheme to make Count Ansbach the mastermind and leave the matter ambiguous.

But before that could become fact, others moved, and Count Ansbach’s body was seized.

They were comrades of those who had resisted Castrato and been sent to the Ansbach house. They had formed an underground organization in Castrato and had been secretly communicating with each other.

These were people who felt an immeasurable debt of gratitude to Count Ansbach for protecting their exiled comrades. They were the seeds of a small resistance, who knew that tomorrow it could be their turn. Knowing this country of Castrato well, they were certain that the King of Castrato would not keep his promise. So they acted with lightning speed, seizing Count Ansbach’s body and rushing to rescue the members of the Ansbach household who were confined in a mansion on the outskirts of the royal capital.

Syril and the others had not been conducting espionage in Frontier for so long for nothing. Once their shackles were removed, their stealth skills were as sharp as ever. With the help of a few comrades, the Ansbach retainers were released from their cells. They protected Hebrahel’s sons and escaped from the Castrato royal capital.

"Father…!"

The sons collapsed in tears upon seeing Hebrahel’s body. The attendants and knights watched them with pained expressions, themselves trembling with anguish.

Escaping would not have been difficult. If Hebrahel had only been willing, they were prepared to protect him even at the cost of their own lives. Compared to the knights of Frontier, the soldiers of Castrato were like amateurs. The sons, Syril, and the others had repeatedly pleaded with Hebrahel. Let us escape. Let us establish our house somewhere far away, unknown to anyone. But Hebrahel had not nodded his head in agreement.

Syril and the others did not know.

They did not know that Hebrahel was exhausted. That he wanted to end his own life. Even if it was a deception, if it was for the sake of his sons, there was no better place for him to die.

And so Hebrahel went to his death of his own accord.

Syril, who did not know of his inner conflict, was remembering the past.

She was the child of someone sent from Castrato as a criminal. That was Syril. Many others had also married while serving the Ansbach family, a land of exile, and had families of their own. Most of them were trained as spies and forced to swear loyalty to Castrato. But no matter how much loyalty to Castrato was drilled into them, at their core was an overflowing gratitude to the Ansbach family. The terrible reality of Castrato that they heard from those around them. The Ansbach family was under Castrato surveillance, so they couldn't say much, but the retainers still secretly told their children.

Unlike the relatively free retainers and knights, the members of the Ansbach clan were bound hand and foot by the supervisors who came from Castrato.

Loyalty to Castrato was beaten into them until it became a conditioned reflex. Respect, awe. They were beaten with whips, seared with candles, their masters placed under the absolute control of Castrato. How many times had Syril and the others gritted their teeth, forced to stand by and watch their masters, exhausted and losing their will to resist, subjected to countless acts that trampled their pride.

That was the norm in their house.

As a result, the Ansbach clan could not defy Castrato. If told to die, they would die gladly. A loyalty carved into them like a curse from birth. They could not save Hebrahel, who had already been brainwashed.

Even so, he had wished for it. For his sons to survive. For just a small bit of resistance.

Normally, he should have wished for collective punishment, and it would have been certain that both parent and child would die, but there, Hebrahel resisted. Brainwashing is not a half-hearted thing. Even if the person is not conscious of it, they are made to do as the other wishes. If it had been perfect, Hebrahel would have wished for collective punishment himself and played the part of the villain, just as the King of Castrato intended. But having come into contact with the extraordinary little girl, his very foundations were shaken, and several doubts had arisen in him. …Is my homeland truly right?

That small wedge was driven deep, and now that it had come to this, it was not the consciousness drilled into him by brainwashing, but Hebrahel’s true feelings that came to the surface.

He did not want his sons to die.

It was a natural feeling for any parent.

That would also lead to saving the lives of many knights and retainers. Hebrahel's sons were still young, their brainwashing incomplete. They could still be corrected.

Syril and the others had been loyal to Castrato for the sake of the House of Count Ansbach. Now that that yoke was removed, there was nothing to fear.

Guided by their comrades in the underground organization, Hebrahel’s sons decided to head for the central region. They could not take their father’s body with them, so the sons carried only a lock of his hair, and the body itself was buried in an unmarked cemetery in Castrato.

"Please leave the grave tending to me."

Hebrahel’s sons nodded to the smiling Syril and set off for the central region, looking back reluctantly.

Left alone, Syril smiled bewitchingly.

It was a deep, graceful, and grim smile, like that of a glamorous femme fatale.

Now. Let us begin.

O King of Castrato. Shall I let you taste hell?

With the entire border count's family missing, the flustered Castrato royal court could only announce that the Count Ansbach party had fled under the cover of battle. They had no other choice.

And so Syril disguised herself and infiltrated the Castrato royal palace alone.

As you all know, Syril laughed out loud as she carried out her revenge.

"It is over, Hebrahel-sama. The foolish king who tormented your family for so long is dead. …I wish I had done this sooner."

Syril had family left in Castrato. She had never met them, but her father had told her so. Syril’s clan was a family of prophets in Castrato. A mysterious power manifested only in the female children. They were a family that could communicate with the gods and be granted their wisdom. In other words, she was the granddaughter of the old woman in the Castrato palace basement, and had inherited that knowledge. All to brainwash the Ansbach daughters with the gods' miraculous medicine.

Syril, who was to infiltrate Frontier under the guise of Habilus's marriage, swore in her heart. She would obtain a magic-wielding infant and free the Ansbach family from the curse that had tormented their masters for so long.

Though Syril steeled her heart, it all ended with her only putting the Ansbach family in a worse predicament.

It was wrong from the start. In the end, I was brainwashed too.

In anguish, Syril’s face twisted.

To save the Ansbach family, Syril and the others had desperately tried to steal a child from Frontier. The border count's house was a family created for that sole purpose. To free them from their curse, they had no choice but to obtain what Castrato demanded. They had blindly believed so. They had been made to believe so. By the villainous supervisors of Castrato. The supervisors were skilled in manipulating people’s hearts. They used the stick and carrot exquisitely, and knew exactly how to break a person’s spirit.

And so, they had played Syril and the others for fools as well.

Telling them to send a magic-wielding infant from Frontier to Castrato for the sake of the Ansbach family. They had guided Syril and the others’ consciousness as if that were the only way. Their loyalty to the Ansbach family had been used against them. The supervisors had deliberately tormented their masters and manipulated the pained Syril and her companions with sweet-sounding voices.

Looking back now, Syril and the others had been nothing more than cornered prey.

"If only… if only I had killed that foolish king from the start, there would have been no worries."

She had been brainwashed not to even think of such a thing. To save the young masters from the torturous brainwashing by the Castrato supervisors, she had been foolishly convinced that she had no choice but to grant the king’s wish.

The young children who cried and begged for forgiveness.

The beatings, called discipline, that unfolded before their eyes. The children forced into absolute submission, their every resistance suppressed, submerged in water, seared with fire, while Syril and the others could only watch. By showing them this, the Castrato supervisors had nipped any bud of rebellion in Syril and the others.

Quickly. We have to get a magic-wielding infant from Frontier, quickly.

Those days, when she had been brainwashed to blindly strive for a single purpose.

"If only I had realized the root cause sooner…"

Syril collapsed weakly before Hebrahel’s grave and wept without a sound.

The silence of the empty, unmarked cemetery gently enveloped her, drenched in her tears.

Finally, Syril could cry.

For her foolish master, who, because he was merciful and strong, threw himself into needless regret and repentance. Her beloved master, who had worried about Syril and the others until the very end. His life was not one to be praised. Rather, it was likely a life that would be the target of criticism. Even so, Syril knew Hebrahel, who was gentle and suffered from the conflict with the conscience that lived within him. She knew he had been pained by the many injustices that befell the children, and had let out heart-wrenching wails. She knew that every night, he would stroke his battered sons, as if telling himself that this must be right, that he must not be mistaken.

From the outside, it would seem like an abnormal scene. But for Hebrahel, who knew the fate of those marked as failures, this was the only way.

His uncle, locked away in a dungeon, who had lived a miserable future like a living corpse.

Everything was distorted and wrong, and without realizing it, the Ansbach family had continued on.

"Someday, I will come to your side."

Whispering so, Syril left the unmarked cemetery. In the end, Hebrahel had grown exhausted and snapped. Syril watched over him for a long time as he journeyed alone to a place of rest.

More time passed, and Hebrahel’s sons returned to Castrato. The new King of Castrato had cleared Hebrahel’s name and restored his honor. Decades later, the sons, who had heard the news from a retainer and returned to their homeland, went first to their father’s grave.

They intended to bury him in a proper gravesite, not an unmarked cemetery like this.

But what they saw when they arrived was a beautiful gravestone surrounded by a field of flowers.

And next to it, a small gravestone.

'To the side of my most beloved.'

The gravestone, engraved with only those words, bore Syril’s name.

"Syril, you…"

Perhaps she was relieved by the peace that had come to her homeland. She had followed her late master in death.

Understanding this from the two gravestones standing side by side, Hebrahel’s sons closed their eyes tightly and continued to pray. For the gods’ mercy to be bestowed upon the lives that were toyed with by the times and scattered in vain.

The two, kneeling and praying earnestly, do not know.

They do not know the fact that Syril, the one who was supposedly toyed with by the times, was the one who defeated the foolish king and laid the foundation for the peace that Castrato now enjoys.

A cornered mouse bites the cat. A single drop of water determined the fate of this country.

Thus, the last descendant of the prophet family disappeared, and Castrato lost its power to connect with the gods. The power of the prophet family to receive communications from the gods was a rare thing, unparalleled and comparable to that of an O-saki. It seems to have been hidden in the shadow of the flashiness of magic, but the power Castrato should have sought was already within its grasp.

To predict future events and gain the knowledge of the gods was a power not even Frontier possessed.

The former king of Castrato did not realize it. And the current king, and everyone else, does not realize it either.

The records of the family that disappeared without a trace were never recorded anywhere, swallowed by the darkness of history.

Only the Heavenly Gods know.

The gods merely watch over the people who live their lives peacefully, without incident.
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			The Daily Lives of the Mononoke

			《…Not again.》

Merda looked up at the sky with a dubious expression and flew off somewhere. At her destination lay collapsed figures. A couple, it seemed, lay face down in the wilderness, holding a child. The forest had lost its golden magic and its vibrant green, but its range was still vast. Thanks to human efforts, reforestation was progressing, and its area was actually becoming more extensive than before. As a result, Merda’s forest had swallowed not only the royal capital but also the lands of Kilfan and the surrounding wasteland.

And so, Merda-sama was now able to sense refugees coming from somewhere. With a grunt, she lifted all three of them and carried them to Kilfan. This was becoming her daily routine.

The young honeybees could sense magic, but they could not detect humans without it. So, Merda had no choice but to find and carry them herself. It was only once every few days, but there was no end to the refugees coming from the so-called central region. They were lucky to have entered Merda’s detection range while they were still breathing. There were probably many who had perished before they could reach it.

《Chihiro-sama did ask this of us, after all.》

After handing the people she picked up to the people of Kilfan, Merda returned to the forest of the royal capital.

《Again…》

Meanwhile, elsewhere, this was Moruto.

Just like Merda, he had come to meet those who had stepped into his detection range. A group, tattered and emaciated. Three adults and two children stared at the giant frog with frozen expressions.

"H-help… us!"

The refugees trembled, clutching their children. Moruto glanced at them, cleaned the group with water magic, and had his children carry them. As the humans screamed for help, they were lifted like juggling balls and carried to a nearby farming village, after which Moruto and his kin returned to the forest.

The stunned refugees heard the details in the farming village that took them in.

"The Lords of the Forest are kind mononoke. They are good friends with the Little One, and they are friendly with humans, too."

Monsters are friendly?

The villagers smiled at the dumbfounded group and welcomed the new members of their community.

And so, in these times, the poor from the central region were fleeing to the borderlands.

The deserts and wastelands were becoming filled with collapsed people, and the mononoke were troubled.

《There’s no end to it.》

《It’s the same here. Donautil is seriously patrolling the desert, but there’s quite a number of them.》

《Same with my place. It feels like they’re aiming for the nearby border countries, maybe?》

Their telepathic conversation, made possible by the connected ring, showed a certain weariness.

Five years had passed since the final battle.

In Arcadia, which had changed in various ways, the border countries had become prosperous under the Little One’s command. Perhaps holding some dream for these lands, or perhaps as a painful decision, the poor were coming from the countries of the central region. The Little One had asked the Lords to rescue them as much as possible, and so they were rushing about.

《Soleil. How are things in the central forest?》

Ragon sighed as he found another group of refugees while plodding around the desert vicinity.

《The central forest is at a high altitude. Though it is filled with golden magic, its blessings are limited to the forest’s surroundings. …It does not reach the countries of the central region, which are in a state of isolation.》

The world of Arcadia was one where countries were dotted here and there on a ridiculously huge continent. The distance to the border of each country was a three-week to a one-month carriage ride. The location of Frontier and Castrato, clustered in the south with Flowers a short distance away, was considered close in Arcadia. It was only because they could pass through Flowers that Frontier could reach Donautil, which was near the northernmost point, in about a month and a half. Normally, it was a journey that would take over two months. And yet, refugees were trying to cross even that distance. Something might be happening in the central region.

《My children can only live near water. It is tiring to patrol the land.》

Soleil had also increased his offspring, but he could only have them live in the central forest and the surrounding lake. He was a sea turtle. It was difficult for him to get around on land with his flipper-like limbs.

《But only the Lord’s forest has its golden magic revived, the forest is healthy with the king’s help, and the monsters have increased, right? For humans, isn't it a jackpot with the increase in prey?》

The central forest was on the summit of a giant mountain.

It was connected to the spirit village of another dimension and received the blessings of many spirits. Furthermore, the water circulated by Soleil had formed a huge lake around the mountain, and the area around that lake was also surrounded by a deep forest. Since the size of the mountain was the range to which magic could travel, the vast land including the lake was within the central forest’s range, and the surrounding forests that were originally there had also grown larger and greener. The countries of the central region existed in a place separated from that forest by a small wasteland or desert. The border of each country was visible in the distance from the edge of the forest around the lake. Well, it was over the horizon, though.

Olga chimed in at Soleil’s explanation.

《Hmm. So basically, the forest’s blessing doesn’t quite reach the central region?》

《That’s right. But they are within the golden ring. It should be better than before.》

With the completion of the golden ring in the borderlands, most of the continent of Arcadia was filled with magic. The magic generated by the synergistic effect of the forests resonating with each other had bestowed its blessings upon humans as well. It also revitalized the land, and the world should have been heading in a better direction.

What could it be? It's strange, isn't it? The Little One, far away in Claudia, would obtain the answer to the Lords’ complicated telepathic questions.

"Huh? Damage from monsters?"

This was the Claudia royal palace.

Chihiro, who had come to help Pascal, the new king who had defeated his father, heard the details of the refugees’ story from him.

"So it seems. Apparently, the forest near the ‘Table of the Gods’ has expanded, monsters have increased, and the countries of the central region are terrified of their attacks."

Monsters were creatures that would attack humans on sight, but they basically didn't leave the forest. This was because the magic-rich forest was a comfortable place for them to live. Monsters die when they run out of magic. So, they attack humans to easily obtain magic, which is just a snack for them. Something like a treat. If monsters were to go out of their way to attack human settlements, there must be some reason. Like the former Flowers border, where there was a magical beast graveyard near the settlement, or like Castrato, where the humans did something to incur the monsters’ wrath.

"That’s strange. I wonder what it is. I’d like to hear the details."

She had been receiving reports of frequent refugee arrivals lately. She had also asked the Lords to protect those refugees.

But for it to continue like this was abnormal.

The Little One decided to meet with the representative of the refugees who had come to the Claudia Kingdom.

"I am Mikaelo, the person in charge here."

The Claudia Kingdom was in the process of rebuilding. In a corner of it, there was a village for refugees. Fortunately, the continent of Arcadia had land to spare. They were given land in the northern border territory and were diligently cultivating it. With Frontier’s cooperation, Claudia, which had many craftsmen, was making steady progress in urban development and construction, and as a byproduct, decent buildings were also being constructed in the refugee village.

Most of the refugees the Little One had seen so far had been poor, and they had only expressed a vague sense of tragedy, saying that life was so harsh they couldn't survive and had sought a new land. She hadn't been able to find out the detailed reasons. But this man named Mikaelo did not seem to be poor. He prepared tea on a shabby table set and spoke of the situation in the central region with a heavy atmosphere.

"...The truth is, in the current central region, monsters are being overhunted."

The Little One could not hide her astonishment at Mikaelo’s calmly spoken words.

The central forest had become rich. Naturally, the monsters also increased, the forest grew deeper and greener, and it became a treasure trove of materials and food. The central countries, pleased with this, sent adventurers and soldiers and began to overhunt. It seemed to have gone well at first. They obtained abundant prey, and the countries were suddenly enriched. The economic situation of the central region, which had no sea and no forest like the borderlands, was always difficult. Although there was a great blessing nearby called the "Table of the Gods," to reach it, one had to fight ferocious monsters, traverse a deep forest, and cross a vast lake, so it was not a situation where they could obtain resources. It would be easy for a Japanese person to imagine it as the Aokigahara forest at the base of Mt. Fuji. A mountain and forest a hundred times larger than that. And in the middle, a lake larger than Lake Biwa encircled it.

The countries of the central region gritted their teeth at the abundant resources before them.

But then, magic was revived.

It was a power that had been lost for nearly a thousand years. The people who regained it were ecstatic. The countries of the central region, under the illusion that they had obtained firepower comparable to Frontier, began their invasion of the forest.

As a result, they incurred the monsters’ wrath.

It was not like adventurers hunting a moderate amount of prey on request, but the barbaric acts of various countries using their armies to indiscriminately burn the forest and trample the monsters. It only seemed to be going well at first, and the situation was quickly reversed by the cunning monsters. The first to be affected were the borderlands near the forest. Despite fleeing for their lives from the monster attacks, the royal capital did not accept them. On the contrary, they were charged with the crime of abandoning their land and forced into slavery.

No matter the reason, the crime of not defending the land that should have been defended as subjects with their lord was grave. This was despite the fact that the lord had known about the monster attack and had fled to the royal capital at the first opportunity. The barrier of social status made the lord innocent and the subjects guilty. The upper class could get away with anything, but the lower class could not. In fact, they were cast aside as a nuisance. To the royalty and nobility, commoners were the same as livestock. If they couldn't pay taxes, they were just trash.

Having abandoned their land and fallen into miserable poverty, the lord was free to do with them as he pleased.

As a result, the poor, with nowhere to go, attempted to flee the country.

The subjects probably didn't even know what had happened. They were suddenly attacked by monsters, charged with crimes and forced into slavery, and must have desperately fled before being caught. Unlike Frontier, for the commoners of the central region who lacked knowledge, the orders of their superiors were absolute.

Defying someone of status equaled a death sentence.

They had no choice but to flee for their lives.

What a mess…

The Little One was speechless and looked up at the sky.

"I am a former knight. I was heading to the royal capital while protecting the subjects, but I received such an order from my lord… With no other choice, I escaped the country with the subjects who came with me."

A knight is one who makes a vow to the gods. To protect the people with their sword. That pride seemed to have driven Mikaelo. It was also fortunate that although he was a nobleman, he was all alone in the world. The knights who had come to the royal capital with Mikaelo protecting the subjects had families, so they were reluctant to flee with the subjects.

They could not go against their lord.

But they too were knights. They could not defy him, but they could turn a blind eye.

And so, with the help of his fellow knights, Mikaelo obtained some supplies and fled his homeland. Without those supplies, he would never have been able to lead so many people to Claudia, he said with a faint smile.

"I am grateful for the kindness of my comrades."

Well, it's another country's affairs. No need to interfere. Yep.

But the Little One felt awkward just standing by and watching people die on the roadside. She didn't care what happened to the countries of the central region, but it would be fine to help the people who were struggling to live, she thought, and began to move in earnest.

"...So, I'm counting on you!"

She sent a notice to all the border countries and had them prepare new lands for cultivation within each country. Then, the Little One dispatched the Honeybee Carriage to the Lords' forests. This was to retrieve the unfortunate refugees who had not been able to enter the Lords' detection range. She had the Lords' children search a wide area, retrieve as many people as possible, and transport them to the prepared cultivation lands. There, they would recuperate and work as new citizens of each country.

She didn't know what would happen to the countries of the central region in the future, but those who wanted to escape would escape, and the choice of one's own life was one's own responsibility.

Thus began a new life's work, and the mononoke carriages soared through the sky with high spirits. In some cases, swallows replaced the honeybees and pulled the carriages. This was because among the refugees, there were some with serious injuries who needed immediate attention. The refugees, who had been exposed to monster attacks, were very afraid of the mononoke and trembled, but they gradually came to understand that monsters and mononoke were different and became friendly with them.

The famous mononoke corps of the border countries.

Starting with this incident, the Lords' kin came to be called mononoke and were loved by the people for a long time.

Just the Little One being herself.

It was already a given that her ideas would give birth to many fantastical things.

No one knows now that a long future where humans and mononoke live happily together will come.

A toast to the bright future of the happy mononoke.



		
		
		
			Chapter 180: The Celestial Realm, Afterwards
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 180

			The Celestial Realm, Afterwards

			《Truly, we are in awe.》

《So this is what an Earthling is like.》

A beautiful land, much like Earth. The gods welcomed the still nature-rich land with cheers.

In the Celestial Realm created by the Little One, they were learning about daily life from the O-saki and their messengers, their eyes shining with excitement at experiencing various things for the first time. The gods, who had only been able to look down on the lower world from great heights, had observed the daily lives of humans every day, but this was the first time they were doing it themselves. They struggled frantically, building their daily lives little by little.

The newly born Celestial Realm was no different from the lower world, with a rich earth and sprouting green. Springs gushed forth, their streams forming rivers that flowed into lakes. From those lakes, even greater rivers were formed, disappearing into a misty ocean of unknown destination. The only notable feature was the golden clouds floating in the blue sky. Although the land was finite, it was more than spacious enough for the tens of thousands of gods. The number of gods was fixed, so there were no problems like population growth as in the human world. A god who vanished along with their world would be reborn as a new star's god. They had no memory of their previous life and had to start over from scratch, just like humans. Since gods were born at random, it was impossible to know which new god was who. But there was no doubt they were the reincarnation of someone from the past, and the Celestial Realm welcomed even new gods as if they were family.

Well, there were a few eccentrics among them.

《What a pain. I'll just live as I always have.》

The portly lady scratched her dark golden hair in annoyance and gazed at her world from her usual designated seat. The Celestial Realm had changed completely, but the gods were fine without eating or drinking, and they wouldn't suffer any ill effects from not moving all day. Their ageless, perfected bodies changed in response to the aging of their star, so she had a form that suited her own rich world.

There were those who chose to live as they had before.

《Solute is the same as always.》

An elderly god, who had just finished his farm work with an O-saki, sighed at the lady who was staring at the lower world with a drowsy expression.

《It is fine. Each should do as they please. She must be happy that way.》

A young man, carrying a fishing rod and heading towards the lake, also looked at the lady called Solute and narrowed his eyes.

The shape of happiness is different for everyone.

Letting out a small chuckle, the elderly god and the young god raised their hands lightly and went off to do what they wanted to do.

Watching over such gods from a distance was the God of Earth.

Having moved past astonishment and amazement, his lukewarm gaze had reached the height of enlightenment.

《…It would be troublesome if this were thought to be the default for Earthlings.》

《Can't be helped, right? You were the one who chose her.》

《Earth is still a young star. There's no guarantee someone who surpasses her won't appear, you know?》

Looking up at the creator god of Earth with a mischievous expression, Jehovah and Artemis grinned at each other. Other gods famous on Earth were also busily working in the Celestial Realm for the creator god.

The gods that Earthlings speak of are all the creator god’s O-saki. Each of them created continents themselves and are worshipped by many Earthlings. There are some O-saki who have been forgotten by Earthlings, but they are not so narrow-minded as to sulk about such things and are living leisurely in a multidimensional world. Many O-saki created messengers, and the world of Earth was seething with heat like a mass of iron crackling in a furnace.

《Speaking of which, was it the Dairokuten Maō? That new O-saki. Is he doing well?》

At Artemis’s question, the creator god bit down on a bitter pill with a complicated expression.

《…He is so well that he is beyond control.》

《Oh my…》

Earth is a world where imagination is off the charts and unconscious faith overflows, so Earthlings end up creating O-saki with their own hands, which should originally be born after being selected by the creator god and given golden magic. The creator god couldn't just ignore such souls, and as he summoned them one after another as O-saki, Earth became a wonderfully strange world full of O-saki.

A strong wish is power. Even delusion is a form of prayer. …That being said, isn't this a bit too out of the ordinary?

I have no regrets. I have no regrets, but… I should be allowed to complain a little, right?

While the creator god involuntarily looked up at the heavens and sealed his lips, Jehovah and Artemis chatted happily.

《A new O-saki is still being born? Earth is so energetic, isn't it?》

《It’s certainly not something you see on other stars.》

The multidimensional world created by the world of Earth. The free-spirited O-saki and their messengers who settled there. They made the multidimensional world created by humans their home and built worlds with their own unique characteristics. The divine realm, the demon realm, the netherworld, the spirit world, and so on. They summoned the strange beings created by Earthlings as their messengers and enjoyed the spring of their lives.

The imagination of Earthlings was even giving birth to new creatures. The height of absurdity.

《It was Tsathoggua, wasn't it? When that one was born, the world trembled.》

Hearing Artemis’s words, the creator god of Earth deepened his smile into a faint one.

Yes. They were just there. On Earth.

A grotesque figure casually flipping through a book, and another grotesque figure diligently spinning a web beside it.

Two creatures, a little different from the usual grotesques born according to the laws of souls and gods. Their immense power was ominous, and contrary to their beastly, cruel smiles, the dim light shining in the depths of their eyes showed clear intelligence. It was obvious that the two who answered the creator god’s summons were beings comparable to gods. It was a phenomenon that occasionally occurred in the world of Earth. The energy of faith received from people would materialize. It was something unheard of in other worlds. The two summoned to the Celestial Realm gave their names and declared that they just found themselves there. The creator god of Earth couldn’t just leave the two, who called themselves evil gods, alone, so he gave them divinity and made them O-saki according to the laws of the world, but then…

The two were taken away by higher beings who suddenly appeared.

He didn't know what happened after that.

It was only after the incident in Arcadia that he learned the two had been confined in the abyss.

The creator god of Earth found the spider-like grotesque spinning a web before the chasm and asked for the details.

The creator god of Earth had repeatedly called out to the great heights, asking what they had done with the two, but the higher beings had not answered.

And he was surprised by her story.

The true power of the evil god Tsathoggua was knowledge. He was well-versed in all sorts of mysteries and would grant them in exchange for a price. In some cases, a sacrifice would do. A cruel and brutal creature. That was Tsathoggua.

To think that grotesque was someone who could touch the Akashic Records. It was a situation that surpassed all expectations. A being who knew the laws of the world. One skilled in all knowledge, a being that threatened even the higher beings. Because the higher beings could not even touch Tsathoggua and his kind, who possessed the attribute of evil gods, they had no choice but to cast them into the abyss. That world had a chasm where the winds of condemnation blew, and was a dumping ground for shredded souls. He had heard it was a hellscape where no one with a sane mind could survive. The deepest parts swarmed with malevolent spirits, and the servants of the Dark Spirit King ran rampant.

…He must no longer be alive.

The creator god, who could not save the being who had been born on Earth, lamented deeply.

But the spider-like grotesque shook her head.

『Don't just kill him off. I'll eat you. He's alive.』

As she diligently spun her silver web at the entrance of the abyss, the spider-like grotesque glared respectfully at the creator god of Earth.

《Then cooperate with me. This is likely a story that will benefit you as well.》

The creator god, who had roughly predicted what would happen in Arcadia, asked the spider-like grotesque to be his messenger. To convey the current events to the soul of Earth that would eventually visit. If that went well, there might be a chance to free the imprisoned Tsathoggua from the abyss.

He had played all the cards he could. All that was left was to pray for destiny.

And so, Arcadia and countless stars reached a conclusion that even the gods had not anticipated, and grasped the best possible outcome beyond imagination.

『It was like going back in time. They dropped me in before the winds of condemnation were set up in the chasm. The worst part was being separated from Nakua. We're from the same place, and we're super good friends.』

The grotesque creature puffed out his cheeks and nonchalantly declared.

Apparently, because the creator god of Earth had given him golden magic as an O-saki, and because he was originally an evil god, the dark sludge was no problem for him. In fact, he noticed the existence of a vague, drifting conscious entity that had just been born and, without much thought, ended up implanting a sense of self into it. Thanks to that, the Dark Spirit King gained consciousness and a body and caused a great deal of trouble for other stars, but Tsathoggua was unconcerned, as if to say, so what?

『That world wished for it, right? A lazy life. It’s not my fault or Dark-kun’s fault. …Well, some stars were destroyed, but that’s because of human desires, right?』

If Cesare heard these words, he would probably die of indignation, but since it was true, it couldn't be helped. The Dark Spirit only grants people’s desires. On a scale about fifty percent larger. Since that is their happiness, it can’t be helped. Even if a result that no one wished for awaits.

The abyss, born along with the Celestial Realm, was incredibly unstable because the interference of higher beings did not reach it. For that reason, it was also an independent world. That was why even the evil god Tsathoggua could feel at home and live freely. In fact, the abyss, where he could devote himself to his research without being disturbed by anyone, was apparently a paradise for him.

『I want to go back to N'kai, but I don't know the way. I have it in my memory, but I don't know where it is. Yep.』

That would be so. N'kai was a world from the stories in which they appeared. It does not exist in reality. A paradox that occurs because he possesses knowledge of that story. While recognizing reality, Tsathoggua tilted his head at the mismatched memories.

Although it was frightening to think that Earthlings might eventually create that too.

And so, with travel between the Celestial Realm and the abyss now possible, the world was transformed.

It became a daily occurrence for Tsathoggua to pop over and secretly rifle through the libraries of the creator gods. The gods, blocked by the spider webs that had been spun before they knew it, would roar and try their best to stop him.

《That is not a book that humans should see! No, you are not human…! Were you an evil god? Huh? Do you count as a god?》

《You there! Get a grip! He calls himself an evil god, but he is one of the O-saki!》

《No, he is a real evil god. There are none in the Celestial Realm, but there are many on Earth. …Though the type born from absolute nothingness is extremely rare.》

《This is why I hate Earth!》

Ignoring the clamorously roaring gods, Tsathoggua hugged books in both arms and hopped onto Joker.

『Are you good?』

『Yep. Got plenty. Let's return the old ones.』

The grotesque beings carefully put away the books they had stolen last time and reeled in their threads back to the abyss with their new spoils. The gods called for the O-saki and their messengers to chase after the two who were fleeing with triumphant looks on their faces. The sorrowful days of staring at the lower world in a pure white space, fluctuating between joy and sorrow, had come to an end, and the current Celestial Realm was overflowing with vitality.

The Celestial Realm was gradually getting used to the lively days passing by.
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			Wilfe in Turmoil

			"Is it not time you decided upon a marriage partner?"

Before me was a handsome man, elegantly tipping a teacup to his lips. His pale lavender hair was tied back loosely, and his gallant features bore no trace of the mischievous boy he once was. This was Wilfe, now a respectable crown prince.

What was this man spouting, showing up so suddenly?

The new year had come, and winter had deepened.

Having heard that Little One, who had made the guest chambers her base in the royal palace, had changed jobs to a princess to welcome foreign guests, this gentleman had come to visit. Little One was already twelve years old. Next year, she would have her coming-of-age ceremony. By the standards of the nations of Arcadia, she was of an age where, formally, she could be wed to a gentleman. Of course, there would be no marital relations, but it was not uncommon for some to enroll in an academy while being registered with their betrothed's family, in what was called an apprenticeship as a bride, to nurture their affection for one another.

With these thoughts in mind, Wilfe looked at Little One, a bit embarrassed.

"Why not dissolve your engagement to Uncle now? It was a pretense to grant you your freedom, was it not? I have no intention of shutting you away in the rear palace. You may live as you please. So, be by my side."

With the dignified face of an adult, Wilfe smiled serenely. Seeing his composed atmosphere, Little One suddenly felt the passage of long years.

That little rascal has really grown up, she thought.

Wilfe was now in his mid-twenties. His marriage with Miranda was going well, and they had two children. At the sight of Wilfe having become a man in his own right, Little One couldn't help but feel a wave of emotion, just like an auntie seeing her relative.

But that was that, and this was this.

What he was proposing was an invitation to be his consort. A feeler. In a way, it was a betrayal of Miranda. Narrowing her eyes, Little One's lips twisted into a scathing line.

"You must be jesting. For a man of your stature, the Crown Prince, to speak such nonsense to a lady who has a fiancé?"

It was her familiar, ice-cold smile. The old Wilfe would have felt a shiver run down his spine, but the man he was now was a youth who contended with the grandees of the royal court. A threat of this level was nothing to him.

"Uncle is just a shield against foreign advances, is he not? You aren't serious, surely? Neither of you."

Wilfe struck a pose with a smug look on his face.

In moments like these, Wilfe greatly resembled His Majesty the King. While usually feigning the part of a fine young man, he never misjudged when to strike. Like a paper lantern in the daytime, he appeared carefree, but in truth, he shone brightly when the perfect opportunity arose.

Well, an idiot can't govern a country, can he.

It meant he hadn't been a royal for this long for nothing.

The young man, who had studied diligently day by day, learning much from those around him and from Romel, and had shown considerable growth, had made time amidst his busy political schedule to eagerly seek out interaction with Little One. As a result, he must have sensed it. Romel's gaze, as if appraising him.

And what that meant, as well.

His younger self had thought his qualities as a king were being tested. But as time passed, he also noticed the mysterious fervor contained within that gaze.

Wilfe saw through the meaning behind Romel's gaze, which was cast with meticulous care, down to the smallest detail.

"I believe I am at the top of Uncle's list, you know?"

Little One couldn't refute Wilfe's triumphant smile.

To be found out by a youngster like this, has Romel gone senile, nyo?

Those who were aware had noticed that Romel was currently vetting potential marriage partners for Little One. And now Wilfe had come. Prince Theodore and other close acquaintances had likely sensed it too. The extent of Romel's intentions was so transparent to the astute people around him that the modest Pascal of the Claudia Kingdom would later send a love letter.

So that's why I've been getting so many invitations for social gatherings from other nobles lately.

As Little One stared into the distance, Wilfe gave a wry smile.

"You are precious to Uncle. And to us as well, of course. So, come to me. I promise to cherish you. I will treasure you more deeply than anyone else. Let me protect you."

His final words were filled with a thousand emotions.

At Wilfe's fragile gaze, which seemed almost like a prayer, Little One sighed softly in her heart.

For the members of the royal family, the lost Little One of the past was surely a painful trauma. The missing piece was exceptionally large, a wound that had yet to heal. They wanted her back, no matter what. They wanted to fill the deep hole that had been bored into them. That earnest desire was palpable.

Little One, who was now within their reach.

Coupled with that particular fever, their craving knew no bounds.

Deftly deflecting the conversation, Little One briskly left the royal palace.

Leaving behind an indignant Wilfe, Little One walked on with totetote steps, only to have Prince Theodore block her path this time.

"Chihiro. May I have a moment of your time?"

"No."

Guessing the topic of conversation, Little One cut him off curtly, and all Prince Theodore could do was watch her go with wide eyes.

And so, the Frontier Royal Palace was growing a bit noisy.

It's a common occurrence in medieval times, but spies were rampant in every country. There was no way that the various goings-on in the buzzing palace would not be reported. A short while later, Romel burst into the Jorje mansion with the speed of a wild boar, accompanied by his attendants. In their hands, they held multiple letters.

"What, exactly, is the meaning of this, Chihiro?"

With a full-blown dark smile, Romel tossed the letters onto the table. Written within them were marriage proposals from various countries. Not to mention Marrow from Donautil and Louis Charles from Castrato, there were also Prince Ismail and Prince Pacesta from Flowers. Crown Prince Salim from the Sucaraba Kingdom. From the Torzebisont Kingdom came inquiries from Princess Meg's younger brothers and others, with marriage proposals arriving from all over. A more unusual one was a love letter from Pascal of the Claudia Kingdom.

Seeing these unexpected rivals, Little One was aghast.

She truly couldn't believe it. What happened?

That question tumbled softly from her lovely lips.

"Huh? I get Marrow and Charles, but why the others?!"

"You really have no idea what a charmer you are, do you, Hiro?"

Chihaya looked on, exasperated and weary.

Ismail and Pacesta, whom she had saved from predicaments time and again when they were studying abroad at the academy. Chihaya would never forget the looks of adoration in their eyes during the opening of the arts theater. He couldn't help but hold his head in his hands at his sister's denseness for not noticing those heated gazes.

"Perhaps it is because you arranged a connection with Lord Ragon? His obsession with monsters appears to be quite considerable."

Dorfen muttered resentfully. Though it was galling, he could understand Salim's feelings. For someone from the Marquis Kigris family, a family of Golden King fetishists, the second coming of a legend was dazzling. In fact, Dorfen himself had his heart stolen in an instant by Little One when she was Fatima. A feeling of rapturous, ecstatic fulfillment. An ineffable bliss. Dorfen keenly sensed that same kind of thinking from Crown Prince Salim.

Because he could understand it, it was all the more troublesome.

"I hear the princes of the Torzebisont Kingdom are still young. The older prince is a good age for Chihiro. Even the younger one is of an age where it wouldn't be an issue. This is purely a political marriage, I imagine. You were well-liked by the Queen, you see."

"Whaaaat?"

Little One was bewildered by the unexpected turn of events.

According to Romel, this was just the beginning. He said the number of proposals would only increase from here.

"It seems you were kind to the nations of the central region who witnessed Frontier during the arts theater's opening, weren't you? You gave them those miniature gardens, and there are bound to be other countries that will start showing interest, I'm sure of it."

Little One had meticulously taken care of the nobles from the central nations who had come on their own after their countries canceled, distributing tickets and arranging lodging. When she reported this to the palace, the central nations would naturally start to make their moves. All to somehow get their hands on Little One, who was a bundle of secrets.

That was why he had said to be moderate. Romel had repeatedly impressed upon Little One to be moderate in all things. Yet when he lifted the lid, this was the sorry state of affairs.

Just imagining the predictable future made Romel's head ache as if it would split.

"This is what I was talking about!!"

"Unyaaaaan!!"

Understanding the meaning behind Romel's constant nagging, Little One let out a roar.

This was a few months before her coming-of-age ceremony.

What happened after, you can well imagine. Just as Romel had predicted, many marriage proposals came flooding in from the central region as well. Romel was pleased that Chihiro was in such high demand, but his feelings were complicated.

At that moment, Romel did not know of the happy future where Little One, guessing the situation from all this, would pull a prank with a mischievous grin at her coming-of-age ceremony.

All's well that ends well.

A toast to the best possible future for the flustered Prince Romel♪

Around the same time, in a courtyard of the rear palace, Miranda hung her head sorrowfully.

She had heard from her ladies-in-waiting that Wilfe had proposed to Little One to be his consort. Sighing lightly, she lowered her gaze to the teacup before her.

A fragrant aroma wafted from the still surface of the tea.

She knew. She knew that the daughter of Count Jorje was special to the royal family. It wasn't just His Highness the Crown Prince. His Majesty the King and His Highness Prince Theodore were also desperately trying to keep that girl by their side. The state affairs the girl was involved in were extraordinary enough. Her importance was immeasurable. Before she knew it, the young lady had become deeply rooted in the very foundation of the country.

It would be inevitable to welcome that young lady as a consort.

She understood the logic, and it was natural for a future king to have multiple wives. She had prepared herself for it. She was supposed to have been prepared.

And yet, this heavy, gloomy feeling weighed upon her.

"How pathetic of me."

She had been blessed with children, her husband was kind to her, and she had been living a happy life. Was there no limit to her ingratitude?

Pressing a handkerchief to her eyes, which were unexpectedly growing hot, Miranda wept quietly by herself.

If my husband wishes it, I shall obey. I must welcome the Count's daughter. I must be kinder and more affectionate to her than my husband is.

She had heard that the Count's daughter had overlooked the blunder her younger sister had made in the past, and on top of that, had even scolded the Crown Prince to treat Miranda well.

Miranda, who owed a great debt to Little One herself, watched Wilfe approach Chihiro with a pained gaze, struggling with her feelings for a long time.

And then, on the day of the coming-of-age ceremony.

"Why did it have to be Uncle, Chihiroooo!!"

Next to Wilfe, who was letting out pathetic sobs, Miranda heaved a sigh of relief.

Before the contrasting pair, the ladies-in-waiting let their gazes wander dubiously.

This man had no delicacy, professing his love for another woman right next to his wife. How on earth had he managed to have children with Miranda-sama with such a lack of tact?

In a way, the ladies-in-waiting were sincerely impressed.

Unaware of his string of blunders, Wilfe took Miranda's hand, not bothering to hide his blatant disappointment.

"You had said you would welcome her too. I am truly sorry."

"I was merely following the Queen's example. I respect my mother-in-law, who has a good relationship with the other consorts."

This was her true feeling. But it didn't lessen the sorrow of having to share the one she loved. As Miranda admonished her own narrow-mindedness, which was causing her heart to rage, Wilfe dealt the final blow.

"Mother is a very capable person. So it is good to learn from her, but do not try to imitate her. The royal court is not so lenient that you can get by with imitation."

...What?

Miranda's eyes widened. Wilfe looked at her gently.

These words were born from Wilfe's own experience. He too had long tried to imitate Romel and Chihaya, but his attempts had been a miserable failure, an act of presumptuousness. In the end, a person can only do what their efforts merit. Wilfe, who had overreached and stumbled time and again, was admonishing Miranda in a tone filled with conviction.

However, Miranda, who could only take his words at face value, was stunned, and her face turned pale.

She felt as if he had told her it was impossible for her to imitate his mother. That it was pointless to even try. And what's more, in a tone that lamented the loss of the Count's daughter.

...It's no use.

She couldn't bear it. Not him taking a consort, not sharing her husband with someone else, not her husband showing obsession for another woman, none of it.

She hated her despicable self the most.

Overcome with emotion, tears began to spill from Miranda's eyes. Then, she stood up briskly and slapped Wilfe hard across the face. Her soft white hand made a sharp pasheen sound against Wilfe's cheek.

"...Eh?"

Looking down at the stunned Wilfe, Miranda furrowed her brow in frustration and burst into tears.

"I... I can't... anymore!!"

The former marquess's daughter made a hasty exit, crying out. Wilfe watched her go in a daze, stroking his slapped cheek.

Days later, Wilfe was spotted by Little One as he journeyed to the marquess's house to retrieve his wife and children who had returned to her family home. But it was Wilfe's standard procedure to be lectured by Little One after she learned the reason for it all.

"Saying something like that to your wife, are you a real idiot?! Are you a mother-worshipping mama's boy?!"

"No! That's not what I meant! I love Miranda, you know?! I don't think she could be replaced by anyone!!"

"Then hurry up and tell her that!! Tell her until you run out of words!! Don't hold back!! Get moving!!"

After Little One, being a woman herself, explained how Miranda must have interpreted his words, Wilfe's carriage took off like a startled rabbit.

Even without love, affection can grow.

Miranda, who was an irreplaceable wife to Wilfe, did not yet know that.

Wilfe's struggles as a truly pathetic husband were only just beginning.

Neither of them knew of the future that awaited, where Miranda, exasperated by Wilfe's cluelessness about the subtleties of a woman's heart and his constant blunders, would be forced to become stronger and eventually have him wrapped around her finger.

And for now, no one knew that the Queen, seeing the courageous figure of a more resilient Miranda in the future, would feel a sense of déjà vu, as if seeing her own past, and let her gaze wander distantly.

I was amazed at His Majesty's thoughtlessness too. That's why I raised Wilfe not to be like that.

It seemed her efforts had ended in vain.

"...The child of a frog is a frog, I see."

The Queen's muttered words were picked up by Little One, and with the three women flying in to declare that the child of a frog is a tadpole, nyo, it goes without saying that a girls' gripe session was held.

"His Majesty, you know. He's always had a wandering eye, and was involved with about a handful of women. I made him choose just one, you know? ...Well, then Habilus-sama with her golden hair married in, and in the end, it became two."

"Wilfe-sama hasn't given up on the Count's daughter, you know? Even though it's a marriage of covenant, he was saying it's possible the Prince Regent might die young. He was hopeful because they're a couple with an age gap!"

"Haha. A brat like that, I wouldn't want him even if he were my boy toy. The nerve, telling him to come back after he's gained half of Romel's experience, right?"

When three women gather, things get lively.

As they calmly aired their grievances, the women of the royal family grew stronger and more resilient.

A prayer for the men whose only future is to be under their wives' thumbs♪
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			Little One, Today

			"So you've come."

"That I have."

The two figures sitting on the silver couch twisted their lips into ferocious smiles.

They were on a meticulously woven spider's web. It was the waiting area for the guardians who watched over the abyss. The celestial realm and the abyss were common to all worlds. In the abyss were buried the evil things banished from all worlds. And sometimes, those things would merge and give birth to an unbelievable creature. Such beings generally possessed powerful abilities and would try to escape from the abyss. It was the guardians' job to repel them and cast them back down into the depths.

The spider's web, commonly known as the silver couch, was a place connected to the world of Arcadia. If it was breached, the monsters of the abyss would manifest in Arcadia. Therefore, their duty was to repel them here.

《I'll leave it to you two.》

Huddled on the spacious web was a giant spider. The massive spider, about five meters tall, was jet black and had the appearance of a hairy tarantula. The splashes of vermilion that ran from the left and right towards its eyes were beautiful. This spider was the one who had spun the silver couch. Originally, she had been the guardian of the abyss.

After many twists and turns, she had saved the souls of two individuals who had been cast into the abyss with her silver couch, and had them help with her guardian duties.

"Leave it to us. Let's go, Cesare."

"Yeah. Count on me, Sapphard."

The person called Cesare grinned. He was a handsome man with glossy jet-black hair cut at shoulder length and eyes like obsidian that glinted sharply. He looked to be around twenty years old. His slender eyebrows arched challengingly as he drew his large bow taut with a giriri sound.

Seeing this, the young man called Sapphard leaped from the silver couch. He was an energetic-looking youth with gently waving blond hair tied back in a simple knot. He also appeared to be about twenty. His golden eyes sparkled like a mischievous child's as he charged towards something crawling up from the depths of the abyss.

Cesare, who had been narrowing his eyes to take aim, released an arrow, and as the monster flinched from it, Sapphard slammed it with magic. Using the recoil from the magic he cast, Sapphard soared through the air. Seizing the opening, Cesare loosed arrows one after another. The spider narrowed its eyes at the two who fought with perfect coordination.

《My, how things change.》

The spider's name was Joker. She was a demon who had settled in Arcadia after a tumultuous series of twists and turns. Incidentally, she also held a minor seat among the gods. To save the souls that fell into the abyss, she spun a net of salvation to catch the people of Arcadia, but she had never imagined that gods would come falling into her silver couch.

The two fighting before her were both former gods and humans.

Cesare, who had been stained with despair, stripped of his godhood, and cast down as a human. Sapphard, who, despite being granted godhood, grew weary of hope and rebelled against the gods.

Cesare, who was close to human, and Sapphard, who was close to god, had incurred the wrath of the gods for completely opposite reasons and were cast into the abyss. When they first fell, they were at each other's throats, their quarrels incessant, and they exasperated Joker. But what the two had in common was the desire to protect Arcadia.

"Bonnie's world..."

"Lucrezia's future..."

Clenching their fists tightly, the two gazed wistfully at the light of Arcadia floating in the far distance.

They were reincarnators. They had memories of their past lives, and the ones they wanted to protect were their most beloved. To protect those individuals, they would protect Arcadia. Though they would likely never meet again.

In Joker's view, filled with complex emotions, the two were struggling.

"Tch, it's stubborn! Sapphard, can't you summon your familiar?!"

"I can't! The surface world is busy right now! You too, right?!"

"What bad timing!!"

As former gods, they had familiars who served them.

Before they were cast into the abyss, the two had been tricked and ensnared by the Higher Beings, who were nobler than the gods, and were forced to fight the Spirit Kings that nested in the abyss. To defeat all the spirits who possessed power equal to or greater than the gods and had gone mad from loving humanity too much, the two were made to repeat brutal reincarnations as pawns in the hands of the Higher Beings and the gods.

They still couldn't forget. That fight, so gruesome and ghastly...

"...Hmph."

Romel stared fixedly at Little One, who was diligently moving her pen.

"Your imagination is a little too rich. ...Don't you think those two in the abyss would die of indignation if they saw this?"

In Romel's hands was a simply decorated book. The title was 'The Twin Walls of the Abyss'. It was a novel Chihiro had written with Sapphard and Cesare as the main characters. Incorporating Japanese-style fantasy elements and adventure, it was a work that had gained considerable popularity.

"Eh? But it's going to be a play soon?"

A woman of a certain age turned around nonchalantly. She was now Romel's wife and secretly worked as an author. Having found peace after many twists and turns, she had chosen the path of a writer at a turning point in her life. Not a path of homage based on knowledge from her past life, but a path of writing stories fueled by her own experiences. Her life, which had been not just complicated but had suffered multiple compound fractures, had come full circle to become her bread and butter.

They say most writers on Earth sell off pieces of their lives, after all. Yep.

Little One's life, which had originally been a grand adventure, was transformed by her own hand into a spectacular epic, with the events of each season being turned into a single novel and serialized.

Right now, she was writing a side story, something like an 'after story' of the abyss.

Romel, who was staring with a fed-up look on his face, glanced at the clock and spoke to Chihiro.

"We should go pick up the children soon. They'll end up staying over at the Count's house again, you know?"

"No way! Papa is way too soft on them! He'll get played for a wallet again!"

Drago, who was already sweet on his own child, was even softer on his grandchildren. He doted on them so much he wanted to put them in his eye and carry them around. His shrewd grandchildren took advantage of this and asked for things they couldn't ask their parents for.

"Oh, honestly!"

Chihiro hurriedly put down her pen and swished the hem of her dress.

"Well, Sakura is there too, so I doubt anything too bad will happen."

With Romel smiling gently and putting an arm around her shoulder, the two left the detached palace together, happily.

They were unaware that an arm had slipped out from behind the curtain and stealthily made off with the book 'The Twin Walls of the Abyss' that had been left on the desk.

For now, Little One did not know of the amusing future that awaited her, where she would be summoned by the two from the abyss, who wore dark smiles on their faces.

And behind them, an otherworldly being chuckled quietly.

Little One's world is doing great today♪
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			Scribbles. Little One's Miscalculation

			"Now that Chihiro-sama's engagement is settled, shall we not hold our own ceremony soon?"

"If we do, then that song."

"That song?"

In a forest park on the outskirts of the castle town, Dorfen was with Sasha. Many of the trees had lost their leaves, but it was a forest all the same. There was plenty of green to catch the wind. The Four Seasons Village, in particular, created by the gardeners, magnificently expressed the characteristics of each season. Sasha narrowed her eyes at one corner, 'The Kilfan Garden.' In the garden where the two sat, a pond garden centered around a large stone was formed among the withered trees. Although the water in Frontier rarely froze, the pond, which had cooled down considerably, was beautifully frothy with the fine waves stirred by the winter wind. Occasionally reflecting the ripples made by fish in her pupils, Sasha blushed at Dorfen's gentle smile. The realization that they were finally, truly getting married began to sink in, and with it, she pictured the ceremony in her mind. And then, her eyes suddenly sparkled.

"The song that Chihiro-sama sang at the Crown Prince's wedding... it touched my heart so. I would like to have that performed."

"Ah," Dorfen said, his face showing that he understood. He remembered it too, having stood as a guard against the wall. A soaring, yet poignant melody that beautifully wrung the heart. The children from the orphanage had sung in a choir, and that song was also... so poignant, delicately singing of the feelings of the town and its people.

"It was a wonderful piece of music and song. As if it were speaking of the royal capital itself."

"Yes. I want to hear it again."

Sitting on a bench covered with a scarlet felt cloth, the two snuggled close.

"Let's ask her. I'm sure she'll let us use it for the celebration."

Sasha and Dorfen smiled at each other, their eyes curving into crescents, but Little One had no idea that this would become the spark that would turn the song into a standard for all future weddings.

The song in question was Fujiyama Ichiro's "Yume Awaki Tokyo." The only change was swapping the "Tokyo" part for "Royal Capital."

Sometime later, Little One would break out in a cold sweat every time that song was played on the pipe organ she had donated to the church for weddings, looking up at the sky as if in prayer.

I'm so sorry! Fujiyama-sensei! I didn't steal it! I really didn't mean for this to happen!!

Chihiro screamed inwardly.

She never thought it would come to this. It was a secret that Little One, having been raised by her grandparents, had a fondness for old nostalgic songs and military anthems♪
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			Scribbles. Dorfen's Ordeal

			"What? Sasha was taken away by soldiers?"

The knight, not understanding what had happened, rushed home in a panic. But the house was empty. His beloved wife was nowhere to be seen.

"Sashaaaaa!!"

The knight charged towards the soldiers' garrison with the reckless momentum of a wild boar. His name was Dorfen. A member of the Royal Knight Order, he was a quasi-noble who held the rank of knight. Originally the son of a marquis, he had been opposed in his marriage because his chosen love was a beast-human. He promptly left the marquis's house, became a commoner for his beloved, and married her.

There were many twists and turns after that, but their marriage was a happy one. They were blessed with children, and his lovely wife was in her final month of pregnancy. Dorfen, anxious about when she would give birth, checked on Sasha whenever he had the time.

Do you need anything? How are you feeling? Make sure you rest.

Sasha would smile wryly at her husband, who fussed over her with meticulous and anxious care.

That peaceful daily life was suddenly shattered.

According to what Dorfen heard from those around, soldiers had come in a carriage and taken his heavily pregnant wife away.

With a loud bang, the knight kicked down the door and burst inside, causing the soldiers in the garrison to tremble in fear. Huffing and puffing, Dorfen scanned the soldiers inside. Terrified by his ferocious gaze, the soldiers trembled and froze, unable to move a muscle, like frogs stared down by a snake. Looking at them, Dorfen muttered in a low voice that seemed to bore into the ground.

"Where is Sasha?"

"Huh?"

At the knight's menacing mutter, the soldiers couldn't help but let out a foolish sound.

"I asked you where Sasha is!!"

""""Hiiieeee!""""

As Dorfen roared, his fury laid bare, he grabbed one of them by the collar. The garrison became a scene of catastrophe, echoing with the soldiers' agonized screams.

A prayer for the innocent soldiers.

"You were just asked to escort her?"

"Yeeees, she said she was going back to her family's village since she was in her last month of pregnancyyyy."

Apparently, an order had come from the royal palace, and they had taken Sasha with them. Upon seeing the letter they delivered, Sasha had followed them with a beaming smile.

Going back to her village...? To her mother's village, perhaps?

After various twists and turns, Sasha's mother, Mārya, was in a village quite far from the royal capital where Dorfen lived. It was a two-week journey by carriage, a distance that would still take five days even if they drove the horses day and night. And then, a certain carriage crossed his mind. This was a world of swords and magic. There was magic power, magic, and monsters. Among those monsters were some who possessed intelligence and did not harm people. People affectionately called such monsters 'Mononoke-sama' in general. One type of these Mononoke-sama were giant honeybees. These bees, the size of a human child, operated carriages that flew through the sky. Using a Honeybee Carriage, one could reach Mārya's village in a single flight.

Dorfen immediately sent a letter to the royal palace to request permission to use the Honeybee Carriage. The palace managed the carriages in question. However, the reply that arrived a short while later was 'No.' With his jaw dropping in disbelief, he sent letters to the palace again and again, explaining his reasons, but all the replies were written with a denial of permission.

"Whyyyy!!"

Dorfen cried out, his face on the verge of tears. Unaware of his plight, Sasha was on her way to Mārya's village, swaying in the Honeybee Carriage.

"I haven't told him anything, I wonder if that was alright?"

Her large fox ears and fluffy tail twitched pikopiko. The woman with coral pink hair and red eyes furrowed her brow slightly as if troubled. Her name was Sasha. She was the beloved wife Dorfen was searching for with bloodshot eyes.

"Nn, that's what he gets. It's his own fault, nyon. Sasha, you just need to think about giving birth to a healthy baby."

A young girl with green eyes and black hair, around twelve or thirteen years old, declared nonchalantly.

"If it comes to it, you can just leave him. This is good medicine for that blockhead."

Sasha sighed a little at the girl's scathing, narrowed-eyed mutter, but she looked happy nonetheless. He was kind and would do anything for her, but that was what felt heavy to her. Dorfen didn't know about beast-humans. He would surely doubt his eyes when their child was born. She couldn't give birth by his side while harboring such anxiety. Seeing Sasha worrying gloomily, Little One had proposed she return to her family home to give birth. Sasha had never even thought of going home. Normally, a married daughter considers her husband's house her home and gives birth there. But Sasha, whose mental state was unstable, clung to the suggestion. Her love for Dorfen felt heavy. She thought it was a selfish worry, to be afraid that their children would be scorned, but when Little One told her that Sasha was more important than Dorfen, she resolved to give birth at her family home.

It's Dorfen's fault for making a pregnant woman so anxious, nyo. It's not good for the baby's prenatal development. In the first place, he's so clingy.

This also applied to the Bear Father and Chihaya, but Little One unconsciously put that on the shelf.

And so began the desperate pursuit of Dorfen, whose wife had run away.

"Out... of my wayyy!!"

Dorfen, having been hit with a barrage of denials for the Honeybee Carriage, saw it was getting him nowhere and decided to go by horse. He prepared for his journey and then announced his leave to the knight order. But a problem arose here. He was stopped by his flustered colleagues. The knight order was also caught off guard and, pulling Dorfen from his horse, they asked him what was going on.

"Sasha is...! Sasha is...!!"

The muscle-headed knight could only say Sasha's name over and over. The Knight Commander, Harold, struck him hard on the head. Even the formidable Dorfen was rendered speechless by the full-force blow from the brawny man.

"~~~~!!"

Dorfen crumpled to the ground from the sheer pain. After he finally seemed to have come to his senses, Harold listened to the detailed story and his eyes widened in exasperation.

"And for that, you're abandoning your post? Well, considering your past achievements, you probably won't be dismissed. But a demotion is possible, you know?"

Harold subtly advised him that he might lose his chance to earn a knighthood.

"Even so, I will go! My child is about to be born, you know? I have heard that childbirth is a life-threatening event. If a husband does not support his wife at such an important time, can he call himself a father to the child that is born?!"

Dorfen's passionate speech seemed like the model of a husband and father. But, most of the knights had not done such a thing. Dorfen's colleagues exchanged bewildered glances.

This world was not Earth. It was the otherworld, Arcadia.

In Arcadia, a world of swords and magic, the development of modern civilization was delayed, making it a world full of what one might call a medieval feel on Earth. Naturally, old-fashioned customs were also rampant. There was a structure where men earned a living outside and supported the family, while women protected the home and raised the children. Using this as a pretext, the men, whose ears were stung by Dorfen's passionate speech, left most of the troublesome matters to their wives. It wasn't that they didn't understand. But when it came to actually doing it, it was incredibly difficult. Childbirth, child-rearing, housework, and so on. The more a child grew, the more troubles came with them. They couldn't help with all of it, and in fact, to compensate for that, the men worked and earned money to hire wet nurses and housekeepers. That was the value system held by the men of Arcadia.

Neither Dorfen's passionate speech nor the value system of the men who grimaced and made excuses for themselves was wrong. A wife postpartum would probably be more helped by an experienced woman's hand than a clumsy man's. If that was possible, then that was one way to do it.

But there were also those with low salaries who couldn't afford that.

To such men, Dorfen was too dazzling, and the words that came from his mouth, 'my wife, my wife's, my wife,' pierced them deeply.

It's not like I'm slacking off... I'm earning properly, and I do housework too.

When I try to help, she tells me I'm in the way... My wife is scary.

Attending a birth... that's a woman's castle, you know? I could get killed, you know? I'd be told 'men get out,' you know? At least, I was.

Each with their own thoughts in mind, the members of the knight order grimaced. Dorfen had a lot of work piled up. Much of it was work that could be switched with someone else, but doing so could become Dorfen's blunder. The village he mentioned was about a ten-day journey by horse one way. If he were to stay for the birth, he would be unable to return to work for at least a month. That would surely not be overlooked. With no solution in sight, a young knight surveyed the deadlocked people and, as if remembering something, raised his hand.

"Um! Could he not use his paid leave?"

The knights exchanged glances, startled.

Paid leave. It was a system that had been introduced in recent years.

Knights who worked diligently every six months were given three days of holiday as a reward from the country. It could be used at any time and was invaluable for when a sudden day off was needed for things like funerals or celebrations. After all, they would receive their wages even while on leave. Though only three days, it was a very blessed and popular system. The paid leave received every six months could be saved up, and Dorfen hadn't used it for anything other than his wedding and honeymoon. It had been a good six years since this system was introduced. His paid leave had accumulated significantly.

"Calculate it immediately! If it's paid leave, it won't be treated as an absence, so it shouldn't matter if we change the work assignments!"

The knights moved at once, rushing to coordinate with the general affairs and accounting departments, and succeeded in getting all of Dorfen's paid leave approved starting from the next day. As it turned out, the man had nearly forty days of accumulated paid leave. While everyone else used theirs bit by bit, Dorfen had truly not used any at all. It was a moment where his extreme diligence had triumphed.

"Well, be careful. My regards to your wife."

Seen off by the members of the knight order, who were grinning with wry smiles, Dorfen cleared the first hurdle.

"Hmph. Paid leave, huh. That was unexpected."

Sipping tea with Sasha, Little One looked over the report that had arrived by honeybee mail. The work of the knight order was demanding. She had been complacent, thinking there was no way he could just cast it aside and come, but it was an unexpected situation.

"Was introducing paid leave a mistake? Hmm, I didn't think it would turn out like this."

That's right. The one who had introduced the paid leave system within the royal palace was this very girl. Dorfen belonged to the knight order. She was the princess of the royal palace. Sasha, who had been with her since before she was born, was like a sister to the princess. To ensure that she could face childbirth with peace of mind, she had come to Sasha's mother's home without Dorfen's knowledge.

But Dorfen was proving to be unexpectedly tough.

"It means he hasn't been traveling the world with me for nothing. The nerve, bending reason to his will, honestly."

The man pushed through the impossible as a matter of course. The fact that luck was likely a major factor made him someone not to be underestimated. To make her next move, Little One summoned the honeybees.

"What is this...?!"

Dorfen, who had been riding his horse day and night without stopping, held his breath at the sight spread before him. A vast, desolate landscape. Lying across it was a large crevasse, perhaps more than ten meters wide. If such a fissure had formed, there was no way it wouldn't have been reported by the border guards. This meant it had been created yesterday or today. In Arcadia, where magic and monsters were rampant, strange phenomena sometimes occurred. This was likely one of them. Looking left and right, he couldn't see the end of it. A deep crevasse, as if the star itself had split.

"At a time like this... dammit!!"

Dorfen, who had been riding for two days without food or sleep, couldn't gather his thoughts and reluctantly began to set up camp for the night. His exhausted body was craving rest.

Even so, the one who came to mind was his beloved woman.

"Sasha..."

What could she be doing right now? Was she crying, feeling helpless? Was she eating? Was she tired from carrying her heavy belly?

If he were by her side, he would hold her, give her a massage, put her to sleep, he would do anything for her.

This is what he was thinking with a serious face. His perspective was like that of a father protecting a young child. Unbeknownst to him, Sasha was suffocating from being doted on like a worried father.

Gritting his back teeth, Dorfen washed down his rations with water into his stomach. But his fatigue must have been accumulating. The moment he lay down, he surrendered himself to the invitation of sleep.

And the next morning.

Whether thanks to the rest, his mind was clear and refreshed, and he came up with a decidedly simple-minded solution. As mentioned before, Arcadia was a world of swords and magic. The former son of a marquis possessed magical power second only to the royal family, and what's more, he specialized in one art. When it came to water magic, he possessed a power that was not inferior to a specialized magician. Faced with the giant crevasse, he used all his magic power to summon water. Then he unceremoniously created a bridge of water over the crevasse and galloped across it on his horse. Water is a mass with considerable hardness, and if compressed, it is possible to cross over it. Dorfen had learned various things like this on his adventurous journey around the world.

Thus, he overcame the next challenge and made his way towards the village where Sasha was likely to be.

"He's usually so muscle-headed, so why does he use his brain only at times like this?!"

Little One crumpled the report in her hand.

She bit her lip in frustration, her trap designed to stall him, created with the help of the Mononoke, having been overcome. There was no longer any way to stop that muscle-headed knight.

Just as she had predicted, he reached the beast-humans' village in just five days.

"Sashaaa!"

Dorfen spurred his horse and rushed into the beast-humans' village.

Ignoring the startled people, he galloped on and dismounted from his horse in front of Mārya's house as if flying. Then, after taking a deep breath, he suppressed his impatient heart and deliberately knocked quietly. And the person who appeared from the door left him speechless.

"You really came. Good grief."

Looking up at him menacingly was Little One. Her cheeks were puffed out, her arms were crossed, and she stood there like a guardian statue.

"Eh? Ah? Sasha is...?"

Into Dorfen's flustered and confused ears came a faint voice from somewhere. A round of crying, fyaaa... naaa...

"Huh?" Dorfen raised his head and pleaded with the statue-like Chihiro as if in prayer.

"Chihiro-sama! Sasha...! Is Sasha here?!"

As Chihiro flinched back from the handsome man's bloodshot face, the door behind the living room opened. Mārya came out from the back. Looking at Dorfen with an exasperated expression, she couldn't help but burst out laughing.

"Just as Sasha said. You really came. Oh well. Sasha is in the back."

Ignoring Mārya who was stifling her laughter, Dorfen rushed into the room. And what entered his vision as he went deeper was Sasha lying on the bed and three fox cubs. Dorfen doubted his own eyes at the sight of his children, who looked just like foxes. Though their forms were those of fox cubs, their cries were close to those of humans. While giving her breast to the fox cubs, who were small enough to be held in both hands, Sasha looked down slightly and muttered.

"You were surprised, weren't you? Lycans are in their beast form at first. From here, they will change into human or beast forms."

Normal beast-humans are born in a form that is either more beast-like or more human-like from the start, but Sasha said that only Lycans are born as beasts themselves. Feeling multiple children moving in her belly, Sasha had realized that her children were Lycans. That's why she didn't want to surprise Dorfen, and after entering her final month of pregnancy, she had asked Chihiro to let her stay at her family home. In about three months, Lycans naturally learn to take human form. Unless they are greatly surprised, they won't change into their beast form. She had wanted to raise them quietly until then.

But she also had a feeling that Dorfen would come rushing over, out of breath. Chihiro had been optimistic, thinking that with his work in the knight order, the serious-minded Dorfen wouldn't be able to come so easily, but she had underestimated him. Dorfen had learned from Little One the brute force technique of turning the impossible into the possible with a single-arm shoulder throw.

If you try, you can do it! As expected, he came flying over.

Sasha peeked at her beloved husband. Dorfen scooped her up, children and all, and let out a big sigh.

"I was worried. As long as you're safe, that's all that matters. Are these our children? One, two... there are three of them. You've done well, Sasha."

Dorfen praised her for her hard work.

At his beaming smile, Sasha knew her worries had been for nothing.

Oh, what was I thinking...

She had been demeaning herself, thinking she was a beast-human, a Lycan. Dorfen hadn't cared at all. Even seeing the babies, who were as hairy as puppies, there wasn't a trace of revulsion in his eyes. He was rejoicing in the birth of his children from the bottom of his heart.

"...I was the foolish one. I'm sorry, Dorfen."

"Why are you apologizing? This is a joyous occasion. Smile."

Dorfen gently stroked the head of his wife, whom he held in his arms.

Thus, the crisis of the couple, who had been creating a subtle dissonance, passed, and the cheerful voices of children were added to Dorfen's home.

Little One grinned broadly.

It's just a charming quirk that Dorfen later becomes a doting father on par with Drago, blessed with a daughter as well.

Little One's world is still a maelstrom of joy and sorrow, but in a country where the happiness of kind people is guaranteed, nothing but happy endings exist.

Frontier was a place overflowing with 'happily ever after' everywhere you looked♪
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			A Fairy Tale Nobody Knows

			"...Sakura."

A man sat on the veranda of a magnificent Japanese-style house, gazing up at the night sky. In the sky were a few clouds and a splendid waning moon. As he watched the night sky, where even the stars were dimmed by the moonlight, the man enjoyed an evening drink.

Ah, this is a life I don't deserve.

Twisting his lips into a self-deprecating smile, he tipped his sake cup.

"Husband? It is still chilly. Here, a padded jacket..."

A woman with a plump face rushed over to the man, holding a long hanten.

"Don't bother me. Leave me alone."

As he grumbled in annoyance, he slipped his arms into the offered jacket. His body, which had been clad in only a single kimono, seemed to have been colder than he thought, and his eyes widened at the gentle warmth that enveloped him.

"...Sorry. Thanks."

"You are too kind. Shall I refill your drink?"

"Yeah, please."

Waving a hand at the smiling woman, the man looked up at the sky again. She was his second wife. Her name was Kogiku. And her husband's name was Shibata Uzuki. Born in the Showa era, thirty-eight years old.

As he watched his diligent wife patter away, he remembered the time he first came here.

One day, after an accident, Uzuki found himself in a deep forest. And before him, the Twin Gods descended and invited him to be transferred to another world. Return to the circle of reincarnation or start a new life in another world. Flustered by the sudden choice presented to him, he chose to be transferred to another world.

Perhaps that was a mistake.

Now, Uzuki trembled in fear of the creeping presence of death. According to what the gods had told him when he was transferred, there was a time limit on his life. The new lifespan he was given was about twenty years. At first, he hadn't paid it much mind. In fact, Uzuki thought he was lucky to have his life extended. But now, as his remaining years dwindled, he finally realized his own folly. What a foolish choice he had made. He had never imagined that seeing his own lifespan would be so terrifying. How would he die? By illness? An accident? Wasting away? He hoped it wouldn't be painful. The delusion of gradually weakening and withering away like a skeleton stuck in his head and wouldn't leave. Like rust constantly forming on a galvanized iron sheet, the thought surfaced in his mind no matter how much he tried to shake it off, tormenting him terribly. The shadow of death crawled up his spine, creating a bloodthirsty atmosphere around him, as if he were screaming with his hair in disarray.

It was at that time that he learned a certain fact.

"I have a child?"

It was a bolt from the blue.

Uzuki had been invited by the gods to the otherworld of Arcadia. The land he arrived in was an empire called Kilfan, and from what he heard, it was a country founded by Japanese transmigrators.

Well, well, well.

A country of Japanese people, formed by generations of transmigrators and locals born from Earthlings. He didn't know the gods' intentions, but Uzuki was relieved by the familiar culture and, as the gods had asked, he taught modern knowledge to Kilfan. To be honest, much of his knowledge was vague, but that part was supplemented by magical tools. Hearing that it was technology from a neighboring country, Uzuki's eyes suddenly sparkled.

Is there magic power and magic?

It was a staple of otherworld stories. Those gods hadn't granted him any power, but this was another world. An adventure different from Earth must be waiting.

Uzuki was excited, but his expectations were mercilessly shattered.

Apparently, only one country was capable of using magic. Other countries could only create pseudo-supernatural phenomena using magic stones and magical tools imported from there; they couldn't use magic themselves.

...Give me a break, what a letdown.

His expectations betrayed, Uzuki became visibly dissolute. He indulged in pleasure, answering when asked, but never took the initiative to do anything himself. It was then that a high-ranking official of the Kilfan Imperial Castle spoke to him in a hushed voice.

"How about enjoying the flowers in the rear palace for a change of pace? There is a special princess there."

"The rear palace... that's where the royal consorts live, right?"

An old man smiled quietly at the suspicious Uzuki.

"It is in a separate, hidden rear palace. Princesses prepared especially for the Visitor-sama."

Specially for me?

Swallowing hard, Uzuki followed where he was led, invited to the hidden rear palace.

As a result, he was assigned two princesses of marriageable age and spent many nights of blissful union. In addition to them, he took several other wives, and while becoming self-destructive, he grew accustomed to Kilfan. All the women in the imperial castle fawned over him, flocking to him for his favors. For a man, it was a dream of debauchery. Uzuki was not self-restrained enough to not drown in it. He laid hands on dozens of women, and several of them bore his children. He heard they were all sons, but Uzuki had never seen them. The children of the imperial family were all raised by wet nurses. As a Visitor, he was a quasi-royal. All of Uzuki's children also became royalty and lived in a separate Infant's Palace with the other children.

The only difference was if a princess was born.

Due to the ill effects of repeated inbreeding, it was difficult for girls to be born into the imperial family, so when a princess was born, she was immediately moved to the rear palace and raised with great care. The princess Uzuki had dallied with in the hidden rear palace was said to have been raised that way. When they reached a suitable age, they were given to the emperor or the crown prince. This time, because Uzuki had visited, she had been given to him. Those around him, who knew the ill effects of inbreeding, understood that it was more prudent to marry her to a Visitor with no close blood ties than to a member of the imperial family.

Because of this complex background, Uzuki only had relations with the women and was not even informed that a child had been born. He knew they existed. He would get after-the-fact reports that his sons had been placed in the Infant's Palace. But Uzuki felt no interest. If they were not girls, they would receive an education befitting their mother's status and be granted a suitable position and territory, he had heard. There was no need to worry about his secure sons. Uzuki savored the good fortune of being able to be intimate with women without any of the hassle.

It was by chance that he learned of the princess's existence.

He happened to visit the rear palace for a diversion and passed a girl. It was a fleeting encounter, but he couldn't help but stare and turn back. The girl also turned back, her brow furrowed in suspicion.

The two of them froze, and an awkward atmosphere hung in the air.

"...Sis?"

"What? You seem to be awake, but are you sleep-talking? Do you think I look older than you?"

Hearing the scathing remark, Uzuki's eyes widened even further. The girl before him was the spitting image of his older sister when she was young, and her sharp tongue was also just like his strong-willed sister. He felt an unconditional blood connection. The girl's eyes, looking up at the dazed Uzuki, were like those looking at a snake. At her sharp gaze, narrowed with disgust, laughter welled up from the pit of Uzuki's stomach.

Ah, that's right. I've slept with so many women, it wouldn't be strange if I had a daughter or two.

And naturally, that daughter would be raised with care in the rear palace. It was stranger that he hadn't met her until now. As Uzuki let out a stifled chuckle, the girl sighed as if exasperated.

"I know you're quite active, but keep it in moderation. At the very least, take care not to let me see it."

It seemed the girl was well aware of Uzuki's relations with women. Perhaps it was her puritanical age, but there was an undisguised contempt in her eyes.

It can't be helped if she's a princess living in the rear palace. How old is she? Which woman is her mother?

"You, what's your name? How old are you?"

Uzuki loosened his kimono even more, revealing his chest, and casually thrust his arm inside. His sloppy appearance, unbearable to look at, also grated on the girl's nerves.

"I do not have a name that I would give to you."

"I'm Shibata Uzuki. And you?"

The girl's throat tightened. Not giving her name to someone who had given his was also impolite. Gritting her teeth and chewing on a bitter pill, the girl answered as if spitting out the words.

"Sakura. My name is Hidori Sakura. But I will not grant you the honor of calling my name. Understood?"

Muttering so, Sakura turned on her heel and hurried down the corridor.

"Sakura... you're my daughter, aren't you? How old are you now?"

Uzuki murmured the girl's name dreamily and asked the lady-in-waiting at his side.

"Princess Sakura is nine years old."

"Nine? That's only a year away! What about her engagement? Who is she promised to?"

Uzuki had already lived in Kilfan for sixteen years. He understood the customs to some extent. In Kilfan, at the age of ten, one left the rear palace and was granted a palace of their own. This was to allow male visitors such as fiancés. Noble women with fiancés would allow their partners to visit and have relations with them on the occasion of their loincloth-tying ceremony at the age of thirteen. It was a unique culture of Kilfan, where the ancient custom of 'three-night rice cakes' remained. The woman's will was not reflected in this. She was at the mercy of the man. Unlike his secure sons, only a future of bitterness was prepared for his daughter, Sakura. Uzuki knew well the fate of high-ranking women in Kilfan. The place was crawling with brutes whose behavior, from the perspective of a modern person, could only be described as barbaric.

I can't throw Sakura into a pack of beasts like that.

A dark light flashed in Uzuki's eyes.

"...Don't mess with me. She's my daughter."

From here, Uzuki's secret maneuvers began. They would be completed before his remaining lifespan ran out.

"Pandæmonium, is it. So this is the brothel that earns foreign currency."

An ancient, elegant building constructed by the Yarman with permission from Frontier. The wilderness depicted in the background was also planned to become farms and pastures in the future. Ignoring the satisfied emperor, Uzuki cast his gaze far into the distance.

"That's right. If we imprison women here and make them work as courtesans, they're sure to earn a lot of foreign currency. A good use for them, wouldn't you say?"

The emperor nodded magnanimously.

Uzuki had persuaded the emperor with his glib tongue, proposing a prison brothel as a simple system to earn foreign currency. A world of suffering that would bring eternal humiliation to high-ranking women. The emperor licked his lips at the concept and went along with Uzuki's proposal.

But he did not know. The secret pact made between Uzuki and Frontier.

'A facility to protect women, you say? But they will be forced to work as prostitutes, correct? Can that be called a salvation?'

Uzuki appealed earnestly to the suspicious Frontier side. In Kilfan, the higher a woman's status, the more roughly she was treated. It was a country where dismemberment was a common punishment. He wanted a sanctuary specifically for such high-status individuals.

'The gruesome lynchings when upper-class women are condemned are beyond words. I beg you, please let me create a place in this country to escape from the worst. And as much as possible, I want you to fend off interference from Kilfan.'

Frontier, worn down by Uzuki's desperate expression, as if he were about to prostrate himself, promised to protect the people of Pandæmonium to the best of their ability. They were a country that valued women to begin with. They did not have gates to close on those who sought help. These matters were kept secret by the current king and a few high-ranking officials, and a strict gag order was put in place. This was the middle ages, a festival of espionage. There was no telling where a leak could spring from. It was better to be safe than sorry. And so, the prison brothel was completed with Frontier's cooperation.

Unaware of Uzuki's intentions, Kilfan began sending its condemned women to Pandæmonium.

And so time flowed, and Uzuki's body rapidly weakened.

"Shibata-sama, you wished to see me?"

Summoned by the dying Uzuki, was Sakura's foster brother, Kaito. Looking at the still young and gallant boy with a dazzling expression, Uzuki whispered in a hoarse voice.

"...You're in love with Sakura, aren't you?"

Kaito was flustered by the unexpected words. Uzuki smiled wryly at him and conveyed the secrets of Pandæmonium.

"Pandæmonium is a brothel on the surface, but in reality, it's a refuge for condemned women. I've asked Frontier to make it so they can fend off Kilfan's tyranny. ...If you think things are getting bad, don't hesitate to flee there. With Sakura."

The boy's face froze in a sullen expression. He was still unreliable, but time would solve that.

Stay safe until then, Sakura. ...My... ah.

In his hazy consciousness, a woman floated in Uzuki's mind. It was the hidden princess. A fleeting woman with a face very similar to Sakura's.

...Kaede. I see, you're...

Uzuki reached out his hand to the gently smiling woman. The moment his hand was taken by Kaede, he lost consciousness.

Kaito, noticing Uzuki's sudden change, hurriedly called for a doctor, but he had already passed away.

Thus, planting a small seed of suspicion in Kaito, Uzuki crossed the rainbow bridge. Together with Kaede, who had come to meet him.

The rest, as they say, is history.

Just as Uzuki had imagined, many hardships befell Sakura. Kaito, who had been shown an escape route in advance, sought help from Frontier without hesitation and succeeded in escaping to Pandæmonium.

And then he hesitated.

Should he tell Sakura the truth about Uzuki? That his death was to protect her. It was only speculation, but Shibata-sama was surely Sakura's father. It was a well-known fact that he, the Visitor, had had relations with many women. In the imperial family where girls were rarely born, the possibility that the emperor was Sakura's father was low.

...But Sakura despises Shibata-sama.

She, who knew of his numerous romantic escapades and his dissolute private life, despised Uzuki from the bottom of her heart. If she learned that he was her real father, she would surely be shocked.

Kaito worried about what to do.

However, his happiness did not last long, and he was murdered by a Kilfan inspector. Kaito, prepared for the worst, tried to tell Sakura about Uzuki's final moments.

"Sakura! Shibata-sama...!"

Sakura's grief-stricken face, distorted as she tried to protect Kaito. It was the spitting image of Uzuki on that day.

Ah, I see...

Sakura's high-pitched scream rent the air. At the same time, the inspector's mad blade tore through Kaito's back. In his final moments, Uzuki floated in Kaito's mind. That man would not have wanted Sakura to know. Otherwise, he wouldn't have gone through the trouble of saving her through him.

Kaito's mouth, which had been about to form words, was drawn into a tight line. A sense of déjà vu that connected the clumsy men. Uzuki's overly roundabout love. At the very end, Kaito understood it.

Seen off by the tears of his beloved wife, Kaito's consciousness dissipated.

All truths remained in the darkness.

But the efforts of the men who stayed true to themselves bore fruit and saved the next generation.

Sakura grasped a new life, and the women's refuge was transformed into a healthy extraterritorial sanctuary.

Having accomplished a great deed that no one knew of, Uzuki's sullied name was never cleared. Frontier, under a new generation, also saw Pandæmonium only from a humanitarian perspective. The former king, as promised to Uzuki, took everything to his grave. But it probably didn't matter to Uzuki. He was likely laughing nonchalantly even in the heavens.

'My daughter...'

That single phrase, filled with a thousand emotions, continues to sway in the night sky of Arcadia.
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			Scribbles. Dorfen and the Marquis, His Father

			"I admire you, Son of Marquis Kigris."

"......You are a nuisance."

Without hiding the look of utter contempt in his eyes, Dorfen shot down the lovely young lady's confession.

The young lady was dumbfounded.

The girl, who even from a distance gave a slender and gentle impression, quickly flushed red, her face contorting with anger. Her pretty face was ruined.

"How cruel! I summoned all my courage for this!!"

The girl cried out, on the verge of tears, but it had no effect on Dorfen. In fact, his eyes, now filled with even more disgust, did not hide the feeling of looking at a snake.

"I do not understand the lack of ethics in confessing to a married man. Are you not mistaken in where you direct your courage?"

That's right. Dorfen had a beloved wife. And yet, women of this sort were relentless. It wasn't uncommon for high-ranking nobles to have multiple wives, but with His Majesty the King having only three wives, it had become an unspoken rule among the current Frontier nobility that a man could have up to two wives. One must not have more wives than His Majesty the King. This was the common sense of the nobles. Dorfen had no intention of criticizing this, and he believed it was right for those who could afford it to provide for many. But he wanted no part of it for himself. Dorfen was now just a knight. He lived a life suited to his station and dearly loved his sweet wife and children. But it seemed those around him did not think so. Everyone still called Dorfen the son of Marquis Kigris. This was his father's fault. Dorfen, who had intended to leave his house and renounce his noble status, later found out that the Kigris family had apparently kept his noble registration on file. They must have believed their son would regret his decision and come back. This was conveyed to Dorfen when he was granted his knighthood.

It was because His Majesty the King, looking at Dorfen who had come to the royal palace with a perplexed expression, asked him again.

"A knighthood is of a lower status than a noble peerage. The Marquis family has other titles, would it not be better to be granted a title from a branch family than a knighthood?"

He was implicitly referring to a branch family title of the Marquis family. It was true that his father, the Marquis, held multiple titles, but he had thought it had nothing to do with him, who had left the Marquis family.

Something wasn't adding up.

Sensing this, he stormed his family home, only to discover the fact that his noble registration had not been removed. With his face frozen in astonishment, he yelled at his family.

"I am already married to Sasha, you know?! What is the meaning of this! Even though we were married by a covenant to the gods, I have not received permission from His Majesty the King!!"

That was right. Noble marriages required the king's approval, and Dorfen, who had unknowingly skipped this step, could have been charged with lèse-majesté. Furthermore, the entire Marquis Kigris family was in a situation where they could face joint liability.

My father and the others are not ones to not understand something this simple!

With a look of pained exasperation, Dorfen gritted his back teeth. Looking at him calmly, the Marquis Kigris who had been yelled at, let out a small, tired sigh.

"His Majesty is aware."

"What?"

The expression slid right off Dorfen's face.

"...Her Highness the Princess. It seems she put in a good word for us."

Furrowing his brow slightly, Marquis Kigris recalled the moment the trap he had set had been broken.

The marriage of someone with noble status required the consent of His Majesty the King. Using this to his advantage, Marquis Kigris had left Dorfen's noble registration intact so that even if Dorfen married a beast-human woman, he could argue that the marriage was invalid and use the king's authority to force them to separate. The father of Dorfen, who had been eagerly awaiting this opportunity, one day received a summons from the royal palace. Wondering what it was about, the Marquis went to the castle and saw Little One sitting beside His Majesty the King. She gave a faint smile and looked up at Marquis Kigris.

"There is something I wish to ask you regarding Dorfen."

The smiling girl got straight to the point without any probing. A cold chill ran down his spine, and the Marquis sat down opposite the two.

"Dorfen's registration is strange, so I am here to confirm. I heard from his application that Dorfen had his name removed from the nobility, and I registered him as a commoner, but... Dorfen's noble registration is still on file at the royal palace, is it not?"

Normally, the salary would differ between a noble and a commoner. Furthermore, their guarantees and treatment would also differ. Although this was irrelevant in the egalitarian Little One's unit, they were still categorized as a rule. Dorfen's name was on both ledgers. One was a list checked against the noble directory submitted to the royal palace. The other was based on the individuals' own applications. Seeing these discrepancies, Little One had requested His Majesty the King to summon Marquis Kigris for confirmation.

"This means that one of you has submitted a false application, does it not? I wonder which of you is trying to deceive the royal palace?"

The girl's smile deepened. The Marquis, his cunning plot exposed, broke out in a cold sweat only in his mind. The King, looking at the Marquis with pity, offered a helping hand.

"...It is a parent's love for their child. Don't be so harsh, Chihiro."

His expression softening, the King soothed his beloved daughter. They were not related by blood now, but she was the child he had caused great hardship in a previous life. In this life as well, at the request of the gods, she had faced a series of hardships, and the King had become more overprotective than in her past life. He wanted to do everything for her this time that he couldn't do before. In the King's teary-eyed view, Little One was glaring at the cunning Marquis with sharp eyes.

"That's right. A parent's love. ...A parent's love that could have put Dorfen in a situation where he would be charged with a crime if one step was taken wrong. I cannot comprehend it."

Sighing under her fan, the girl turned her resentful, sharp-angled eyes on the pale-faced Marquis. Scratched all over by the sharp thorns contained within them, the Marquis could not move a muscle. He probably never thought it would come to this. For Dorfen to seriously become a commoner and marry a beast-human wife was nothing short of a nightmare for him. To Dorfen's father, who could not accept reality, the girl turned a face of resignation.

"Let us keep this matter to ourselves. He is my personal guard knight, after all. It is fine for him to be registered in both, is it not? Father-in-law."

Smiling at his beloved daughter, the King nodded magnanimously.

"Of course. He is your personal guard, so you may do as you please."

"Thank you very much. He is close to his wedding with his beloved fiancée. I would not want to spoil their future with something like this, you know."

Marquis Kigris, who had raised his head with a start, felt the ice-cold contempt in the girl's eyes before him. A strange sensation of being looked down upon from a great height, as if he were an insect.

He must have seen through his plot to petition the King and have his son's marriage annulled.

Now that His Majesty the King had given his permission, no one could object to Dorfen's marriage. If he were to say anything about this, she would surely bring Dorfen's registration to light. That is, she would make him a commoner and put him out of the Marquis's reach. If he just nodded silently, he could surely keep his son's registration.

Having judged so, Marquis Kigris solemnly accepted Little One's secretly held consultation.

As his father explained matter-of-factly, Dorfen's eyes widened into perfect circles.

"...You could have just abandoned me. Why?"

"...A child is a child, no matter how old they get. Until the day I die, you are my son. A member of the Marquis family. This will not change."

At the Marquis's mumbled words, as if something were caught in his teeth, Dorfen stared at him with an expression of disbelief. For a noble, the family was what was important. Children were tools for that. What mattered was how much profit they could bring to the Kigris family, and there was no consideration for the individual. He had been raised that way, and his parents had clearly stated so. As the second son, he was a spare in case something happened to his older brother, and if nothing happened, he was to marry into some good connection. What mouth did the father who had always said such things have to declare him his son?

Don't you mean a pawn?

As if Dorfen's feelings were conveyed, Marquis Kigris grimaced with unconcealed awkwardness.

"...I have always been strict with you. I admit that. ...But that doesn't mean... there were no feelings. ...Of course there were."

If he removed his noble registration, they would truly become strangers. The gap between a noble and a commoner was extremely large. He wanted to avoid that at all costs, the Marquis muttered in a small voice. At the sight of his father's dejected, hunched back, Dorfen couldn't stop the back of his eyes from growing hot.

Why now? You never showed a shred of emotion or feeling before, so why do you now say you want to be a father?

Since he was young, his father had been a strict man. A leading marquis, truly noble-like. The marquis, who led the many noble families and was a noble among nobles, had never shown a fatherly side to his sons. He had always been drilled with the pride of a noble, taught his position, and Dorfen only had memories of being lectured daily not to tarnish the family's honor. He had followed that obediently.

So his father must have been shocked by Dorfen's first act of rebellion. Dorfen, who said he would marry Sasha, was severely intimidated and berated, and was disowned by his father, the Marquis. That was to be expected, Dorfen had been relieved in a way. He cast aside his life as a noble, which had been full of troubles but also enjoyable in its own way, and began a life with his beloved fiancée. Many commoners belonged to the knight order. What's more, Dorfen was a renowned warrior in the knight order. There were expeditions, and in connection with that, he had learned to camp and cook for himself. So he was used to being a commoner, and although a bit awkward, there was no problem with him living with Sasha in a room in the outer precincts of the royal palace. The two rented a room near the Count's mansion and began a small life together.

That life was so happy that he hadn't even thought of his family home.

And now, this unexpected situation.

"...Her Highness the Princess will surely arrange things. You can take a knighthood as a commoner, or if you wish, I will grant you a viscounty as a branch of the Marquis family."

At his clumsy father's offer, Dorfen's eyes wavered greatly.

"...I do not need a title."

"I see."

His father's reply seemed a little disheartened. At that, Dorfen opened his mouth with a beaming smile.

"His Majesty the King has given his permission, has he not? I will marry Sasha as the son of Marquis Kigris. I will eventually take a knighthood, but I will remain your son until you pass away, Father."

Commoners have no family rank. Only nobles have surnames. So even if he married a commoner, Dorfen, who had not lost his noble registration, could call himself the son of Marquis Kigris.

"...I will accept only your feelings and your name. I will cherish them."

Hearing the words of his son, who had grown into a man in his own right, the Marquis's shoulders shook greatly.

"...I see."

The same word as before, but with a different temperature, filled with some kind of emotion.

"Yes."

His father's back, which had seemed endlessly large when he was a child. It had become smaller at some point. Ah, I have grown.

Dorfen was more than ten centimeters taller than his father. But it wasn't just his body. His inner self had also grown to the point where he could perceive his father's feelings and subtleties.

Children are meant to leave the nest.

The Marquis Kigris father and son, who had had an unexpected reunion, gradually began to close the distance between them. A mysterious gentleman who sometimes appeared in the shade of the Jorje mansion's hedge. Some days he was with a lady, other days with a man who resembled Dorfen. Sasha smiled wryly at the man who showed his face every few days.

"Ah, it's Grandpa."

Dorfen's sons, who spoke quite fluently, raised their voices innocently, but Sasha placed her index finger on the children's lips to shush them.

"Your father will introduce him eventually. Until then, pretend you don't know, okay?"

"Okay!"

"Got it!"

The lively Dorfen family with their triplets. It was probably not long before the members of the Marquis Kigris family would join them. Time is a panacea that conquers all.

And so, it would have been a happy 'happily ever after' ending, but the story returns to the beginning.

"I told you! I have no intention of taking a second wife!!"

"...It's free love, isn't it? I know nothing about it."

Grandpa feigned ignorance.

The Marquis was spreading rumors in various ways to get Dorfen a second wife befitting the status of the Kigris family. Underestimating Sasha, the one and only and first wife, as a commoner and a beast-human at that, the nobles who schemed to form a connection with the Marquis Kigris family were inciting their daughters.

Fed up with the endless confessions and seductions, Dorfen stormed his family home again.

The insolence of his father, who turned away with a huff. He was like a difficult child. This was also another side of his father that he was seeing for the first time. ...Though he couldn't welcome it.

"If this continues, I will seriously take a knighthood!"

To Dorfen, who made a declaration of severance while chewing on a bitter pill, Marquis Kigris, not to be outdone, straightened his back in anger and shouted.

"You will not! You said you would be my son until I die, did you not?! A man's word should be like steel!!"

Dorfen's mother and brother, who had accompanied the Marquis to see his grandchildren, stared wide-eyed at the bickering father and son and exchanged surprised glances.

People are creatures that can change.

The new relationship of the Marquis father and son, who it was unclear whether they had evolved or devolved, enlivened people's living rooms for a long time.

In the shadows, Little One grinned.

Doing her utmost for the happiness of the two people she cared for, she is doing great today♪
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			Episode. The Cook in Your Castle

			".....Chiihiro."

The man who called out the name of his lost daughter in a strangled voice was a giant, likely two meters tall. He gazed vacantly up at the clear autumn sky.

Looking back, those days had been like a dream.

A small child had appeared out of nowhere. A precocious, considerate, yet truly and utterly imperious little girl. She was cunning enough to observe and understand her surroundings, yet bold enough to leave things be. An innocent child, a bundle of contradictions who would laugh with a kyakkya as she wrapped the flustered adults around her little finger. His beloved daughter, who shone with a brilliance that rivaled the twinkling stars, had been lost in just a few short years.

"Chiihiro....."

Memories of the past resurfaced in Drago's vision, blurred by tears.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Chihiro. I'm indebted to Adonis-san."

The little girl, who had hastily stood up upon seeing Drago enter the kitchen, bowed her head with a gentle grace. Her movements were strangely composed for such a small child. As he watched her head lower in a leisurely manner, Drago felt a sense of wonder. It was a small head that made him want to reach out and pat it. But the motion was so fluid and natural, it informed Drago that this was a familiar, well practiced piece of etiquette.

At such a young age?

Then he looked at the vegetables the little girl had likely been peeling. The skins were cleanly removed. This, too, made Drago narrow his eyes. Skills like this depended more on experience and knack than on sheer strength. It was different from something like chopping, which required a certain amount of force to do it zakuzaku. The skins, peeled thinly as if tracing the surface, told Drago that the little girl was accustomed to this kind of work.

.....Perhaps Adonis's assumption wasn't wrong. What kind of parent would make such a small child handle a knife?

There were parents in the world who exploited their children. From her grubby appearance, she didn't seem to be receiving a proper upbringing. What's more..... Drago crouched down with a dubious look, met Chihiro's gaze, and stared intently at her face.

Isn't she younger than three? She's too small.

Though her greetings and demeanor were mature, Drago was on friendly terms with the church and the orphanage, and he had interacted with many children. Some were small due to malnutrition, but they all generally shared a certain innocent childishness. There were children who acted older and put on airs, but such pretenses were easy to see through. He didn't sense that from the little girl before him. It was true she looked a bit gaunt, but overall she seemed healthy. The whites of her eyes were clear, and he saw no signs of the abuse Adonis had feared. She had the healthy complexion of a well-raised child. If that was the case, then her small size must be appropriate for her age.

"How old are you?"

After a slight hesitation at Drago's question, Chihiro gathered the fragments of her memory and, based on her own knowledge, answered with the age she thought was probably correct.

"Umm..... Two, or three? Maybe."

As Adonis looked on in astonishment, a look of understanding crossed Drago's face.

In that case, this composure must be a result of her upbringing. She must be the child of a very good family. I don't know what happened, but her parents must be worried.

That was what Drago thought, but after hearing the little girl's faltering explanation, he doubted his own ears. He had her lead him to the room, and upon seeing its wretched state, he felt as if his head had been split open.

They locked a child in a place like this? There's nothing here.

The two adults stood speechless, dumbfounded as they surveyed the room.

It was a cold, sturdy room made of stone. A thick layer of dust had accumulated everywhere, and you could see the places where Chihiro had likely wandered around. Small footprints and handprints remained on the floor. She must have pounded on the door many times. The inside of the door was covered with countless small handprints and scratch marks. Drago felt an unspeakable anger at it all, and his face twisted in disgust.

.....I see. If you don't want her, then I'll take her.

Mentally cursing the parents of the unknown little girl, Drago decided to become Chihiro's father. It was a natural decision for Drago, who had a history of taking in Sasha, who had been in similar circumstances. He believed it was an adult's duty to provide children with a life where they could eat, play, and learn. When Drago was a boy, he had lost his parents at a young age and was on the verge of being homeless when the owner of a diner in the castle town took him in. He had nothing but gratitude for the owner, who gave him a job, gave him days off, let him learn and play, and trained him into a respectable cook. That was why Drago would not abandon a lost child. Just as the owner had done for him, he wanted to do everything in his power for them.

And so Drago took Chihiro in, but he never imagined that his life would become a whirlwind of chaotic days.

"Chiihirooo!"

Today, too, his daughter was flying through the sky, clinging to a honeybee.

The sight of her dangling her little arms and legs as she flew around sent a chill down his spine no matter how many times he saw it. He knew it was safe, but reason and emotion were two different things. Aaaah! That's dangerous, and Pochiko-san is so small too!!

The Bear Dad ran about in the royal palace courtyard. Watching him with an amused smile, Adonis also looked up at the sky, a little worried himself.

It was a lively scene that was becoming a part of their daily lives.

His beloved daughter, who had pulled off grand shenanigans involving the royal palace, the castle town, and even neighboring countries.

She would never return.

The Little One had been taken away after the incident with Castrato. The blonde little girl who had cried and wailed at the sight of Drago, then walked techitechi toward the inner palace with a smile. The countless memories that disappeared without a backward glance.

"Chiihirooo....."

Letting out a deep sob, Drago looked up at the sky and cried boroboro. Lost happiness. A lost daughter. A lost future.

He wept inconsolably, and his sorrowful wails cast a long shadow over the royal palace for a long time.

He did not yet know. That the daughter he thought was lost would return to him as his true daughter.

Don't underestimate Frontier, where only happy endings are prepared for kindhearted people. The current Bear Dad had no way of knowing about the greatest gift that would be presented to him in the days to come.

Even so, only the nature of his tears would change. The future where Drago would cry and wail remained the same.

"Chiihirooo!!"

Today, too, the deep sobs of the Bear in the Kitchen could be heard throughout Frontier.♪
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			Doodle. The Lodger at Dorfen's House

			"This is our new home."

"To think it's in a spot with a view of Count Jorje's mansion. What a prime location."

The two of them stood side by side, looking up at a corner of the residential area for castle employees that lined the outer palace walls. It was a stylish building with a stone foundation and brick walls. Identical buildings stood in a row along the outer wall.

Proximity to the count's mansion. Dorfen had chosen it with that as his top priority. Sasha also lived for the Little One, so their interests aligned. Count Jorje's residence was a standalone house, but Dorfen and his wife were in an apartment. The entire lower section of the outer wall encircling the royal palace served as the residential area for those who worked at the castle. To be precise, there was an outer wall, and the apartments were built along the inside of it. The roofs of these apartments were used for military storehouses and corridors along the top of the outer wall. It was a semi-fortified structure. The residential area was further divided by social status. The closer to the main gate, the higher the status, and the closer to the back gate, the lower the status of the residents. Most of the knights lived in a dedicated dormitory, but once they married and started a family, they were allowed to use the outer wall apartments. .....Well, considering the intimate activities of the night, that was only natural. And so, the newlywed Dorfen couple had been busy furnishing their new home and dealing with all the little tasks that came with it, and today they had finally moved in. It was a small but happy home. Dorfen's eyes narrowed with deep emotion. But his family home was a ridiculously huge marquisate. A two-story, six-bedroom maisonette with a living room, dining room, and kitchen would not normally be called small. As proof, Sasha was practically giddy about the apartment with its many large rooms. Until now, her room had been a single chamber tucked away in the Jorje family home. Of course, she had wanted for nothing, but there was something special about having a home of her own.

This is my home. Mine and Dorfen's.....

The elegantly arranged drawing room. The door on the right led to a large kitchen, and the door on the left to Dorfen's study and armory. Through the front door were two smaller rooms to the left and right, and a staircase. At the top of the stairs were the master bedroom, a closet room, and a spare room.

The small rooms on the first floor will be the children's bedrooms. The spare room on the second floor can eventually be a study. Oh, I'm so excited.

Dorfen and Sasha's hearts danced with the prospect of their new life.

However, a few days later, they began to sense a strange presence.

"Dorfen, did you do the laundry?"

"No? Wasn't it you?"

The area in front of each apartment entrance served as a private garden. There was space for things like clotheslines, but laundry was fluttering in front of Dorfen's home. When Sasha checked, it was undoubtedly the washing that had been in their laundry basket. Yet neither of them remembered washing it.

.....Who did it?

The two of them stared with a zoh look of dread at the laundry swaying hata hata.

".....It wasn't you, was it?"

"Of course not....."

Laundry, folded and stacked on the drawing room table. This, too, had been placed there without their knowledge. Someone is coming into our home without permission? Sasha's body trembled as if something cold had caressed the pit of her stomach. Their new home, which had been filled with happiness, now seemed like an eerie and terrifying place.

"No, this is creepy....."

"I don't understand, what's going on?"

Though flustered, Dorfen took Sasha and headed for Count Jorje's mansion.

".....So, as you can see, it seems someone has been coming and going. Until we find out who's responsible, would you mind if Sasha stayed here?"

The count and his son's eyes widened as they listened to the story.

"Such a scoundrel inside the royal palace?"

Drago's face stiffened in astonishment. And for good reason. It was unimaginable that some rogue was freely roaming the king's castle, which was supposed to boast impenetrable defenses, and even entering a locked apartment.

.....No, there was one such creature.

Drago's eyes slid sideways to look at his beloved daughter. When he noticed, Dorfen and Sasha were also looking at the Little One. As were Naya and Zack, who stood behind the count and his son.

"Ueh?"

Suddenly the target of a barrage of stares, Chihiro blinked her eyes repeatedly.

"It wasn't me, nyo! I wouldn't play a prank like that!"

"I know that. It's just, it occurred to me that there might be something else out there as free-spirited as you, Ojou-sama....."

Sasha chuckled kuskusu, and Dorfen laughed along with her.

"Indeed. Honestly, while it is creepy, I don't get a bad feeling from it. After all, they just washed, brought in, and folded the laundry."

True.

If that was all, then they were actually helping with the housework, which might even be appreciated. Though one could also call it a nuisance born of kindness.

Fumu, the Little One pondered.

But heedless of the surrounding vigilance, the perpetrator in question began to strut about Dorfen's house as if it owned the place.

Before they knew it, a meal was prepared.

Before they knew it, the cleaning was done.

It even went so far as Dorfen's paperwork being finished, and he could no longer stay silent.

"This is the Knight Order's paperwork! If someone of unknown origin has seen it, I have no choice but to report it!!"

His face pale, Dorfen reported to Harold. Harold, upon receiving the report, also lost all color and hastily contacted Romel.

And now, for some reason, people were gathered at the count's mansion.

"How did it come to this?"

The Little One gazed with a dubious look at the gayagaya of noisy men. The stuffy space crowded with large bodies was unbearable. The only saving grace was Sasha's lovely presence.

"Hmm? But you know, this is similar to what happened when Chiihiro became a rumor, isn't it?"

"Indeed. I have some memory of things being finished before I knew it."

The Bear Dad couldn't suppress a wry smile.

"So you're saying someone in similar circumstances is living in our house or the royal palace?"

"But Ojou-sama did it for food. I wonder what the purpose of the person in our house is?"

Dorfen and Sasha exchanged puzzled looks.

"Either way, we can't let it go. If they're even doing the Knight Order's paperwork, I can't carelessly assign work to Dorfen."

"Hey, Dorfen. Do your work at your workplace. Why do you bring it home?"

Harold chewed on a bitter bug, while Lucas and Uris glared at the muscle-headed knight with exasperation.

".....Well. I'm not good with paperwork. It takes me a long time."

His large back slumped dejectedly, Dorfen shifted uncomfortably. After hammering home the point that he shouldn't be making homework for himself, Romel lightly looked up at the ceiling.

"We have to do something. For now, I'd at least like to know who it is, right?"

His expression still troubled, he sipped his tea next to the Little One. Then, his eyes suddenly widened. His gaze fell upon Pochiko-san. Mugi-ta and Mi-chan were also sluggishly moving about the room. It was already a common sight in the royal palace.

"That's right, we have the mononoke. The mononoke are everywhere around the Jorje mansion, couldn't they have seen something?"

Dorfen's house was visible from the count's mansion. It wouldn't be strange if the mononoke, who roamed freely around the mansion, had seen something. Ah, Chihiro's eyes lit up as well.

"Of course, everyone!!"

When the Little One shouted, mononoke came from all over. Squirrels and rabbits, chickens and scorpions. By the time spiders and centipedes arrived, Uris had hastily stood up and fled. Though he had grown accustomed to the Little One's companions, it seemed he still hadn't developed an immunity to mononoke. Having learned to flee before making a mistake, the Little One saw Uris off with a lukewarm gaze and asked the assembled mononoke if they had seen anything unusual. In response, several of the mononoke disappeared somewhere. A short while later, the vanished mononoke returned, carrying something.

".....What is that?"

A small something was flailing jitabata. Looking closely, it was a creature with many tentacles, like an octopus. To be precise, it was like a slime with octopus legs. Its body swayed fuyon fuyon. The tapun plump thing was clearly frightened and trembling purupuru.

"Is that what was entering Dorfen's house?"

The mononoke nodded kokukoku. In the stunned adults' field of vision, the number of mysterious creatures being brought in from somewhere increased in the blink of an eye, and soon the count's mansion living room was occupied by the unidentified slime-like things.

"Ueeeh?! Just how many of them are there!!"

There were at least twenty by rough count. The Little One couldn't help but be reminded of that thing where if you see one, there are thirty.

"What is this thing?"

Without a hint of fear, Lucas poked the mysterious creature. The slime-like thing flinched so hard you could almost hear it squeal hiiiii. This must be a monster too. Its emotionally expressive air was very similar to the Lords' Kin. The Little One called for Merda in her mind. Her wishes were transmitted to the Lords as thoughts. It wasn't long before the giant honeybee came flying in. The arriving Merda froze for a moment, but then her gaze softened as she looked at the slime-like things.

《My, how nostalgic. These are castle fairies.》

"Castle fairies?"

As the Little One stared, kyon, Merda nodded magnanimously.

According to her, they were fairies that lived in old buildings. Just as they looked, they were mollusks that loved porous stonework. Their favorite food was warm hearts, and they would settle in the homes of such families and help out with various things. They often appeared in long-established houses and were famous for being all-purpose workers who could also babysit and do chores, but with recent modernization, the number of old buildings for them to live in has decreased, and they are not seen as often these days.

As expected of the storyteller clan. They inherit memories from before Frontier was even founded. They probably know everything there is to know about Arcadia.

《They won't appear unless the building is at least several hundred years old. They live from birth until they lose their home, so they are very long-lived and intelligent creatures.》

"Hoh, that's amazing."

Does that mean they've settled in the Frontier Royal Palace? But I've never seen them before. When the Little One voiced the question that came to mind, Merda tilted her head thoughtfully.

《That is likely because there were no warm emotions for them to feed on. They feed on human emotions. Their favorite food is warm feelings. They prefer happy families and are drawn to them, trying to blend in.》

Blend in..... That's just like a Zashiki-warashi. If I remember correctly, they're just there when you notice them. And if you entertain them while pretending not to notice, they'll grant you many times more good fortune, I think?

Recalling the yokai from her past life, the Little One's face relaxed into a nyo grin. Really, it's strange how similar phenomena occur in odd ways.

Ignoring Chihiro, Romel narrowed his eyes with a look of understanding. Ah.....

"If that's the condition, the royal family would have been thoroughly disliked. Until very recently, it was a place devoid of warm feelings."

A den of demons where schemes and intrigues swirled. Until the Little One stirred things up, whipped them, and turned it into a pokopoko, namattari shake, it was such a distant place that parents and children would only see each other about once a month. Now they were becoming a gentler family, holding tea parties without a second thought, but it was probably still a long way from being a warm place.

"The count's mansion was newly built. It's always rebuilt whenever the owner changes, so it probably didn't meet that condition."

Harold also supplemented the information.

The outer palace walls were a structure over several thousand years old. They were reinforced, but not rebuilt.

".....So a mononoke that no one knew about has been in the royal palace all this time."

"It's been there all along. For at least several thousand years."

"No wonder it can even do paperwork. If it's lived that long, its knowledge must be considerable."

The men nodded to each other with dry laughter. But Merda murmured with a troubled look.

《However, these creatures are extremely timid and rarely appear before people, nor do they leave any trace of their presence. Why are there so many?》

As if asking a question, Merda looked at the castle fairy. Then, to everyone's surprise, the slime-like thing spoke.

『.....Master. Has. Right to use us.』

"Master?"

While the adults' faces stiffened in shock, the Little One calmly spoke to the castle fairy. Chihiro had already conversed with Merda and many other mononoke. There was no reason to panic now just because a mysterious creature spoke.

『Has stone. Our master.』

The slime-like things wriggled their tentacles uniuni and pointed at Sasha.

"Me?"

『Yes. Important stone.』

The poyopoyo slime-like thing nodded timidly. Staring at it, Sasha's eyes suddenly widened in realization.

"Could it be this?"

From her bosom, she took out the engagement ring she had received from Dorfen. It interfered with her daily work, so she didn't wear it on her finger but had put it on a chain and wore it around her neck. Seeing it, Dorfen's eyes also widened.

"This is a stone I received from my mother, which I had fashioned. In my family, it is tradition to give a child a stone the same color as their eyes as a birthstone."

An aquamarine set in a star ruby. A stone the same color as Dorfen's eyes. This was apparently the mysterious creatures' precious stone.

『Water stone. You who have it, have duty to use us.』

"A duty to use you?"

『We have right to be used by you.』

"The right to be used.....? What?"

The mysterious creatures swayed yurayura with triumphant looks on their faces.

The humans, stunned, were at a loss for words.

A demand for the right to be used..... Are they volunteering to be servants?

The castle fairies' incomprehensible self-assertion. It seemed they wanted to be used by Sasha. The unauthorized help was apparently a part of that.

《It seems they are only interested in humans who possess that stone and reside in this castle. You must be a very close couple. To have attracted this many fairies.》

Apparently, the number of slime-like things lined up zuratto was an indication of Dorfen and Sasha's happiness index. The two of them blushed at the spontaneously softening gazes of those around them, which was a charming sight.

The castle fairies were eager to serve. Normally, this would be a 'couldn't ask for more' situation, as it meant more hands to help with work.

And so, welcoming the new creatures, the matter was resolved.

.....Or so it seemed.

It is the fate of all those involved with the Little One for things to take a diagonal, upper-half twist. The situation changed to one of 'kicking them while they're down.'

"I'm telling you! Your washing is too lenient! The stains haven't come out completely!!"

Today, too, a scream rose from the Dorfen residence.

Apparently, the slime-like things' work was shoddy.

"Salt! There's not enough salt! The flavor is muddled!"

"Wipe the window sills too! Cleaning the windows isn't just about wiping the glass!!"

Sasha scolded the lodgers for their somewhat lacking work, whipping them bishibishi back into shape.

The slime-like things scurried about, being scolded.

And so, forging new bonds, Arcadia is at peace again today.♪
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			Doodle. The Little One's Reverse Proposal (Behind the Scenes)

			"Haa..... Why doesn't he notice?"

With a rare, listless expression, the Little One leaned against a window in the detached palace. The girl, who had turned twelve this year, was quickly becoming more and more like a young lady. Her beauty, inherited from Sakura, had been polished, making the hearts of boys on the street go sowasoa. Her slender limbs were delicate, and her ivory skin, characteristic of Japanese people, was dazzling to the eye. Eyelashes as dark as her rich black hair framed her eyes, and the allure of her deeply downcast gaze made the cheeks of those around her flush crimson, but she herself was oblivious. Though there were many men, only one person occupied her mind. Pochiko-san, who had sharp-eyedly detected the gazes thick with mashimashi longing, had brought Sasha from the count's residence, and she now spoke to the melancholic Little One.

"Ojou-sama? What is the matter?"

Her voice was soft and pleasing to the ear. Turning to the familiar sound, Chihiro let out a long sigh.

"Ah, Sasha. The thing is....."

Moving to the gazebo in the royal palace courtyard, the two conversed in hushed tones.

"Prince Romel?"

"Yep. That blockhead hasn't even noticed my feelings. He seems to be extending his feelers here and there, looking for a match for me."

The girl's complaint was exhaled with a dramatic haaaa sigh. However, this was news to Sasha as well. Her eyes went wide. The Little One gave a wry smile at Sasha's face, which looked like a pigeon that had been shot with a peashooter.

"I had no idea you held such feelings for Prince Romel, Ojou-sama....."

"Hmm? It's probably a different kind of feeling from what you have for Dorfen, Sasha. Though the foundation is the same."

The fever of adoration does not last long. What comes after is inertia and compromise. For some, it may cool completely, and they may even find the other person annoying. Such complex emotions intertwine, and yet, they still want to be together. It is a rare few whose feelings sublimate into a devotion that says this is the only person for them. Romel and Chihiro were already at that stage.

"Romel thinks that my number one is still my family, like Father and the others. He's not wrong. But he hasn't realized that he became one of them a long time ago."

To Romel, the Little One was his one and only. But even for him, if the country and Chihiro were put on a scale, he would waver. It was that slight wavering that Romel himself could not forgive. Drago and the others would prioritize the Little One without a second thought, but Romel could not do that. In that regard, he had already cornered himself into a dead end, believing he was not qualified to be Chihiro's number one. What's more, there was the age difference. It was only natural that he would hesitate.

Romel, who voluntarily shut himself in a cage of his own making.

"He's an idiot, isn't he? Really. He could be a little more selfish. If he feels that way about me, I'd like him to show some spirit, enough to snatch both the country and me."

Staring at the girl who let out a small fuu sigh, Sasha's eyes grew hot.

The Little One who was so small.

After two lifetimes, the troubles had finally subsided, and though she could hardly be called her age, she now had the luxury of worrying about everyday matters. There was nothing more joyous. The vector might be different from what she had imagined, but Chihiro's feelings for Romel were genuine.

That coward. Making our Ojou-sama wear such an expression.....!

Sasha's anger began to boil. He is so loved by Ojou-sama, and yet he's looking for another partner for her? There is a limit to this foolishness. But that anger dissipated with the Little One's cheerful words.

"I wonder when he'll realize? That among all the men who aren't family, he's my number one."

The girl giggled kuskusu.

.....Ah, that's right. You were always that kind of person.

Chihiro's bad habit of enjoying any and all situations.

Sasha felt a tiny bit of sympathy for Romel. Just a little. And then, a wicked idea crossed her mind.

"Then, Ojou-sama, how about we do this?"

Chihiro leaned her ear toward the beaming Sasha, and her own eyes began to sparkle.

"I like it, that's great! A reverse proposal♪"

"A reverse proposal? You have a clever way with words."

The coming-of-age ceremony was just around the corner. There, children would each make a vow for their future, but some of the more precocious children with fiancés might also wish for a good married life. It was extremely rare, but it was a vow that could be made by both men and women, and Romel, who would be participating as a royal, knew of it. But he surely never imagined it would happen to him.

The Little One wore a mischievous nishishi grin and bumped foreheads kotsunko with Sasha, who smiled happily.

Oh, you haven't changed. You must always be happy.

And so, after smugly witnessing Romel fluster and hastily accept the reverse proposal at the coming-of-age ceremony, Sasha married Dorfen. The two were taken aback by the blessings they received from more people than they had expected. As an added bonus, they even received congratulations from the Prince Regent himself, monopolizing the gossip of the noble district.

Those who had sneered, saying that marrying a beast-human was going too far in eccentricity, had a different story to tell once the royal family gave their blessing. Sasha, who was always with the Little One, was on good terms with the next king, Wilfe, and his younger siblings. They were familiar faces who greeted each other casually. The children often visited the Jorje family mansion. They frequently stayed over, and it was not uncommon for Naya or Sasha to scold them. And so, the nobles had not realized that the impression of beast-humans in Frontier was changing, starting from within the royal palace itself.

"Because she's a beast-human? A slave race? A short-lived race? Save your nonsense for when you're sleeping. Sasha is my sister. Do not be rude to Chiihiro's family."

Wilfe narrowed his eyes sharply.

"An inferior creature? A beast? Hah? You don't know Sasha? She is the epitome of a lady, you know. When I was young, I often admired her."

Mirtisia, who had clung to Sasha's fox ears and tail and learned the ways of a lady from her alongside the Little One.

".....That is out of the question. Have you seen her embroidery? Her Tsumami-zaiku flowers and Kumihimo. They can only be described as magnificent, you know?"

"I know of no attendant superior to her. To think that someone with such loyalty would be scorned simply for being a beast-human. Like my uncle, I truly believe the world is full of fools."

Fatima and Theodore, with their sharp-eyed gazes. The atmosphere created by the blonde twins was amplified, scattering a terrifying intensity around them.

And so, Sasha, the older sister to the royal children. Her reputation soared, and by the time the reign shifted to Wilfe, the human rights of the beast-humans were restored.

This also became a help to the Lygaan Kingdom, the nation of beast-humans that would later be founded.

Sasha, who in the near future will be praised as a saint in the Lygaan Kingdom.

Today, too, she is by the Little One's side.♪
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			Promotional SS. Today's Pochiko-san

			☆Today's Pochiko-san☆

"Unya....."

Mouth moving munimuni, the Little One stroked the fluffy thing on her chest. The morning sun streamed in through the window, and the fluffy thing stirred.

The one who awoke with the sunrise was Pochiko-san.

She was a child of the giant honeybees called Lords of the Forest, and Pochiko-san herself was a honeybee the size of a human baby. For reference, the bees called Lords are nearly two meters in length.

Her master, the Little One, was still asleep.

However, the sunlight piercing through the gap in the thick curtains made her master's face scrunch up. Seeing this, Pochiko-san quickly closed the gap in the curtains. Her master then resumed her comfortable, gentle breathing.

Her master's peaceful sleep.

To defend this blissful time at all costs, Pochiko-san does her best.

"Oh?"

Sasha, who had come to wake the Little One, was momentarily bewildered when the doorknob wouldn't turn. Chihiro never locked her room. If it was locked, it could only be by one creature. This was not the first time they had this struggle. Sasha searched her pocket and took out a master key. Using it to open the door, she found a honeybee pacing urouro in front of the door as if troubled. How on earth does she lock the door from the inside with those legs? It was a daily mystery for Sasha.

"Again? You mustn't do that, you know. You have to wake up properly in the morning and get ready."

Sasha gently chided Pochiko-san, who had skillfully locked the door in a failed attempt to block her nemesis's entry. The honeybee, somewhat indignant at the maid who always disturbed her master's slumber, dove under the bed. Watching her with a look of resignation, Sasha woke the Little One.

"Ojou-sama. It's breakfast. Please get ready."

"Nyu? Ai."

Ahhh, she's woken up.

Under the bed, Pochiko-san chewed on her defeat. And she vowed. Tomorrow, she would surely defeat that maid.

However, that daily vow would never be fulfilled.

"........"

During breakfast.

Pochiko-san sharp-eyedly sensed her master's crisis. The nemesis of the Little One, who basically ate anything without being picky, was salted vegetables. The Little One had disliked pickles and such in her previous life as well. She tried to eat what was served to her, but the saltiness of these salted vegetables was off the charts. What's more, since they were preserved, they had a subtle fermented sourness, making them a rather harsh item. To put it bluntly, they were the vegetable version of surströmming. For the Little One, with her Japanese palate, they were a formidable foe. The sense of tragedy from the Little One, who was trying to somehow force them down, was instantly transmitted to Pochiko-san, and she immediately jumped toward the table to overturn the plate carrying the nemesis.

But a powerful arm grabbed her gashih.

"You mustn't, Pochiko-san. I've told you not to get on the table, haven't I?"

The voice belonged to Naya. The capable steward was always wary of Pochiko-san, who had overturned plates on the table several times in the past. Held fast in Naya's hands, Pochiko-san struggled jitajita. As a monster, it wouldn't be impossible for Pochiko-san to shake him off with brute force. But her master had ordered her not to harm the household staff. In Pochiko-san's flailing view, Chihiro swallowed the nemesis vegetable whole. As the Little One hastily drank fruit water to wash it down, Pochiko-san's gaze wavered, and her limbs drooped darari in another defeat.

"Is it just me, or does Pochiko-san seem a bit down?"

Adonis called out to Pochiko-san, who was on the shoulder of the Little One as she ate her meal in the kitchen. The honeybee, who would usually press her head against him as if demanding to be petted, was curled up small, kajikaji chewing on the shoulder fabric of her poncho.

"What's wrong? This is unusual."

Adonis scratched Pochiko-san's head with his finger.

His face was calm and warm.

To convey her frustrations from the house, Pochiko-san buzzed her wings bububububuh.

"Yeah, sorry, I don't understand."

Picking up the dejected Pochiko-san, Adonis held her like a baby and patted her back ponpon.

"I'm sorry I can't understand what happened. But I can tell you're down, Pochiko-san. You're always doing your best. You're amazing, Pochiko-san."

Invisible tears welled up in Pochiko-san's eyes.

Pressing her head gorogori against Adonis's shoulder, she let him spoil her rotten, and Pochiko-san was revived.

Tomorrow for sure!

Holding victory in her heart, Pochiko-san falls asleep with her master again today.

Dreaming of the day that heartwarming vow will finally be fulfilled.

~Fin~
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			Promotional SS. The Brothers' Murmurs

			☆The Brothers' Murmurs☆

"Chiihiro is so cute."

"She is adorable."

Tea in hand, the brothers nodded to each other, un un. The first prince, Wilfe, and the second prince, Theodore, were racking their brains on how to invite their sister, Chiihiro, to the royal palace.

"She likes tasty things. How about we order some rare food?"

"That's true....... but in reality, I feel like the dishes Chiihiro comes up with are just too delicious. Is there anything that could surpass them?"

"Mmu....."

At Theodore's words, Wilfe had no choice but to agree.

"Then what about pretty dresses and accessories? I'll have them prepare things a girl would like."

"..........."

At his simple-minded brother, Theodore couldn't help but give him a lukewarm gaze.

Brother, have you forgotten that you were met with Chiihiro's exasperation for doing just that?

At the royal banquet held the other day. Chiihiro was wearing a hair ornament gifted to her by Theodore. Noticing this, Wilfe had cried out, asking why she wasn't wearing the tiara he had given her, earning the disapproval of those around him. He had been scolded by the queen, who told him it wasn't something to be worn on such a formal occasion, and had been down for a while, yet once it was out of sight, it was out of mind.

Without saying it out loud, Theodore changed the subject.

"Still, Chiihiro was so cute yesterday. The dress suited her well, and I would be happy if she would visit the palace in that kind of attire a little more often."

Wilfe nodded at Theodore, whose face softened howan, and pictured the dressed-up Chiihiro in his mind. Soft, sun-colored hair and eyes that melted like honey. The golden dress and apple accessories suited her well.

Ah, how happy I would be if she called me 'Brother' looking like that. My actual sister, Mirtisia, is cute, but Chiihiro is even cuter. If I held a tea party surrounded by cute sisters, Wilfe would be so drunk on bliss his face would collapse. So, I absolutely want to invite Chiihiro to the royal palace. If possible, I want her to live in the palace and be with me every day. To hug her, have her sit on my lap, read picture books, and bask in the sun. Just imagining it filled him with a rose-colored euphoria that made him tremble.

".......Brother. It's leaking out."

"Eh?"

Snapping back to his senses hah, Wilfe saw that his attendants were shaking their shoulders, holding back laughter. Apparently, his mental fantasies had slipped out of his mouth.

"Besides, I don't think Chiihiro is at the picture book stage."

Theodore offered a harsh reality check. Watching the three-year-old quietly sip his tea, the attendants felt as if they had witnessed a personality that could not be measured by age. As expected of the Little One's brother. In the room filled with a vague sense of admiration, the disappointing brother let out a groan.

"Then what should we do? Aren't we at a dead end?"

The sullen-faced prince tossed the problem to his brother, who was seven years his junior. Giving him a fixed glare, Theodore muttered bosori.

"There's nothing to be done. I have my own way of connecting with Chiihiro, so."

Instantly, Wilfe's eyes flew open kuwah, and he closed in on Theodore.

"You, you're hiding something, aren't you! What do you mean by 'connecting'?!"

The brothers glared at each other in silence for a while, looking utterly fed up. It was the younger prince who gave in.

"The Knight Order. Chiihiro sells her homemade Little One Brand sweets directly to the Knight Order. If you watch the Knight Order's training grounds, you can tell when Chiihiro is coming."

The Knight Order's training ground, located behind the inner palace. Theodore had found the Little One there before. Even now, he makes an effort to see her and interact with her, to an extent that doesn't burden her. His face lighting up paah, Wilfe grasped both of Theodore's hands.

"The Knight Order's training grounds, you say! I see, there I should be able to play with Chiihiro without any other interruptions!"

Ahhh, I'm sorry, Chiihiro. My brother might cause you trouble. Theodore apologized profusely in his heart.

But Wilfe had forgotten. That their respective attendants were also present.

And so, the curtain rose on a battle without honor or humanity between the attendants trying to make Wilfe study and Wilfe trying to ditch them to go see Chiihiro.

The result is as you can imagine. Amen.♪

~Fin~
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			Promotional SS. Zack's Monologue

			☆Zack's Monologue☆

"Alright, it's ready."

A large, stone oven had been added to the kitchen garden. The oven, adjusted with magical tools to maintain a constant temperature, was used for different purposes depending on the need. This too was provided by the young baroness. She had said that for confectionery, measurements and heat control were life. With accurate measurements and knowledge, failure was unlikely.

A splendid oven, unbefitting of a poor orphanage.

She had explained that temperature differences could adversely affect the finished sweets, and the kitchen, which relied on firepower, was sweltering hot.

In fact, when Zack was baking choux pastry, he had accidentally opened a gap, and he witnessed the puffed-up pastry instantly deflate.

The despair of that moment is beyond description.

To ensure he would never make such a mistake again, Zack approached confectionery with sincerity.

"A new creation? I'm looking forward to it."

"Thank you very much."

The lady accepted the product with a beaming smile.

"Do you have a recommendation for today?"

"This crepe with seasonal fruits and jam. It doesn't keep well, so please enjoy it today."

The smiling faces of the people lined up. The fact that all of them had come seeking Little One Brand sweets made his eyes spin. The orphanage, which no one had paid any mind to, was thrust into the spotlight by the young baroness's management.

We can live by our own skills.

This was a groundbreaking change.

The children of the past, who had nothing and were kept alive by the goodwill of others. The foolish me, who saw that as charity and cursed the whole world. To be poor. To be hungry, it easily strips a person of their pride. When you're hungry, you're cold. You become sad and lonely, desperately huddling together with your friends. Sleep becomes shallow, and you easily fall ill, leading directly to death.

Starvation is terrifying. The instinct of a living creature fears it.

The several years of constant exposure to such fear were more than enough to harden Zack's heart. One by one, children grew weak and unable to move. The headmistress was also running herself ragged without eating or drinking, on the verge of ruining her health. He resented his young self for being unable to do anything.

At that moment, as he was wandering the town, thinking he might as well resort to stealing. A little girl bumped into Zack and fell. He hastily helped her up, and to his surprise, she said she was looking for the orphanage. Zack, who had been tense with the intention of committing a crime, was disarmed by her innocent eyes and reluctantly guided the little girl to the orphanage.

And then, things changed drastically.

With the gold coins donated by the little girl, the children of the orphanage ate their fill for the first time in years. A soup with a little bit of meat. It was a thick, warm soup, simmered in what they called white sauce, a recent trend, and packed with chunky vegetables. The soup was so delicious it brought tears to his eyes, and Zack moved his spoon in silence. The other children were the same, and the headmistress watched the silently eating children with teary eyes.

"You should eat. This is delicious."

At Zack's encouragement, the headmistress shook her head.

"Just seeing you all eat so happily fills my heart. Give me a moment."

At her words, something welled up inside Zack too.

He understood, in that moment, the meaning of a full heart. And the children, with their bellies full for the first time in a long while, deeply savored the warm night.

Even if it's just a moment of happiness, that's fine.

To make this happiness last as long as possible, Zack and the headmistress were thinking of using the donated gold coins to improve the fields. There was no guarantee that this business of selling Little One Brand sweets, proposed by the little girl, would succeed.

Be as steady as possible. Zack seriously thought about the orphanage, hoping this happiness wouldn't break for as long as possible.

But that too ended up being a needless worry.

As it turned out, the confectionery sales were a huge success. It was an on-parade of happy screams that they couldn't make them fast enough. A large amount of honey, given to them to use freely. A few guard bees, placed there in case any bad people came after the honey.

Everything went smoothly, and before they knew it, the old orphanage was rebuilt, embroidery and lace-making were added to the children's handiwork, and from the abundant profits, they were even able to build a Little One Brand confectionery store.

A miraculous scene, like something out of a fairy tale.

Zack vows. That one day, he will surely repay this debt.

Remembering his childhood vow, the grown-up Zack scoffs at himself. As if spitting on his younger self, he pictured him in his mind and crushed him with a gushari.

"There's no such thing as forever. There was no 'one day'."

The Little One was lost.

Covered in the dregs of regret, he turns to leave, not yet knowing. That in the near future, that miracle will happen again.

The Little One will come, grinning nikah, to shatter the ice around the hardened Zack once more.

~Fin~
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			"Gunununu....."

A blonde little girl dragged a smallish basket from the kitchen. Huffing and puffing, zehizehi, she headed for the service entrance at the back of the laundry area. Behind the stairs next to that door was this little girl's home.

Her name was Chihiro Sagami. An unfortunate Earthling around thirty who, by some twist of fate, had been reincarnated in another world.

When she came to, she was on the verge of dying from weakness in a dim castle room. With a small body that could barely walk, she bustled about wachawacha to get some food, and using the dead space under the stairs, she brought in blankets and sheets and lived a modest, dollhouse-like life. Worried about her wandering the castle like a vagrant child, people took her in, and she now had a guardian, but she still missed her home under the stairs and was still working to improve it.

Bringing the basket she had dragged zuruzuru under the stairs, the little girl wore a satisfied smile.

"I finally got a table, nyon♪"

Chihiro turned the basket she had brought upside down and prepared tea on top of it. Until now, she had placed things directly on the floor, but it felt much more settled to have them on a properly raised surface. The little girl clashed her hands niheh and leaned against the basket table.

"Haa..... I'm so tired."

So much had happened up to now that she was a little over capacity, and she drifted off, utsura utsura, tempted by sleepiness.

She had been found half-dead by a cook in the kitchen, given food, and in return, she had helped out, working hard to secure her meals. The head chef of the kitchen found out and became her guardian, and now she was a respectable young lady.

I was really lucky.

The little girl, drifting in and out of consciousness nyamunyamu, fell asleep just like that. Unaware that the cooks waiting with her lunch were starting to worry.

"Isn't she late?"

"She's usually here by now, isn't she?"

The two looked at each other dubiously. The tall man with spiky red hair pinpin was Adonis. He was the one who had found the little girl and given her food. The man even bigger and sturdier than Adonis was Drago. After Adonis consulted him about Chihiro's situation, he decisively made her his daughter. His charming feature was his mojamojah beard that connected to his hair.

Staring at the food that was gradually losing its heat, the two exchanged worried glances.

"Don't tell me something's happened again?"

".....I'll go look for her."

Hearing the anxiety in Drago's murmur, Adonis couldn't stand it any longer and rushed out of the kitchen, still wearing his apron. When he found her, the little girl's hair was sooty and she was covered in grime dorodoro. So small, and yet she had cried when she said the food was delicious.

A scene that was burned into Adonis's mind and wouldn't leave.

Isn't she hungry somewhere again? Is she in a situation where she can't come to eat? A series of bad premonitions assaulted Adonis's chest one after another. Because the little girl had a history of being confined without food or water. He didn't know who was responsible, but it was a small life that had been fading away in a corner of the castle. Adonis, who had saved her in the nick of time, doted on Chihiro to an excessive degree. No matter how much love he gave her, it wasn't enough. The misfortune that had befallen the small child could not be wiped away, no matter what.

Where are you? Chiihiro.

Adonis searched the vicinity with quick steps. He couldn't quite catch the name of the little girl who had introduced herself as Chihiro, nor could he pronounce it. It's a common experience for foreigners hearing Japanese for the first time. The little girl was affectionately called Chiihiro by the people around her.

"Chiihiro? Hey, are you there?"

Reacting to the voice, the little girl under the stairs woke up.

Oops, I fell asleep.

Rubbing her eyes kushikushi, Chihiro peeked out from under the stairs. It seemed Adonis's voice was coming from outside the service entrance. He must be looking in the garden. The little girl popped out choroh from under the stairs and called out to Adonis from the open service entrance.

"I'm here, nyo. What's wrong?"

Seeing Chihiro waving her small hands, Adonis's eyes wavered greatly.

Oh, thank goodness.

With a sigh of relief, Adonis rushed to the little girl and hastily swept her small body up into his arms.

"You didn't come by at noon, so I was worried. Did anything happen?"

"I was taking a little nap. See, the sun felt so good."

Even though she had been under the stairs, where the sun was a stranger, the young lady declared this ikeshaashaa without batting an eye. But at her answer, Adonis's face broke into a heartfelt smile. She was happy enough now to indulge in a nap. She was living in peace. That made him happier than anything.

"I see. Well then, let's have lunch."

With a soft smile, Adonis stroked the little girl's hair and suddenly noticed a red mark on her cheek. A mark like a mesh pattern was clearly visible.

"Where were you napping? Were you using a colander as a pillow or something?"

At Adonis's exasperated words, the little girl hastily hid her cheek. The gesture was so cute that Adonis's eyes melted at this happy moment.

I wish every day could be like this forever.

Adonis casually prayed, but he had no way of knowing that a fantastical adventure story awaited him in the future.

A little later, the little girl who would be called the Little One, and the cook who took her in.

The unknown legend that would one day save the world began here.

~Fin~
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			Doodle, Frontier's Romance Scene

			"Come to think of it....."

Romel suddenly looked at Dorfen.

Today, the Prince Regent and his wife were inspecting the city. As was natural, the knight guarding Chihiro and his wife were busily taking care of the Little One. It was a familiar, peaceful scene, but Romel found it strange that she had been the one to push their romance forward. Seriously, she had pushed them so hard you'd think she was some matchmaker grandma, roping in Sasha's mother Mārya, silencing Dorfen's father Marquis Kigris, and charging full steam ahead toward their marriage with incredible ferocity. And Romel, upon further reflection, remembered that Chihiro had diligently been connecting many loves.

Chihaya and Meg. Wilfe and Miranda. She seemed to be concerned about Zack's marriage as well, eagerly going to check on the situation. Apparently, someone who had feelings for Zack had consulted with her. By the way, Adonis was now engaged to Hyrulia. The two, who had grown close during the pilgrimage, seemed to have been painting a faint picture of love without anyone noticing. And then there was Vincent from the Torzebisont Kingdom. The duke's son, who had been rejected by Meg, had actually come to study abroad in Frontier in pursuit of the princess. The year after the coming-of-age ceremony. Upon learning that Meg and Chihaya's engagement was settled, he had come with an appearance that made one see hallucinations of a ferocious mane, leading other Torzebisont nobles with him.

But, well, his opponent was Chihaya. Whether he was pestered or protested, it went in one ear and out the other. After his persistent pestering, Vincent was completely and utterly crushed. Not physically, but mentally. He was verbally abused so viciously it was pitiful to watch, his rebuttals were shut down, and he was made to realize just how inhumane his actions had been by Chihaya's venomous tongue.

Really, the members of the Jorje family show no mercy.

Even now, remembering it sends a chill down Romel's spine.

『You don't like Meg, do you? Because her eye and hair color are plain? I think they're beautiful, though.』

『.....! The colors of the Torzebisont royal family are much more vibrant. You, who know nothing.』

Vincent put on a brave front. Seeing right through it, Chihaya laughed fufu, innocently.

『So? I don't care about the Torzebisont royal family. I just fell in love with Meg. I'm happy just having her here.』

『What nonsense. You too must have agreed to this engagement because she is a royal princess.』

『You're the one spouting nonsense. I agreed to this engagement precisely because it was Meg. I don't need anyone else. I have no interest in status or fortune.』

Indeed, he had once refused the engagement. If he had been tempted by status or position, Chihaya would have accepted then. He explained this in detail, narrowed his eyes suu, and twisted the corners of his mouth as if growling.

『What about status? What about fortune? If I need such things, I'll build them myself. My father was originally a commoner. He rose to the rank of count with his own two hands. It's true that in a marriage between nobles, saying you don't need anything is just empty words. But I'm the one saying that's fine. I haven't received an education so pathetic that I can't live without relying on my wife's possessions.』

.....Chihaya's sharp words, spat at the sullenly silent Vincent. These words, in reverse, were meant to belittle Vincent as a shabby man who sought Meg for the prestige of the royal family..... as a fool who needed his wife's status and fortune. Chihaya, who proudly declared he was originally a commoner, must have been unbelievable to Vincent. He stared at Chihaya with the eyes of someone looking at an incomprehensible monster.

『Besides, your eyes are just too blind. The only women as lovely and strong as Meg are in my family. She's smart, considerate, kind, a flawless fiancée. The only other women who wouldn't look out of place next to Hiiro are Hyrulia and Sasha. After that, maybe Mirtisia and Fatima in a close second. You really did something stupid, didn't you, you♪』

In contrast to the beaming, joyful Chihaya, Vincent's complexion rapidly turned from pale to blue. Chihaya's lovey-dovey talk didn't stop, and he went on to explain in painstaking detail just how lovely Meg was, and how blissful he was, even including explicit descriptions.

『That soft body and fragrant hair. I want to thank the gods from the bottom of my heart for the good fortune of being able to entangle my fingers in it and hold her. Oh, and I should thank you too. Thank you for making Meg dislike you. Thank you♪』

The many facts that mercilessly gouged Vincent's heart. He had thrown those kinds of words at Meg. With petty jealousy.

『I.....』

Vincent swallowed hard in his parched throat and moved his tongue falteringly, but he couldn't find the right words.

『You called Meg plain and homely, was it? Oh, I heard you also called her unattractive. As expected of a duke's son. Your standards must be high. I don't understand it, but you must desire a beautiful and graceful lady. Yes, I'm truly impressed. Yup♪』

Chihaya rattled on cheerfully. But his eyes weren't smiling. While wearing a friendly smile, a cold anger smoldered in the depths of his sharp eyes. After thoroughly berating him with eyes that held a look of contempt, Chihaya delivered his final ultimatum.

『Meg is a lady who did not meet your noble standards. I don't know of any family more noble than the royal family, but you must, right? Probably? Fufu, I want to spoil Meg rotten and be loved by her. Ah, I wonder if this is what they call a honeymoon. I want to become an adult soon. I can't believe she's mine. I want you to be happy too, you who indirectly gave me this happiness♪』

Vincent's face turned from blue to deathly white as he was beaten down by the ♪ that Chihaya attached to the end of his sentences with annoying frequency. Praising him to death only to tear him down, discussing his past actions, and explaining at length just how foolish and fortunate it all was, Chihaya smirked caustically.

『.....So. Don't go near Meg, okay?』

A buwari of cold air drifted through the area, and Vincent, who looked up with a gyo, saw something impossible there. The cuttingly sharp look of contempt on the face of Chihaya, who should have been a mere count's son.

.....What is with that scornful look! You're just a count's son!! I am a duke's son, you know!

He doesn't know. The country of Frontier.

Frontier is a meritocracy. Of course, a hierarchy based on status exists, but achievements worthy of that status are also demanded. If one is found unworthy, they may even be considered for ceding their family rank to someone more suitable. A harsh upper class. In such a place, the title of duke's son is as good as a piece of paper. Chihaya, who has achieved numerous accomplishments, and with Romel's backing and his connection to the Little One, receives treatment befitting a quasi-royal, not a count. He was transforming into an indispensable asset to the royal family.

『Meg is, you see, my family now. I don't have any mercy for my family's enemies. If you're going to come at me, come prepared to stake your ducal house, okay?』

Chihaya grinned niiih with a wicked face. That dark, ghastly smile was horribly similar to the Little One's when she was scheming.

Meg's story, heard from his sister. He confirmed it with Meg herself, and Chihaya couldn't stop the goosebumps from covering his entire body. An astonishing amount of anger was coiling buwari in the pit of his stomach. While the ferocious passion welled up, he tried his best to calmly give Vincent a warning. He wanted to break him bakibaki, physically, until he couldn't stand up. But if he did that, it would have repercussions not only for Frontier but also for Meg.

I can't cause trouble for my family.

Though it was infuriating, he supposed it was fine as long as he didn't have to see him. And so, Chihaya glared down at Vincent as if looking down on him.

『You see. I hate trouble. Honestly, you're an eyesore. Your lingering gazes at Meg are, you see.』

Gradually approaching, Chihaya opened his eyes, which held no warmth. Vincent was frozen by that icy gaze, unable to move a muscle. His body stiffened, and he trembled slightly, katakata.

『It would be easy to dice you into five-inch pieces. I'm a multi-attribute user and a skilled magician, you see. I have the seal of approval from not just my teachers, but also the Prince Regent. Just so you know, I'm bragging. I don't usually say it, but you seem slow, so you probably can't read between the lines, right? I have to say it clearly or you won't understand, right? Huh?』

A stagnant magic spread jiwari, clinging to Vincent's body like thin wire. Making the barbed-wire-like magic crawl over his opponent's body, Chihaya whispered in a low voice that seemed to seep up from the depths of the earth.

『.....There are countless ways to make you food for beasts without Meg and the others finding out. But well, you are a guest of the country, and it would be a hassle if you went missing and a search was conducted..... Don't make me do it, you see? Me?』

Vincent, glared at with deranged eyes by the ghastly Chihaya, was terrified to his core and nodded desperately, casting aside all shame and pride.

『Well then, that's the end of our talk. I've warned you. There won't be a second time. I've wanted to try dicing someone into five-inch pieces for a while. I wonder how finely the human body can be cut? Aren't you curious?』

A smile as refreshing as a spring breeze. But in the frigid flame floating in his eyes, Vincent caught a glimpse of a world he should not touch. Leaving behind the duke's son who was shaking his head with all his might, Chihaya walked away from the spot, chuckling kuskusu. Romel, who had sensed the unsettling atmosphere and had followed Chihaya without being noticed, held his head in his hands at the unchanging brokenness of the twin brother. Reason does not work on a rational madman. He is a deliberate offender. A creature that moves not by the world's good and evil, but solely by the rightness or wrongness of his own emotions. There is no ill will or malice. To him, all his actions are correct. What could possibly get through to a beast who is a bundle of contradictions, acting on emotion yet being rational? Still, well. He does have feelings that would make one blush, like wanting to spoil Princess Margaret, so maybe he can't be called a madman after all. The only saving grace is that the standard for Chihaya's actions is Chihiro. Whether Chihiro will dislike it or not. Since he carefully gauges only that, Chihaya has not yet committed any major mistakes.

Well, that child is quite something herself, though.

As for Chihiro, her standards are the extreme dichotomy of 'like' or 'don't care'. For those classified as 'don't care', she is thoroughly indifferent. On the other hand, she is dero-sweet to those classified as 'like', and will forgive anything as long as it doesn't involve a crime.

Ahhh, honestly, if they could just add themselves together and divide by two, they'd be just right!!

It was enough to make one think they had exchanged their important emotions in Sakura's womb.

The Prince Regent slumped down, utterly exhausted.

The Little One, flitting about in the midst of Frontier's romantic circumstances.

Even though the matter itself seemed to be a landmine for Chihiro, Romel was truly mystified as to why she ran around playing matchmaker for others.

.....And so he had asked. Why she supported the fever of love.

『.....Because I want them to be happy?』

Why the question? She didn't seem to quite understand it herself, and the Little One tilted her head.

『You think the fever of love is happiness? And yet.....』

You're so harsh about your own, aren't you?

The eyes say more than words.

Sensing the question in his gaze, Chihiro looked a little surprised. Had Romel still been bothered by the words she had said before? After thinking for a moment, Chihiro let out a big haa sigh.

『.....My bad, nyo. I was still dragging that around back then.』

And in the eyes of the girl who turned back, a fragile light wavered.

『It's a common story, but.』

With that preface, the Little One spoke of an event from her past life.

It was a story that should not be common.

When Chihiro was living on Earth, due to the circumstances of the time, she quit her long-time office job and started investing. Fortunately, she made a decent living online and was able to live comfortably. She also had a boyfriend from her college days, and they were scheduled to be married in six months. But.....

『Well, it was... pretty cliché, my partner cheated on me.』

Chihiro's boyfriend had become her fiancé, and in a last fling before the wedding, he had gotten the other woman pregnant. There was no dramatic scene. The fiancé said he had to take responsibility, and Chihiro nodded, accepted a reasonable settlement, and broke off the engagement. He had been a long-time boyfriend. It was a shock, but struggling wouldn't change the outcome. If the other person was pregnant, whether she had an abortion or gave birth, it would only lead to a mountain of problems. If she did give birth, child support and other expenses would fall on the fiancé. If he still wanted Chihiro, she was prepared to share the hardship, but he did not want that. He said he would wipe the slate clean and marry his affair partner as his new fiancée. It was true that was the least troublesome way. Believing this was his own form of kindness, Chihiro forced herself to accept and agreed to break off the engagement.

『But college..... we had been dating since our student days. Our acquaintances overlapped, and the people we were going to invite to the reception were already decided. .....And that's where he committed the dishonest act.』

Yes. The ex-fiancé had spread the rumor that Chihiro had cheated, so he broke off the engagement. In these things, it's often a matter of who speaks first, and it was difficult to dispel a rumor that had already spread. Moreover, Chihiro, of course, did not attend their wedding or reception. Unaware of the rumor, it was left to fester for a long time. When the matter came to light, she lost all affection for him. Did he want to justify himself that much? So she explained the situation only to a few close friends and left the rest as it was. It wasn't worth the effort to deal with people who didn't matter. Those who believed would believe, and those who didn't came to confirm with Chihiro, so she explained it to them.

She had thought that was the end of it, but ripples spread after that.

Because the affair partner had been pregnant.

The child was born less than six months after the wedding. If the child had been conceived after Chihiro cheated, they broke off the engagement, and he started a new relationship, the birth was too early. Chihiro and her ex-fiancé had both invited their college classmates to the wedding. The two cheaters had cancelled the invitations six months before the wedding, and then gotten engaged and married to new partners. It was only natural that their acquaintances would be suspicious when the due date didn't add up.

Unbeknownst to Chihiro, many small dramatic scenes had occurred, and the affair partners, whom she had long since forgotten, came running to her.

Do something, they said.

Chihiro didn't understand what was going on and asked for details, and after hearing the explanation, they said that at this rate, they would have no place at the company. They would no longer have an environment where they could raise their child. Please, they begged, intercede on our behalf.

Two people, bowing their heads desperately.

Honestly, Chihiro couldn't make sense of it. Just because a crack had appeared in their paper-mache facade built of lies, what could she do? His company had people from the same university. They knew that and had an affair, didn't they? They broke off the engagement with Chihiro and married the affair partner, didn't they? If they were going to be this flustered, they shouldn't have told such lies from the beginning.

Chihiro said so, and the two cheaters cursed her fiercely.

Do you have no heart? Don't you have any feelings of celebration for the two of us on our new journey? They need an environment where they can feel comfortable for the child's sake, and yet they are even being given the cold shoulder by their own families, don't you have any compassion?

.....Of course not.

With a fixed gaze, Chihiro roared.

『You're the one who cheated, right? You're the one who said you wanted to break off the engagement because that slut over there got pregnant, right? I accepted that. What more do you want me to do?!』

Frightened by the cold threat, the affair partner trembled, holding her infant. Her ex-fiancé put an arm around her shoulder and glared at Chihiro.

『It happened, so what can you do! You agreed to it, didn't you!』

At her ex-fiancé's defiant attitude, Chihiro nodded greatly and shouted further.

『That's why I accepted the broken engagement, and I haven't said anything since!』

『I paid you a proper settlement, so of course you wouldn't! And yet why are you saying unnecessary things!』

『Unnecessary things?』

Tilting her head at the unexpected words, Chihiro stared at her ex-fiancé. He showed blatant irritation at this and yelled that Chihiro's close friends had spread the truth of the matter. Ah, Chihiro understood.

『Come to think of it, I did get a few calls. Of course, I told them the truth. What about it?』

She didn't mind if they spread lies, but she couldn't give the cold shoulder to the friends who had called to check on her, worried. The two cheaters looked up at Chihiro, who spoke thus, resentfully, and cursed her in unison.

If you don't mind, then why don't you leave it alone? Why do you expose a private matter? Thanks to you, we're being turned away even from our own homes. They say a shotgun wedding resulting from an affair is shameful. That it's different from what they heard. What's more, because they had to pay Chihiro a settlement, they could only have a modest ceremony. Their current life isn't easy either. And yet, why didn't you protect us, they asked.

Chihiro's mouth almost spasmed as they lined up a string of complaints that made no sense to her.

『Protect you from what, it's all the truth. Your parents are decent people, so why are you two so rotten? It's just your lies coming back to bite you, isn't it? The fact that I kept quiet about the lies except to my friends should be more than enough, shouldn't it!!』

『If you're going to keep quiet, then keep quiet about everything! You only told half the story, that's why this is happening!』

『Don't be ridiculous! You want me to become a liar? For you, who was screwing around with another woman and knocking her up?! I'd like to crack open that head of yours and see just how you arrived at that way of thinking!! In fact, since it's come to this, shall I spill everything? To your company contacts too!!』

Perhaps the words 'company contacts' had an effect, as the two of them became flustered awaawa and fled from Chihiro's apartment without so much as a goodbye.

Chihiro's head was boiling, and she roughly closed the door and put on the chain. Then, she picked up her smartphone that was on standby on the shoe rack, rushed into the room, and used another device to call her friends. Of course, it was to send the contents of the smartphone, which had recorded the entire exchange, to her friends.

『I've had enough. I was thinking of letting it go, but if anyone asks, you can let them listen to this.』

They would probably spread it even if they weren't asked. Chihiro's friends were birds of a feather. They were people who returned kindness twofold and malice a hundredfold.

Chihiro's niyah smirk was not betrayed. Her friends seemed to have maneuvered spectacularly, and by the time the season changed, the two cheaters had disappeared. They didn't know where they had moved. They had quit their jobs and left without telling anyone anything.

"Well, it was the folly of youth, or something. I was young back then too."

Now, it's a page in her dark history.

At the awkwardly smiling Little One, Romel was left speechless, unable to say a word. How on earth did it come to that? Cheating and having a child. It's not unheard of, though rare. But what came after was just too nauseating. Audacious thieves, or shameless and impudent, there's a limit to having no shame. To think that this was Chiihiro's emotional scar, Romel felt an indescribable, complex emotion.

Not all men in the world are like that. The vast majority do not approve of such disloyalty. It's easy to say in words, but that's probably not what Chihiro needs. As a result, she came to not be able to believe in love. The foolish end of a long-term lover. A man who became her fiancé. She can't believe it won't happen a second time. It would be unreasonable to ask her to believe. And Romel realized something else.

That he, who had received a proposal from her, had been recognized as not being that kind of man. She had once said. To believe is to accept everything. To be able to forgive anything. If, by some chance, Romel cheated and had a child, Chihiro would probably just make a troubled face. No, she might even eagerly participate in raising the child.

Ah..... No, I can easily imagine that.

Of course, Romel would not do such a thing, nor did he have any intention of doing so. But the certainty that he was held in such complete trust was embarrassing.

"Chiihiro."

Hugging his small wife from behind, the Prince Regent was lost in deep emotion.

"What is it?"

Completely enveloped by her husband, who was over thirty centimeters taller, the Little One grabbed Romel's arm and looked up curiously.

"I'll make you happy. Also, even though I'm the one who asked..... don't talk about the previous man anymore, okay? It makes me jealous. Yeah."

At Romel, who was red up to his ears, Chihiro's eyes widened, and she smiled mischievously.

"What are you carrying on your shoulders? I'll make you happy♪"

".....Yeah."

Patting Romel's cheek petapeta from behind him, the Little One felt bliss. Her husband, who was shyly averting his gaze teretere, was endearing.

Unbeknownst to them, the people around them who were secretly watching this syrupy scene were smiling lukewarm smiles as if chewing on sugar.

Everything is one's own responsibility.

Struggling and soaking in happiness are part of life. A life where one can enjoy that is probably what people call a good life.

In Frontier, where the happiness of kind people is promised, it would be nice if the two of them could continue their long, peaceful lives, but...

In Arcadia, where things don't go so smoothly, the two of them are living and enjoying their turbulent lives.♪
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			"Funding difficulties?"

"Yep."

As the Little One stuffed snacks into her mouth, Romel presented a ledger to her with a solemn expression. It detailed the construction costs for the Arts Theater. They were at the count's mansion. Having returned from her pilgrimage, Chihiro was finalizing the plans for the soon to open Arts Theater with Romel.

"It’s fundamentally a national project. The royal family will cover any shortfall, but the problem is the Castle of Sweets."

The Little One pushed the sweets and tea on the table aside to spread out the ledger. There were no issues with the Arts Theater or the forest park. However, it seemed the construction costs for the Castle of Sweets, which Chihiro had shoehorned in at the edge of the property, were insufficient. It was something that hadn't been in the original plan. On top of that, it was also the most structurally complex building of them all. A confectionery workshop and a hands on kitchen. The Little One’s dream castle was even packed with a live cooking area. Furthermore, the interior decorations were designed to change in real time with the seasons and events, and it seemed building something unprecedented in Arcadia was costing more than expected. Romel gave a wry smile at the girl who was staring intently at the ledger with a pout, and he quietly sipped his tea.

"Well, I don’t mind paying for it myself, but there are many influential people who wouldn’t remain silent if I did. What will you do?"

The amount was more than the Little One’s current pocket money could cover. She had spent the small fortune she had saved in Claudia a short while ago, so Chihiro was currently quite short on funds. If she had that money, this amount would have been nothing. It seemed Romel was covering the costs for now, but if they didn’t sort this out, it couldn’t be passed on to accounting. The royal family and the count’s family would surely not stay quiet if they learned Romel was fronting the money. He apparently wanted to resolve the matter before it turned into a dispute. There were more than enough people who would do anything to grant Chihiro’s wishes. To them, Romel, who had already paid in advance, must seem unbearably enviable. The Little One could only offer a wry smile, as she could easily imagine the Bear in the Kitchen secretly lamenting that she hadn’t relied on him.

"If we frame it as something you desired, I think both the royal family and the count’s family will keep quiet. I am your fiancé, after all, so it wouldn’t be unnatural."

"What should I do... Ah."

As if struck by a sudden idea, Chihiro ran to her closet. Stored there were all the outfits she had worn in the past.

"Is it okay if I part with this?"

In her hand was a champagne gold dress. It was the dress Romel had given the Little One back when she was Fatima. Romel’s eyes softened at the sight of the nostalgic outfit, and he gave a slight nod.

"You’re nine years old now, you can’t wear it anymore. I don’t mind, but…"

What on earth did she plan to do with it?

Chihiro had also thought of repurposing it for something eventually, but the material was silk and the color was champagne gold. Whether for small accessories or clothing, it was too lustrous and would stand out unattractively, so it had been gathering dust in her wardrobe until now.

"Nfuu, I just had a little flash of inspiration."

Seeing her grin, Romel made a face that said, "There she goes again," looking resigned.

And so, the next day, a large sign was erected at the theater project tent managed by Chihiro.

"Win some, lose some, the lottery is on! The grand prize is a dress from the Golden King's first public appearance, fit for royalty. Plus many other items from her highness."

Reading the sign’s content, a stir went through the crowd. An outfit from a noble was a fortune in itself. It was worth at least a few gold coins, perhaps dozens, or even more. People began to drift toward the theater tent, and before they knew it, a colorful mountain of a crowd had formed. Peeking at the scene from the edge of the tent, Chihiro smiled smugly.

Heheheh, it’s a rehash of Mother Teresa’s idea, but it’s fine, right? Our Mother in heaven. I thank you for your idea.

The Little One secretly looked up at the sky and pressed her hands together in prayer.

Her prediction was correct, and many commoners went wild for the lottery. People were in an uproar over the lineup of prizes, which went far beyond generous. And why wouldn’t they be. Receiving an item from the royal family was something that could not be achieved without considerable merit or accomplishment.

And they might win it? For just a single silver coin? There was no option but to buy a ticket.

This sign was put up not only in the royal capital but in all of Frontier’s major territories. Furthermore, people rushed to buy the lottery tickets, of which only fifty thousand were sold in each region. The commoners scrambled to be first. The nobles joined in later, but it was already too late. Most of the tickets had been bought by the townspeople. Arriving even later than the nobles who were covering their faces in despair was the royal family. The lottery had started suddenly without any rumors. The time lag for the information to reach them was just too great.

Naturally, the enraged dignitaries stormed the count’s mansion.

"What is the meaning of this, Chihiro!"

The Crown Prince’s agitation was palpable.

"What do you mean? I just made my clothes into prizes, nyan."

Wilfe gritted his back teeth with a gugigi sound at the little girl who looked up at him nonchalantly.

"But, isn’t that, in a sense, Fatima’s property? I mean, it was a gift to the count’s family, but…"

It was Romel who answered the stammering Theodore. With a look bordering on insolent courtesy, he glared down at his nephew who had not yet even had his coming of age ceremony.

"I gave that to Chihiro. Not to anyone else. In fact, that dress has Chihiro’s name embroidered on it. On what grounds do you claim it belongs to Lady Fatima?"

His throat tightened, and Theodore’s face twitched. However, a figure pushed past the two sons, not to be outdone, and Romel felt a wave of dizziness.

"Brother…"

You too…?

With the same thought in their minds, Romel and the Little One looked on with exasperation.

"I am not your brother! Allowing a princess of the royal family’s possessions to be bestowed upon commoners is unthinkable! Stop this at once!"

Oh? How unusual, a valid point.

His face was as red as a boiled octopus, but his argument was not wrong. Hmm. At the same time, Chihiro and Romel brought their fingers to their lips and glanced at each other.

"A part of the theater project ran short of funds. Since this is a facility being built for the people, I thought it best to ask for the people’s cooperation. Most of the tickets sold in each region are losing tickets. We are selling a dream to everyone. It was started with a theme common to our theater project. That is why…"

The Little One implied that this was an event unnecessary for those of high station. This was entertainment for the common people, not something to satisfy the vanity of royalty and nobility.

"Besides, these are all items from my childhood, are they not? They may be a treasure beyond reach for the common people, but for the royal family, they are useless clutter, wouldn’t you agree?"

"No! But, these are mementos of my child! You would want to keep them safe, wouldn’t you?"

The Little One sent a dubious look toward the king, who was waving his hands about in a fluster.

Who’s your child? Who? We’re not even genetically related in this life.

The dresses, hair ornaments, and so on. They were all items Chihiro had used as a child. She had also mixed in some of Chihaya’s things for good measure, so it seemed both men and women were looking forward to it. The main prize dress alone was worth several hundred gold coins. For a commoner, it would be a windfall. The other small items were also worth at least several gold coins. The Little One added a sharp explanation that the lottery business was a job of selling dreams, not a tool to satisfy personal whims.

In fact, people close to Chihiro like Drago, Adonis, and Zack did not participate in the event and simply enjoyed the atmosphere.

"Please distinguish between what is necessary and what is not. You are all fine adults."

She could somewhat understand the psychology of wanting any item related to one’s favorite person, but for Chihiro, it was hard to grasp. Before the Little One, who let out a dramatic sigh, His Majesty the King hung his head dejectedly.

"At the very least, if only we could have bought a ticket… Don’t you think you could have told us?"

Chihiro offered an involuntarily cruel smile to the king, who looked at her with the eyes of a soaking wet puppy, and she spat out her words with annoyance.

"...And? Were you planning to buy up all the tickets with your money?"

Perhaps struck by her sharp words, not only the king but also Wilfe and Theodore averted their eyes.

Oh, you guys…

"It was because I feared such a thing that I deliberately did not inform you! Reflect on your past actions!"

They would commit acts that snatched away public entertainment without any malicious intent. Such was the nature of royalty and nobility. Chihiro, who had learned this lesson time and again in her past and present lives, detested their innocent tyranny from the bottom of her heart.

The three returned home, dejected after being thoroughly scolded by the Little One. The retainers accompanying them all wore wry smiles. This, too, was becoming a characteristic scene at the royal palace in the peaceful land of Frontier. The king, walking dejectedly, kept muttering things like, "My daughter’s first formal dress… the first dress… it lasted for two generations…" for the entire way back.

"He says that, but as soon as he has children or grandchildren, he’ll be puffing his chest out and making them a new dress anyway."

"...It is tradition to wear new clothes for the New Year. He has also held a grudge for a long time about not being able to give you a baptismal gown, so perhaps this is an extension of that."

The Little One looked up at Romel, who was smiling with a troubled expression, and she too gave a wry smile. Even when they acted up like this, she couldn’t hate them. While finding them troublesome, the girl couldn’t help but indulge them. Feeling a certain kinship with them, Romel gazed at Chihiro with a gentle smile. The royals did not know. They did not know that the Little One was endlessly indifferent to people she didn’t care about. The current environment where she scolded, yelled, and placated them was by no means a bad situation. He could glimpse within her just enough affection to help the members of the royal family if they were ever in trouble.

Romel found the existence of that affection, which Chihiro herself might not have noticed, to be very pleasant.

And so, the storm passed.

With the sales from over a million lottery tickets, the Little One became instantly rich. There had been no advance publicity, and a ten ticket per person limit had been imposed, so there was no major buy up. The people who won prizes were overjoyed. Those who lost were disappointed, but they rejoiced when they heard at the prize announcement that losing tickets could be exchanged for a participation prize. The participation prize was a limited edition lottery strap featuring the Mononoke. It was an item with a small iron charm mass produced from a mold. The string part was a braided cord made in Kilfan. Since the charm was removable, people enjoyed it by attaching multiple charms to one strap, or using them as pendant tops or hair ornaments in various creative ways.

The item cost about a single copper coin to produce, but it was unexpectedly well received, which made the Little One happy.

Even on Earth, lotteries usually had prizes of about a hundred yen, so she had made it a limited edition strap that anyone could wear to avoid the feeling of having lost out. Even so, after deducting expenses, she made a profit of seven copper coins per ticket. Chihiro bowed her head in gratitude.

A large part of her life was supported by the legacy of her predecessors from the past. This lottery, the theater project, the cooking and sweets, and everything else. All of it was knowledge from the predecessors who had researched, refined, and spread it in the past.

While deeply appreciating the importance of recording, passing down, and conveying things to future generations, the Little One is doing just fine today.♪
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			Long ago, the gods created humans from the land woven by chaos. However, on a land teeming with countless ferocious creatures, humans were nothing more than a weak, inferior species. Constantly attacked, sometimes eaten, the people hid themselves away as if living in secret. Perhaps taking pity on these humans, the gods bestowed a blessing upon them. They permitted the use of magic through the protection of holy spirits. With fire, they cooked and made tools. With earth, they tilled the fields. With water, they moistened the land. And the wind they gained, they circulated throughout the world, causing greenery to sprout and flourish everywhere.

This is a tale from the age of myths, now called the distant past.

Humans summoned their wisdom and courage, wielded magic through trial and error, and through desperate efforts, obtained a land of peace. And so, the times changed. Over a long period, the land was developed, and a separation between the habitats of humans and wild animals was established.

It was around this time that a certain person made a certain invention.

It was a method to identify the magical attributes bestowed by the gods. People had vaguely sensed that individuals had different magical aptitudes, but they didn’t know the specific details, understanding their strengths and weaknesses only in a general sense. But with this method, they came to know what attributes they had been granted. The method was simple. Just grasp a colorless, clear quartz needle in your palm and channel your magical power into it. The crystal would then be dyed with the color of your attribute. Red was flame. Blue was water. Yellow was earth. Green was wind. It was quite simple. Furthermore, those blessed with multiple attributes would have mixed colors. This groundbreaking method of identification spread among the people in the blink of an eye and became an indicator for many things. Those with the flame attribute became blacksmiths or cooks, those with the earth attribute became plasterers or farmers. They began to lead rational lives, taking on professions that utilized their attributes, or receiving advanced education suited to their attributes if they had high magical power.

However, a problem arose here.

At a rate of about one in tens of thousands, individuals appeared whose crystals did not change color. Seeing this, the wise men pondered. No color meant they had not been granted an attribute. Didn't that mean they were sinners who had been denied the blessings of the gods? Though it was only speculation, it was a logical argument. The ignorant people who took the wise men’s words at face value began to shun those who were not granted a color in the seven baptisms. They were called outsiders who had not received the gods’ blessings. Branded as sinners for no reason, these colorless individuals could not find work and had no choice but to become beggars or day laborers.

With contempt, the people around them called these colorless humans the "Unmarked."

"...And that is the situation. They were by no means unable to receive the blessing. In fact, they possess all attributes and are the ones who have been blessed more than anyone."

A grown man sobbed bitterly. He introduced himself as Anarchy and told this story to a young boy.

So, what am I supposed to do about it?

The boy with black hair and black eyes let his gaze wander dubiously. He had the appearance of a boy, but inside, he was an adult male in his late thirties. His name was Kudo Hisashi. He had been relaxing at an internet cafe when he suddenly saw the shadow and lights of a dump truck. That’s where his memory ended. So, he probably died then.

When he came to, he was in a deep forest.

It was Anarchy, the man before him, who came to pick up the stunned and bewildered Hisashi.

Anarchy… If he's using that name knowing what it means, he's a real piece of work.

Hisashi followed him to this mansion. Along the way, several people called out to Anarchy, and the boy’s eyes widened slightly. They were all people with golden hair and golden eyes. Their soft, loving gazes were impressive, and for some reason, Hisashi felt a sense of relief. They didn’t seem like bad people. What on earth had happened?

Anarchy offered Hisashi a sofa, and someone who seemed to be his servant prepared tea on the table. Taking a sip of the warm tea, Hisashi looked at Anarchy, who was watching him with a serious face.

"You see. You are a gift. I asked the god of Earth for you. You are a soul that I had moved because I want you to shake up my world."

Before the wide eyed Hisashi, Anarchy explained calmly.

He said that cute, small lives were crying. Frightened by injustice, persecuted, they withered away and died. As mentioned before, the fate of those judged to be "Unmarked" was tragic. Most were cast out of their homes and left to wander, and many young ones lost their lives. Apparently, some were confined to dungeons or detached palaces, but that was only for the very wealthy. Their parents let them live out of compassion, but they were given no love or education. Confined, not allowed to interact with others, merely existing, they could not last long. Most would develop mental disorders and go insane. Because their lives had been happy until then, the sudden cold shoulder and mistreatment must have been excruciating. Especially for a small child. The sudden fear inflicted by their own family was unimaginable.

Sniffling and sobbing, Anarchy lamented the long history of persecution. It had been going on for several thousand years, he said.

"I cannot descend to the lower world. A god only creates and watches over. It is forbidden to interact with living people. The only thing I can do is grant an oracle or protection to about one person per generation. That is all. ...I am powerless."

"A god? You’re a god?"

With a start, Anarchy blew his nose and straightened his posture.

"I apologize for the late introduction. I am the creator god of a world called Guardy. As I explained earlier, I want you to run wild in my world."

When he was composed, he was a dignified and strong man. But Hisashi, who had never imagined he was a god, couldn’t help but blink his eyes.

"I thought this was that otherworld… There are forests and towns, and lots of people. So, where is this place?"

Anarchy had come to pick him up in the middle of the forest. It wasn't that far, but Hisashi had automatically assumed this was the world he had just described. Anarchy smiled faintly at the question, walked over to the window, and swiftly pulled open the curtains. The scenery visible from there was perfectly ordinary. It had a somewhat rural, idyllic atmosphere.

"This is the Celestial Realm. The place where the gods of all worlds reside."

The Celestial Realm?!

Staring intently outside, Hisashi doubted his eyes. The scene there was not much different from Earth, the only distinction being that the clouds in the sky were golden. It was a scene so full of life that he almost forgot he was facing a god.

"...You gods live quite a domestic life, don't you?"

"Ahaha, I’ll take that as a compliment. ...Yes, life has become good."

His words carried an unspoken meaning. When Hisashi asked about it out of curiosity, Anarchy told him another unbelievable story.

Apparently, a Japanese person who had been reincarnated into another world just like him had run amok, challenged the parent god who had created the gods, and achieved a splendid victory. As a result, the Celestial Realm acknowledged that Japanese person as its master, and the realm was reshaped into the world that person desired.

"She serves as an O-saki in a world called Arcadia. Well, she’s something like the creator god of this Celestial Realm, so I have a feeling she would live on even if Arcadia were to be destroyed."

Anarchy gave a resigned, wry smile. The boy looked up at him, stunned.

No, that’s just too weird. What? She defied the gods, rebelled, and created the Celestial Realm? Doesn’t that go way beyond the level of a miracle?

Staring at the dumbfounded Hisashi with sharp eyes, Anarchy got to the point.

"In my world, there is a souvenir I left behind when I was still a novice. I want you to destroy it."

"A souvenir?"

Hisashi tilted his head slightly. Anarchy bit his lip and spoke of the mistake he had made in the past.

It was a terrible story.

Long ago, in a lawless era when laws were not well established, robbing, assaulting, and killing were rampant, causing people to suffer. Amidst this, one of the leaders of the time, who had been granted power by Anarchy, offered a prayer like a wail to the gods.

Blood for blood. Death for death. Punishment for sin. Please, bring the judgment of the gods to this desolate world!!

The leader offered a heartfelt prayer, tears flying from his eyes. A few days earlier, his son’s eyes had been gouged out by some ruffian. Upon investigation, the perpetrator was a noble from a powerful country. He, a mere lord of a remote territory, was no match for them. Behind that noble was a powerful nation. If he made a fuss, it could be used as a pretext for war. Yet, unable to swallow the rage welling up from the depths of his being, the leader lamented so deeply it was as if he were crying tears of blood.

Heeding this, Anarchy gave him a single fruit tree.

"A fruit tree?"

"It’s a tree that bears fruit like an apple on Earth. ...It was my mistake."

With a face as if he had licked something bitter, Anarchy explained the result.

The fruit would grow by watering its roots with the victim’s blood. Then, whoever ate the ripened fruit would suffer the same fate as the victim. However, what was different from a normal injury was that the wounds of both the victim and the perpetrator who had been put in the same state would be healed. In other words, it was a fruit that made one atone for their crime, bestowed the mercy of the gods, and forced them to redeem themselves against their will. Using this, the leader whose son’s eyes were gouged out made the perpetrator suffer the same fate, and in turn, his son’s eyes were healed. The perpetrator, who had apparently eaten the fruit without suspicion, went into a rage, but it was too late. Since he was already healed, no one would listen to him anywhere. Even if he screamed that his eyes had been gouged out in return, there was no solid proof. But the fear must have been etched into his body. After that, the area around the leader who had been given the tree became remarkably peaceful.

"...Well. I think it’s a ruthless way of doing things. But isn't it good? People should take responsibility for what they’ve done, and if there’s healing aftercare, it’s a great deal."

"...That’s what it was supposed to be. But I didn’t realize it at the time. That tree was defective."

Yes. As long as it was used correctly, it was fine. The miraculous fruit that punished the perpetrator and saved the victim. Rumors spread among the people quickly.

"My arm! My lost arm has returned!"

"Ahhh, thank goodness!! I’m so sorry, truly!"

A man who had caused his colleague to lose an arm due to his own negligence pleaded desperately with the remote lord. Please let me use the miraculous fruit. Let me atone for my sin and heal my colleague’s arm. The lord graciously agreed, and the perpetrator who ate the fruit, having atoned, waved his own severed arm in joy. And that severed arm was also soon healed.

"You too! It must have hurt! Thank you!"

The two men grabbed each other’s shoulders and wept loudly. Acknowledging one's sin, receiving punishment, and being able to undo an irreversible mistake. How sweet was the temptation of the fruit.

Watching over the joys and sorrows of the people, Anarchy was given a name by the leader of that time who had become an O-saki, and he truly became a god. The fruit of redemption continued to be used frequently after that, but there are always cunning people in every era. One day, a victim who was on the verge of death after being lynched rushed into the mansion of the new lord. It was apparently a bar fight, and the perpetrators had fled, so there was nothing to be done. The lord, unable to bear seeing the crying parents, happened to notice a girl sitting on the side of the road. She was a child called "Unmarked" who had likely been driven from her home. It was a common sight in the capital. Persecuted everywhere, the "Unmarked" would make their way to large cities where they could blend in with the crowd. The lord looked at one such girl and his eyes narrowed sinisterly.

...Shall I give it a try?

He skillfully deceived the girl and had her eat the fruit that had grown from the blood of the near dead victim.

Hearing that much, Hisashi’s eyes widened to their limit.

"No way…"

"Exactly. I hadn't set any parameters for the tree regarding who it was fed to."

The girl who ate the fruit writhed in agony as her entire body was crushed and her internal organs ruptured. Her limbs twisted in unnatural directions with a mishimishi sound. While stunned by the hellish scene of screams and agony, the victim was healed at the same time the girl drew her last breath.

"Oh, thank you so much! Lord!"

The parent and child expressed their gratitude with tears. Seeing them off, the lord saw a new use for the girl who had revived from the brink of death.

A use as a doll to take on the misfortune of others.

From this point on, the "Unmarked" began their path as living sacrifices for the people. They were already a rarity, at about one in tens of thousands. It took considerable effort to gather them. This girl had been driven from her home and happened to visit the lord’s mansion. Abandoned by her family, young as she was, she had come thinking the lord might help her. Well, the lord had turned her away at the gate.

"Well done. You saved him. As a reward, I will let you eat your fill. If you continue to save people, I will give you a warm bed and snacks, too."

The lord stroked the cheek of the girl, which was caked with dried tears, and praised her with a charming smile. The girl, who had been starving and uncertain of her future, had her eyes light up at his words.

And so, in a situation that seemed to benefit both parties, the use of the "Unmarked" was decided.

"Those children should be the most respected of all! But they are used by selfish adults, and it has become the norm, but I can no longer descend, so I can’t help them!"

Anarchy once again shed a torrent of tears.

The former lord who had become an O-saki was apparently struggling to clear up the misunderstanding. He was spreading the word that the colorless were, in fact, holders of all attributes, but it seemed difficult to overturn the existing concept. Above all, the fact that he was a kinsman of the gods and that there were many who revered him excessively made it difficult for him to appear before the people.

Ahh, I kind of get it. Those pushy fans of idols and stuff were just like that.

Fanatics who believe they are right without a doubt, and for the sake of that belief, they do not hesitate to commit criminal acts. This world seemed to have a much less developed civilization than Earth, so they were probably seriously dangerous people if they got an idea in their heads.

Hisashi predicted that if a messenger of the gods were to appear before such people, it would inevitably lead to a disastrous situation.

"That’s why! I want you to smash the existing concepts to pieces!"

"Eeeeeeh?!"

What an unreasonable demand!

Anarchy tilted his head at the trembling Hisashi.

"Because, that’s what Japanese people are like, right?"

Who on earth was it! Who was it that planted such a mysterious idea in the minds of the gods!

Seeing the flustered young man, Anarchy’s eyes softened with nostalgia.

"If you don't dance with all your might, you're missing out!"

The image of a little girl hopping up and down with a nyon nyon sound floated in his mind's eye.

"Fools who dance and fools who watch. If they're both fools, you might as well dance... was that it?"

Seeing Anarchy chuckle and mutter, Hisashi’s face twisted in exasperation.

Who was it! What idiot taught a god the dancing nenbutsu!

To have such a thought in his mind, Hisashi was of the same ilk as the Little One. Normally, one would not even recognize it as the dancing nenbutsu, nor would they think of them as an idiot. Putting the right person in the right place. The gods’ work was flawless, and of course, Hisashi too would fully manipulate Guardy to his will. To turn tears into smiles, Hisashi began a new life, battling the mountains of problems stacked high before him.♪

A true rumor that quietly circulates in the Celestial Realm.

"When in trouble, summon a Japanese person."

It would be some time before the god of Earth learned of this.
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			Scribblings, Shadela After That

			"You have served me well until now, Shadela."

With a faint smile, Romel glanced at the mansion he had used for so long. It had been over ten years since he had taken her into his service. It was a residence where he had found a very peaceful life.

After his marriage to Chihiro took form, and they had skipped the ceremony and reception to exchange vows before the gods, he had been carefully considering a new home and other matters. However, an unexpected report left him utterly astonished, and he hurriedly settled his relationship with Shadela.

The cause was a single letter.

"We have received seasonal greetings and a gift from the young lady of Count Giorgione. How shall we respond?"

Romel’s eyes went wide at the letter from Shadela.

What? Seasonal greetings? A gift? What? Huh?

There was no such custom in Arcadia. Even at the Frontier royal palace, while the current queen was broadminded and it was customary for noblemen to support multiple wives, making them tolerant of mistresses and concubines, there were still conflicts between them. Even in the harems of the past, there was no end to the discord, abuse, and assassinations among the consorts. The wives of ordinary nobles did not get along either. They were all rivals. How to win the favor of their husband. That was the only weapon to solidify one’s own position. Even in Frontier, which was peaceful compared to other countries, the battles between women were fierce. Perhaps because they couldn’t do it openly, their methods were insidious. In the midst of such marital affairs in Arcadia, seasonal greetings to a mistress? ...It was too unbelievable.

Squinting at the letter, Romel suddenly clenched his fist.

...Wait. Wait, wait, wait, wait! This is...!!

"It’s not what you think, Chihiro!!"

Romel suddenly shouted and stood up, startling his subordinates who stared at him wide eyed. Leaving them behind, Romel rushed out of his office without grabbing a thing.

He stumbled and tumbled his way toward Count Giorgione’s mansion.

Uwaaaah! To think that Chihiro found out about Shadela! How on earth did she...?!

Fearing all sorts of worst case scenarios in his mind, he burst into the count’s mansion.

"It’s not what you think, Chihiro!!"

Bursting in without any prior notice and not even waiting for Naya’s guidance, Romel came up to the second floor and immediately started making excuses. The Little One was sipping tea at a chabudai she had acquired in Kilfan. A grown man knelt before her, clasping her small hands and bowing his head. It looked almost like a sliding dogeza, and Chihiro, her eyes wide, tilted her head in complete confusion.

"What’s with you all of a sudden?"

"Ah... well... about Shadela."

Romel looked up at the Little One with a fearful expression. At his puppy dog eyes, Chihiro had to suppress a rising laugh.

What is this? He seems so desperate, it's kind of cute.

"Oh, you mean your mistress? I hear you’ve been taking care of her for over ten years. She must be important to you."

Chihiro’s words held no hidden meaning. To her, it wasn't strange for a grown man of his age to have a mistress or two. Moreover, Romel was a royal. She had heard he had a deluge of marriage proposals for official and secondary wives. Considering that, having only one mistress felt quite modest. But the girl’s seemingly indifferent demeanor terrified Romel.

Does she think I’m a heartless man? A faithless man who sees women as objects?

In a way, he wasn't wrong. To him, a royal of Frontier, she was like a lady in waiting in charge of his nightly activities. He had no particular feelings for her, and she was no different from a favorite magical tool. But well, humans are creatures of emotion. Since she was a favorite, he had developed a certain attachment, and he didn't wish for Shadela's unhappiness. He felt conflicting emotions of wanting her to be happy and wanting to make her happy. His thoughts were a complex puzzle. Swallowing hard, a rare occurrence for him, Romel explained in a stammering voice.

"...Noble boys... well... when they come of age, they receive instruction in the bedchamber. Shadela was my partner for that. And... since she wouldn't cause any trouble, I asked her to continue as my lover, as a job. ...Yes."

Instruction in the bedchamber. So they have things like that. Well, it's a male dominated world, and they have their pride to consider. And the women, too, probably hope for a chance. If they have a child, their future is secure, and that’s a win.

It was a common story even in Earth's past. There were cases of force using power, but even more common were those who flattered to get a piece of that power. With parental schemes involved, the honey traps set for important people were innumerable. That’s why the Little One didn’t think anything of Romel having a mistress. If she was a partner hired for money as a job, then all the more so. It was much better than him frequenting brothels with numerous partners. The fear of catching some strange disease was greater.

Still unaware of Chihiro’s calm thoughts, Romel continued to mutter on.

"...So, you see? You and Shadela are two different things. That’s why I had forgotten. ...Could it be that you are concerned about her?"

Behind Romel, who was looking at her with a pathetic expression, the door suddenly opened.

"Welcome, Your Highness the Prince."

There stood Sakura with Sasha. It seemed they had brought tea, and Sasha, holding the tray, stared in astonishment at the scene before her. The Little One sat on a cushion at the chabudai, and Romel was kneeling before her as if in a dogeza.

"...What’s going on?"

To Sakura, who involuntarily made a dubious face, the Little One explained the situation.

"Well, it’s a common story, isn’t it? Is there a problem?"

Sakura tilted her head doubtfully. Romel looked at her with an expression of disbelief and became flustered.

"No, but! ...Isn’t it unpleasant for you that your daughter’s husband is keeping a woman?"

He told them about the letter from Shadela and asked if visiting his mistress’s house for greetings wasn’t a form of checkmate. The two from the count's family stared at the confused Romel with puzzled looks.

"Heh? She’s a mistress, right? It’s only natural for the wife to pay her respects, isn’t it?"

"Well, it’s an old custom, but even the nobles in Kilfan used to do it."

The two of them were acting perfectly normal.

An old custom of Kilfan?

With a long haaaah, Romel exhaled all the stagnant air from his lungs and looked at the Little One with a face that was a mix of crying and laughing.

"...I’m so glad. I was so worried that I might have worsened your distrust of men…"

His gray blue eyes wavered fragilely.

"Of course I wouldn't think that. You’re a healthy man, Romel. You need a woman or two like that, don’t you?"

It was Romel who was about to blush at the girl’s frank words. She was so open that there was no room for doubt. In fact, he felt like he had been caught off guard. ...Which, in fact, he had.

...Wouldn’t a little jealousy be nice?

While sighing in relief, he shook off his selfish thoughts, and a few days later, Romel handed over the villa to Shadela.

"Thank you for everything. Live happily from now on. I will pay for all the expenses of the mansion. Your monthly allowance will remain as a substitute for a pension. I pray that you find a good person to marry."

Smiling so, Romel left the villa.

Watching the carriage disappear into the distance, Shadela sobbed alone.

"...It’s the ending I knew was coming. ...But."

What a cruel man…

And so, the dreamlike days for her came to an end.

"And yet, why...?"

Shadela tilted her head as she prepared tea.

"Don’t mind me, I just stopped by on an errand.♪"

The Little One sat primly in the drawing room of Shadela’s villa. The girl raised her voice innocently.

"I heard from Romel that he dismissed you. It’s so selfish of him, isn’t it? If you’re going to show affection, you should see it through to the end."

Smiling at Shadela who was offering her tea, Chihiro voiced the feelings in her heart. Shadela’s eyes widened in surprise, and a look of understanding dawned on them.

I never thought of it that way. But…

"...You’re right. He is truly a selfish person."

"Men are like that. Let’s just accept it and enjoy what’s to come. Is it alright if I come to visit sometimes?"

Being swayed by the whims of the powerful is the way of the world. But there is no need to blindly obey such things. Cut them off and look forward. That is the Little One quality.

And the Little One quality is contagious.♪

Shadela felt as if a light had shone through the sea of clouds before her.

The despair of being abandoned by Romel. The girl who was the cause of it. The terrible resentment she felt for both. The dark, sticky feeling that had lodged in the back of her throat, even hindering her breathing, slipped smoothly into the pit of her stomach. She had thought it would be presumptuous to complain. She had been ashamed of herself for having such feelings. But the girl said it. That he was selfish. That she should forget such a man and live happily.

It wasn't something she could easily get over. But watching the girl, she strangely began to think that was just the way things were. For the first time since Romel’s visits had stopped, Shadela smiled. It was a faint, fleeting smile, but for some reason, she was able to smile naturally.

"You are right. Shall we go to the park next time? I hear the sakura gifted from Kilfan are in full bloom."

"Sounds great! Let’s ditch Romel and have a girls’ party."

A girls’ party?

Tilting her head at the unfamiliar word, Shadela wondered if this was what it would be like to have a little sister, and her chest grew warm. Bathed in the gentle spring sunlight, the two of them talked about nothing in particular. The ins and outs of daily life, past mistakes, and so on. Among them were Romel’s embarrassing past stories, and a few days later, he came rushing to Shadela’s place with a changed expression.

"Shadela! What have you done?!"

Looking at the half tearful Romel in surprise, she sensed a new relationship with him.

"My? Whatever could you be talking about?"

Shadela chuckled knowingly. Enraged by this, Romel began to shout. It was a given that the Little One, who had chased after Romel, would jump into the fray. And so, weaving a new relationship, Shadela spent a long time playing with Chihiro. Until the day she married a good man and moved far away.

Shadela, who had cut ties with Romel whom she had only ever had feelings for as a lover, naturally settled into a relationship like that of a friend. It was a mysterious connection even to themselves. A friendship that should not exist between a man and a woman who had shared a bed. No, perhaps it was a tranquility born of that knowledge. The two of them settled into a relationship of close friends so naturally that it flustered those around them.

"Friendships can exist between men and women, you know."

The Little One cut down the indecent rumors that were being discreetly spread about the two of them with a single stroke.

"...Should I be happy that she trusts me, or lament that she is too indifferent?"

Romel’s gaze drifted into the distance at the Little One’s usual invincibility.

"That is precisely why you are so devoted to her, is it not? How sweet."

Shadela chuckled. Even in the midst of the rumors, as long as Chihiro and Romel understood, it was fine, and she too joined the Little One’s invincibility.

Shadela’s life, having tasted both the sweet and the sour, was colorfully painted by the Little One, and she met a happy end.

This is Frontier, where only happy endings are prepared for kind people. Indeed, indeed.♪
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			SS. A Bear Dad's Treasure

			"It’s done."

Going back in time, to Chihiro’s Fatima era.

In the kitchen of the Frontier royal palace, a large shadow was moving about. The man, with a shaggy beard that connected to his hair, nodded repeatedly in satisfaction. His name was Drago La Giorgione. He was an honorary baron who had risen through the ranks on the strength of his cooking skills alone. Still in his chef's coat, he carefully carried something up the stairs at the back of the kitchen and placed it on a table on a small terrace.

I hope she’ll be happy.

Imagining the little girl’s eyes widening in surprise, Drago’s lips curved into a grin. Then, taking off his chef's coat and changing into a stylish jacket, he eagerly went off in search of the said little girl. That little girl was Drago’s daughter, her name Chihiro La Giorgione. They were not related by blood. He had taken in a street urchin he happened to find and adopted her. After many twists and turns, the little girl had recently celebrated her third birthday, and tears welled up in Drago’s eyes at his daughter’s growth. When he first met her, she was a sooty, grimy child. Emaciated, frail, and small. That pitiful figure was still etched in Drago’s mind. Fortunately, nurtured by his full affection, the little girl grew up plump and healthy. Her birthday was celebrated grandly, and it was a fond memory for Drago that he had cried his eyes out as everyone celebrated with her.

Around this time, near the end of spring. It was in this season that Drago had met Chihiro.

How nostalgic.

A strange sense of emotion welled up in his chest, even though not much time had passed. With such thoughts, Drago arrived at the home he had been granted within the royal palace.

"Where is Chihiro?"

The maid, Sasha, answered her master who had asked after clearing his throat lightly.

"The young lady said she was going to the Knight Order."

"The Knight Order? For sweets?"

Although the food situation in Frontier was not bad, sweets were very scarce due to the lack of sugar and other ingredients. Drago’s daughter, who had free access to honey due to various circumstances, used it to quickly popularize many sweets in the royal palace. She also spread new methods of cooking and embroidery that did not exist in Frontier, greatly surprising the people. A little girl who scattered mysterious things and brought happiness to people. No one knew who started it, but people called such a little girl the Little One. The true identity of the Little One, who was called an angel or a fairy, was actually an Earthling. Her previous life name was Sagami Chihiro. No one knew this, but due to the terribly sad sweet situation, she had caused a stir with one thing after another and was now a celebrity in the royal palace. The little girl was not left alone by those around her, but she herself was running wild at her own pace. She had charged into the forest in search of honey, became close with the king’s younger brother, and made the Knight Order and the consort swoon with the sweets she made from that honey. There was no shortage of topics about her, and Drago was constantly on edge. On his way to the Knight Order, the Bear in the Kitchen crossed paths with Dorfen of the Knight Order, and they both spoke the same words.

""Have you seen Chihiro(-sama)?""

He was the Little One’s exclusive guard knight. It seemed he had lost sight of the little girl somewhere. Due to various circumstances, the Little One had been adopted by the king and queen and held the rank of a princess. It was only a title, but for that reason, she had an exclusive guard knight.

"Chihiro is missing?"

"I thought she had returned home."

Is she lost? She’s inside the royal palace, so I don't think it's serious.

There was a similar incident before, and when the Little One didn’t return for a whole night, Drago thought he would go mad. He had run around with Dorfen in a frenzy, searching the entire palace, and when they found her, the little girl was in a gap where adults couldn’t enter, unable to move. It had been on the verge of becoming a major disaster. Since then, the Little One had made it a point to return home for snack time. There were only about ten minutes left until that time. Dorfen, who knew this, was on his way to Drago’s home, thinking the Little One might have returned. Drago had just come from home, but it was possible they had missed each other somewhere.

"Then I shall go and check your home."

"Thank you. If you find her, please tell her to come to the kitchen. And not to eat her snack. I’ll go check the Knight Order."

After exchanging words, Drago saw Dorfen off towards his home and visited the Knight Order’s training grounds.

"The Little One-sama? She said she was going to the kitchen and headed towards the palace a little while ago."

Hearing this from a familiar knight, he dropped his shoulders, thinking they had missed each other again. With a slightly tired face, he headed to the kitchen. However, the Little One was not in the kitchen, which was empty during a break.

Where on earth could she be?

As Drago wondered, he heard the sound of small footsteps. He rushed out into the hallway, and the footsteps went further up the stairs.

Is that Chihiro?

He followed them out to the terrace, and there was the familiar frog like figure from behind. Noticing Drago following her, she turned around with a wide smile on her face.

"Papa, this is amazing!"

As Drago had expected, the little girl’s eyes sparkled. On the table he had prepared, a full afternoon tea set was fragrantly present. A cake stand with several types of fresh cakes, warm tea from a magical tool. Scones with honey and clotted cream were also placed there. It was the first formal tea set ever seen in Frontier, where there was no culture of sweets. The Little One had been drawn in by this scent and caught.

"Ah, you said it before, didn’t you? That you wanted to have a tea time with sweets like this."

Drago’s eyes softened as he picked up the little girl and placed her on a chair.

"It feels so special! Thank you, Papa."

"It is special. Today is the day I met you, Chihiro. It’s our first anniversary."

The little girl’s eyes widened. She probably hadn’t thought that Drago was thinking the same thing. Chihiro took out a package she had been carrying to give him today from the pocket of her poncho. Fidgeting, the Little One offered her small hands to Drago. In them was a scarf embroidered with a honeybee and the words "Thank you, Papa."

"To commemorate the day we met. I worked hard on it."

A flood of tears blurred Drago’s vision.

Ahhh, God! I truly thank you!

Drago wept like a man, and the little lady happily stuffed sweets into her mouth. A few days later, a red scarf that stood out beautifully against his white chef’s coat was wrapped around his neck, and the Little One watched the cheerful Drago with a shy expression.

The little one in your castle. The little girl is doing just fine today.♪
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			Scribblings, A Slightly Mean Alistair

			"...So what?"

The Little One glared down with tired, sharp eyes.

"Please help me, Your Highness!"

A classmate was kneeling and crying his eyes out.

This was the noble academy. Chihiro, who was now fourteen years old, was being subjected to a tearful appeal from her friend, Takt, on the eve of the final prom night. He was the boy who had approached the Little One siblings at the academy entrance ceremony, mistaking them for commoners. They had maintained a casual friendship since then, and Takt, who had been flustered by being surrounded by nobles, had come to rely heavily on the twins. As a result, whenever something happened, Takt would immediately run to the Little One in tears.

Chihiro felt like she had become a certain cat type robot from an anime she liked in her past life.

"But you know? That’s your own fault, isn’t it, Takt? Your lower half is a little too honest, don’t you think?"

"Buuuut! She’s a marquess’s daughter! And in a situation where half her chest was showing...! It’s like a biological phenomenon, isn’t it!"

Takt clung tightly to the Little One’s knees, skirt and all, and screamed as his eyes flooded like a river.

Well, she did think he was undisciplined, but hearing the story, it wasn’t entirely his fault. He had a lovely girlfriend. They were both commoner scholarship students. They were a rare couple at the academy, and the sons and daughters of Frontier, who were well educated as people, did not particularly discriminate against or scorn them, but rather watched over them warmly. The one who interfered between Takt and his girlfriend was Alistair. She, who adored Theodore, had previously picked a fight with the Little One out of jealousy. For that reason, she was despised by Theodore, and Alistair, understanding this, became self destructive and began to look at the happy couples at the academy with resentful eyes. However, she was a proper Frontier noble. She wouldn’t take out her frustrations on other nobles. Doing so would be a fatal mistake. It was clear she would be ostracized from high society. Alistair bit her fingertips so hard she was sure to draw blood, and her eyes fell on Takt and his girlfriend. There was a world of difference between a noble and a commoner, and even if she used them to vent her frustration, no one would blame her. She might be lightly scorned, though.

With a vulgar smile, Alistair locked on to Takt and set a honey trap.

From subtle touches to more blatant ones. Yesterday, when the female students who were having their prom outfits fitted were showing off their dresses to their male partners, she had supposedly deliberately knocked over a vase near Takt and his girlfriend. Her already revealing dress was soaked with water, and Takt, who had lent a hand to Alistair who had pretended to fall, had a direct view of her bountiful fruits that were about to spill out. It was too stimulating for a young man in the throes of first love and filled with curiosity. Furthermore, Alistair, who had been cute since she was a child, was now a beautiful marquess’s daughter. The effect of the dress enhanced her smile's power by thirty percent. Takt, who was hit with the full force of her devastatingly effective smile, was stunned for a moment. Even after helping her up, he remained dazed and lost his senses until his girlfriend in front of him stepped on his foot. A sharp pain suddenly assaulted his foot.

"...Aaaagh!!"

As Takt crouched down, clutching his foot, his girlfriend berated him with all her might.

"...! You're the worst! You pervert!!"

She turned on her heel and ran away. Takt, who had been watching her go in a daze, felt a heavy throb in his crotch and his face went pale. It seemed that his magnificent self had been aroused by Alistair’s devastating charm. Considering his position at the time, it must have been clearly visible to his girlfriend, even through his clothes. Fortunately, now that he was crouching, it wasn't noticeable. On the contrary, after being stepped on and berated by his girlfriend, his magnificent self, which had been so energetic, shriveled up with a shurushuru sound.

But it was already too late.

The marquess’s daughter watched the two quarrel and sneered.

The Little One’s smile dried up as she listened to the story.

Her schoolmate continued to cry his eyes out.

"It was a biological phenomenon! It has nothing to do with feelings like liking Alistair-sama!"

Probably so, Chihiro thought with a deep sigh. For the most part, their social statuses were completely different, so he wouldn’t see her as a romantic interest. There were some students who yearned for a high class beauty, but even that was often just a heightened admiration, like having a crush on an idol. It was far from a real life romance. For a boy of an age who could get excited over a gravure swimsuit, it could be said to be a normal reaction, in a way. ...But.

"Doing it in front of your girlfriend was a bad move, wasn’t it?"

The Little One couldn’t help but pat the head of the pitifully crying Takt. Spotting the two of them, three pairs of eyes appeared. Multiple pairs of freezing eyes filled with sharp contempt.

"You got turned on by another woman in front of the girl you like? Unbelievable. You should be pilloried as a disgrace to men."

It was Chihaya who peeled Takt off Chihiro and made him kneel on the spot.

"Certainly... there is no room for sympathy, but the marquess’s daughter is also of poor character. That being said, this is not a matter for Chihiro to get involved in."

It was Theodore who wore a wry smile as if he had bitten into a bitter bug. It seemed he had come to see Chihiro’s prom dress.

"No, it’s a problem even before that. Could you please not tell my cute fiancée about your disgusting lower half situation?!"

The man who made such a blunt statement was Romel.

He scooped up the Little One from whom Takt had been peeled off and curled his lip so much that you could almost hear a gurururu growl. While keeping an eye on Chihiro, who was like a beast tamer calming down the king's younger brother, Takt was glared at by the clearly angry group of men and shrank down to a pitifully small size.

"Alright, alright, that’s enough. I was just giving him advice."

Chihaya looked down at his sister who was clapping her hands with an exasperated look and unleashed a series of unfiltered blows on Takt.

"Asking for advice itself is wrong. What kind of advice does an idiot who got a hard on after being dazzled by a woman's charms need? It’s not just his own fault, it’s bad cause, bad effect. It’s the result of his own actions. In my opinion, he’s guilty."

He sharply swiped his thumb across his chin, showing no mercy.

"I agree. Honestly, I don’t understand the mentality of looking at another woman in front of the woman you care about. If it were me, I would never be swayed. I wouldn’t see anyone but the woman I love. Especially if she were right beside me."

Theodore spat out, looking quietly at the Little One.

Romel glared sharply at the two of them, hurriedly covered Chihiro’s ears, and shouted.

"You guys! Could you please stop using such vulgar words? You’ll corrupt Chihiro’s ears!"

The three teenagers’ eyes darted around with a start.

It seemed they did not recognize the Little One as a maiden.

"...Well. Chihiro transcends gender, so it doesn’t feel weird to talk about these things with her."

"I don’t want to admit it, but I have no room to argue. In fact, at home, it’s usually Hiro who spouts the dirty jokes."

And it was a set piece for the shocked Drago to tear up, and for Sakura, who was comforting Drago, to scold Chihiro.

"I... since she is a princess, I thought she could mediate for both me and the marquess’s daughter. I had no other intention."

Takt, the root of the problem, was once again on the verge of tears.

Chihiro slipped out of Romel’s arms and stood in front of Takt.

"What happened can’t be undone. We need to think about what to do now. Let’s be constructive!"

The Little One raised her right fist with a cheer. Influenced by her, Takt also raised his arm weakly with an "uh... oh?"

"Well, first of all, you should apologize with all your heart. To an extent that doesn’t burden her. Watch for the right moment and apologize as many times as you need to. If she seems annoyed or there’s no response, give it some time."

Takt listened intently, his nostrils flaring.

"It’s not like you broke up because you hate her, so you don’t have to give up until a definitive rift has formed. In fact, ignoring it is the worst thing you can do. If you’re optimistic and think ‘eventually’ or ‘sometime’, it’ll be too late. Time will only solve things after you’ve conveyed your feelings. Got it?"

"Roger that!"

Replying earnestly while leaning forward, Takt made a beeline for her classroom. Watching him run off into the distance, Chihiro’s eyes softened.

"It’s great to be young. Go for it, youth."

"""………………"""

The men were at a loss for words at the Little One’s line as she watched Takt with a radiant expression. They exchanged glances with complex looks on their faces.

...Well, you're mentally nearly half a century old. Not figuratively, but literally. Still, I don’t want to give up being your fiancé. Age is just a trivial thing. In fact, welcome.♪

...That’s why they call you a young old person or an elder. And I get dragged into it with you. Though being paired with Hiro is like a reward.

...I’ve gotten used to it. But isn’t it against the rules for you to be cute like that? Why do I get an uncontrollable urge to make you sit on a Kilfan cushion and sip tea?

As the three of them pictured their respective thoughts in their minds, smiles unconsciously crept onto their faces. But this was the Little One’s world.

Things always take a diagonal, upward twist.

"Do as you please."

"Oh my, how bold of you. To admit that you yourself have no charm."

Takt’s girlfriend and Alistair were glaring at each other, sparks flying. Takt was flustered and timid between them. This was the waiting room for those participating in the prom. The three of them, bickering loudly, were being watched out of the corner of their eyes by the other students. They had become the center of attention for the students heading towards the main hall.

How did it come to this?

The Little One asked with a look of dismay, and Takt explained nervously.

"For tonight’s prom... well... she refused to be my partner…"

According to his faltering explanation, after their consultation yesterday, Takt had desperately apologized to her. He was entirely at fault. It was utterly pathetic. It was a biological phenomenon, but he was sorry for making her feel uncomfortable. She understood that. It wasn’t intentional, and it was difficult to stop a man’s functions with reason. But she couldn’t forgive him. Especially for being captivated by Alistair and neglecting her. Even if the excitement of his magnificent self was unavoidable, she had wanted him to at least keep his attention on her.

...That’s the truth, the Little One thought.

It had apparently been a scene in an unpopular gazebo. Takt, who had been rejected with a "I don’t want to see your face for a while," left the backyard dejectedly. However, Alistair, who had been secretly watching the entire scene, had the audacity to ask Takt to be her escort.

What? Chihiro’s eyes widened, and she stared at Takt.

"You didn't accept, did you?"

"I didn’t! I can still attend the prom without a partner!"

Takt shook his head vigorously, denying it with a desperate look on his face.

"Then why did this happen?"

It was not Takt but Alistair who answered the Little One’s questioning look.

"Oh my. It has been a while, Countess. He was about to enter alone, so I was merely trying to borrow his left arm… but this commoner is so annoying."

Alistair let out a dramatic sigh and glanced at Takt’s girlfriend. Annoyed by this, she too glared back and retorted.

"Do as you please! I have no lingering feelings for a gentleman who can only think with his lower half!!"

"How could you!"

Takt turned to look at her with wide eyes, his face on the verge of tears. The place was in an uproar, like a kicked beehive.

It’s the last prom, too.

The Little One would be fifteen next year. As she would be an adult, she would attend the royal palace's ball for the New Year next year, so she couldn't attend the academy's prom. Having her commemorative prom ruined, Chihiro shot a glance at Alistair.

"Alice? What do you think you’re doing?"

There was no honorific or politeness to be had. It was Chihiro’s style to return rudeness with rudeness. The Little One had no respect to pay to Alistair, who seemed to be enjoying causing trouble. Conversely, Alistair had to maintain her etiquette. Although only in title, Chihiro was a quasi royal. At the academy, all students were equal, but the prom was different. The tea parties and luncheons were places to learn the preliminary knowledge of high society. Along with them, the prom ball was also a learning experience modeled after high society. The hierarchy based on social status had to be strictly observed.

Alistair hid her mouth with her fan and fixed the Little One with a resentful gaze.

"...What do you mean? It is merely an act of compassion for a pitiful gentleman attending alone."

Takt and his girlfriend were speechless at Alistair’s words.

"...Because you tempted Takt! Don’t you dare make eyes at my Takt!"

A loud murmur went through the crowd.

Takt’s girlfriend was a commoner. And she had just insulted a marquess’s daughter. It was a situation where she could have been arrested for lese majesty.

"So what? You were just provoked and fell in love on your own, were you not? ...If you were truly serious about him, you wouldn’t have even paid attention, would you?"

Takt and his girlfriend were at a loss for words.

Behind the Little One, the men were nodding in agreement.

You guys are so annoying.

With a loud haaaah, Chihiro shouted.

"That's right. Alice is right. If that's the case, why don't you break up? You're not engaged yet, so it should be easy, right?"

The three in question, as well as the surrounding people, were stunned by the Little One's sharp interjection.

"What's with that look? It can't be helped, can it? You can't forgive Takt, right, miss girlfriend? You don't have any lingering feelings, right? That's what you said."

Now it was Takt's girlfriend's turn to be taken aback.

"...That's…"

But those were her own words. Even if it was said in the heat of the moment, she had said such a thing. Unable to take it back, she was at a loss for words.

"You too, Alice. You'll have to take responsibility for this. Take Takt."

"Wh...!"

"Huh? A marquess’s daughter wouldn’t make eyes at someone she doesn’t even admire, would she? You interfered with their love because you have a crush on Takt, right? It seems they’ve broken up as you wished. Your illicit love has been fulfilled. Rejoice."

A string of eloquent phrases… or rather, insults disguised as such. The Little One’s explanation was that Alistair had fallen for Takt and had driven the commoner couple to break up. For a noble lady, this was nothing short of a scandal. If her father, the marquess, were to find out, it would be a shameful act that would surely lead to disownment.

"What are you saying? Me, with a commoner? That’s impossible!"

"Oh? But you were the one who flirted with that commoner gentleman, even baring your chest to tempt him. And you called it compassion, didn’t you? You even tried to make him your escort, so that excuse won't fly."

With a wicked niiii grin, Chihiro deftly dismissed Alistair's statement. Alistair herself was sputtering with indignation. The surroundings held their breath, watching the events unfold.

"And with that, the case is closed, I suppose? Too bad, Takt. That your girlfriend didn’t believe you. But it was your mistake. Can’t be helped."

"Your Highness!"

The boy collapsed with a face on the verge of tears.

Everyone was looking at Takt with pity. They seemed to have a general idea of what had happened, but they too could do nothing. Just as it seemed the situation had been cut short by the Little One, a high pitched voice pierced the air of the waiting room.

"Don’t be ridiculous! Having a lover when you’re just a commoner is impertinent and an eyesore! There’s no way I could be serious about a man like this!"

"Excuse me," Alistair said, turning on her heel and hurrying towards the dance hall. Takt, who was in a daze, felt a warmth on his back and instinctively turned around. There was his beloved girl. Her neck and ears were so red it was obvious even with her face down.

"...It was a lie. I don’t just have lingering feelings, I love Takt so much my chest is about to boil."

Hearing her whisper, Takt’s own head felt like it would explode. He placed a hand over the girl’s arm that was hugging him from behind and whispered a heartfelt "thank you" with a completely melted expression.

Haah, what troublesome children.

It was obvious they both liked each other, and the Little One couldn’t help but find the stubborn girl adorable. Alistair was not even in the picture. As for Alistair, she had a tendency to take her pranks too far, but for Chihiro, she was a precious tsundere character who was a feast for the eyes.

"I hope all of them find happiness."

The men were taken aback by the Little One’s gentle smile.

"...Hiro, you sound like an old man."

"I believe that is also part of her charm."

"...You guys are too loud."

Chihaya had a dubious look, while Theodore looked on with an amused tilt of his head. Romel, for his part, had a decidedly grim expression. Escorted by her worried fiancé, the Little One headed to her final prom. There were no enemies for her. And even if there were, she was of a constitution that would completely ignore them. Arcadia was a place where only happy endings were prepared for kind people, and the Little One couldn’t help but feel a grandmotherly concern that the slightly mean Alistair might be far from happiness.
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			Chapter 200

			The Oblivious Little One, Part Three ~An Indomitable Love~

			"Young lady?"

"Yes?"

At that moment, Ralphrate felt a sweet scented breeze.

A past self that he did not know. The embers of a love that he couldn't extinguish even after learning of her identity and origins, a love he had met without knowing any of it. He suddenly remembered the fever of his childhood, when he didn't even have a concept of affection. The girl Ralphrate had fallen in love with had lost her memories of him and become a completely different person. The girl he knew was no longer there. The girl called the Little One was supposed to have vanished like mist.

And yet, why…?

Why did the image of the Little One overlap with this new student?

The Frontier Noble Academy entrance ceremony.

A small pair of twins appeared alongside the royal children. A faint stir went through the crowd at the entrance of the teleportation device that only royalty could use. There was a clear air of specialty about them. The two of them, with an atmosphere that set them apart from the others, were unfazed even as they were bombarded by the gazes of the students. Unflinching in the face of the rude stares mixed with suspicion, jealousy, and envy, the small boy and girl were having their new student badges pinned on by the princes. Ralphrate felt an indescribable sense of déja vu at the sight of the girl looking up here and there with sparkling eyes full of curiosity, muttering "Wow…"

...Have I seen this somewhere, sometime?

The memory that should have faded into the far reaches of his mind came back to him vividly.

The person who had a fearless smile and innocent eyes.

The small child who brimmed with an overflowing spirit. The child who ran like a raging fire with the mononoke. And above all, the noble and beloved princess of his first love. Even though Fatima herself was right there in front of him, for some reason, his eyes were drawn more to the small girl next to her than to the princess. The girl in his memories had golden hair and golden eyes. But the grown up Princess Fatima had lost her honey colored eyes, and they were now an amber color, as if a little milk had been added. The spirit that had been overflowing to the point of bursting was also gone, and there was not a trace of her former atmosphere in her calm and composed figure. She had forgotten the past and was living in the present.

...She does not remember me either.

An indescribable emptiness passed through Ralphrate’s chest.

But that was fine. It was because she had forgotten him that he was who he was now. The closest aide to her brother, His Highness Theodore. After the tea party for the baptism ceremony, a letter had arrived for Ralphrate from Theodore. It was a request to serve as his attendant. After some hesitation, Ralph accepted. As the heir to a count's family, it was an unexpected piece of good fortune. He had originally been visiting the castle with such intentions. Eighty percent of the reason was to be near the princess. But she, having lost her memories, did not remember Ralphrate either. The faint love that had sprouted in his heart had also dissipated, and he had lost his vision for the future. For Ralph, who had lost his purpose and couldn't think of anything, Theodore's invitation was a godsend. He became his official aide after graduating from the academy and had been serving him ever since. Until Theodore graduated, he had served mainly at the academy. Most of the students at the noble academy lived in dorms or boarding houses. This was because the academy city and the royal capital were a two hour one way trip apart. The royals could use the teleportation device to travel in an instant, but ordinary nobles could not. This was because ordinary nobles could not use the teleportation device, which required a vast amount of magical power. It was a device that only the royals, with their exceptionally large amount of magical power, could use. That device, which could not be operated without one's own magical power, could only be used by royalty or the head magician of the Magician's Division.

That is why everyone was stunned.

At the twins who appeared with the royal children. This meant that those small children possessed an amount of magical power comparable to that of royalty. Oblivious to the surrounding students who were staring at them with many questions in their eyes, the said twins were walking side by side in a friendly manner. The children had very similar faces. The girl had black hair and jade green eyes. The boy had dark brown hair and black eyes. Despite their un noble like eye colors, it was clear that their magical power was considerable.

When he passed by the two of them.

Ralphrate saw something nostalgic.

No, he felt it.

The sweet breeze that he could not forget even if he tried.

The embers of a love he had drowned in long ago. A warm magical power, like a lantern glowing faintly. What Ralph did not understand at the time was the golden wave of magical power. Even now, he did not understand it. But Ralphrate felt the nostalgic magical power he remembered so clearly from the black haired girl.

"Young lady?"

"Yes?"

The cute girl turned around in a flash.

In that instant, Ralphrate had a dream.

A memory that was not so old, but old for him.

"Are you the Little One?"

"Yes?"

Their first meeting, so disastrous it could be called an embarrassing past.

For some reason, memories of that person came to him one after another.

It was a pointless heartbreak.

Ralphrate shook his head lightly, his eyes softening with a sad look.

"No, my apologies. You just resembled someone I know."

A new love story did not begin.

Ralphrate was now seventeen. There was a ten year age difference between him and the girl before him. How could he see her as a romantic interest? For the two of them, who were just passing by, no new development occurred. Except for Theodore, who was sweating cold in his heart.

...No way, right? He didn't notice, did he?

The Little One did not know.

About the unbelievably indomitable love. Despite having no common features in appearance or age, Ralphrate had noticed the Little One’s true nature. It would be a while before Ralph, who continued to be concerned about the Little One for one reason or another, would see through the girl’s identity. However, the current Ralphrate had no way of knowing that he would once again cry over a broken heart upon learning that the Little One already had a formidable fiancé.

A toast to the Little One’s continuing merry life, and to the people who are swayed by her.♪
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			Doodles. The Incorrigible Bunch

			"You know, it’s not that I mind, really."

"...Hm?"

This was the Count’s residence.

Since Drago absolutely refused to permit her to go out without an escort, Romel and Chihiro’s trysts were exclusively confined to her home. Still, Romel wanted to see Chihiro, so he eagerly and frequently visited her at the Little One’s room, which had changed considerably since they began interacting with Kilfan.

There was the chabudai and nando she had been fond of in her past life as Fatima. Thick floor cushions and a pot wagon bearing a magic kettle. A small stand with hikido and hikidashi was an excellent piece, capable of storing yunomi, a kyusu, ochappa, chagashi, and more. Best of all, it kept everything within arm’s reach. It was a convenient tool that allowed one to prepare tea with one hand while remaining seated. Chihiro's room was overflowing with these and various other Kilfan products. The two had been relaxing there, enjoying a tranquil autumn day, a perfect koharubiyori. When he saw the well fed Little One begin to nod off, Romel gently shifted his body and guided her head onto his lap. It was their usual pattern. When she was with Romel, Chihiro would fall asleep right away. His gaze held a hint of disappointment. The cute fiancée lay on her side, her breathing soft and even. With a sweet smile of utter contentment, he gazed down at Chihiro.

Leaning back against his floor chair, Romel felt a profound sense of relief that her tumultuous life had finally settled down. There had been plenty of incidents since then, but she had kicked them all aside herself. Now that they could welcome an ordinary day like this, he was truly at ease.

But he couldn't let his guard down. The people who had been Chihiro's enemies had been eliminated, but in their place, a different sort of individual, not quite an enemy, had risen to prominence. He closed his eyes, and the sight returned to him. A scene he could never forget, no matter how he tried.

It was the night of Chihiro’s coming of age ceremony. In the royal palace courtyard, Prince Marrow knelt before her, begging for her love.

"It does not have to be now. Just keep me in a corner of your heart. Should anything happen, I will help you with all my strength. So please, think of me, even just a little."

Marrow’s eyes held a faint glimmer of passion as he pressed a kiss to the back of the Little One’s hand. Seeing it, Romel’s chest stirred with a disquieting feeling. He made no effort to hide the grim shadow in his eyes as he strode quickly into the courtyard, but then Chihiro’s voice reached his ears.

"I think you’ve got strange taste... You can’t handle me, y’know. Being a caged bird isn’t my thing."

Romel’s eyes widened, and he stopped dead in his tracks.

"I would not commit such a graceless act as to cage you, either. You should be free."

"Hmm? Well, you probably wouldn’t get it. Romel and I are comrades, see. We can walk at the same eye level, at the same pace... Just as he wants to protect me, I want to protect him. ...When it comes down to it, we’ll face hardship back to back. I’d rather not live a life of just being protected, you know?"

"I would too!"

As Marrow stood up with a sincere expression, Chihiro returned a cynical smile. Marrow saw something nostalgic in her narrowed eyes and raised eyebrow, and he was lost for words.

"I don’t want to protect you. Nor do I want to spoil you. That kind of affection isn’t based on logic, you know."

"..."

Seemingly unable to grasp the meaning of her words, Marrow clenched his jaw slightly. But he sensed what she meant.

"So, you are saying you cannot love me?"

"Yup. My capacity for affection is pretty small. I use it all up on Romel. Got nothing left to spare for anyone else."

The Little One grinned with deep meaning.

*Ah, I knew it.* This was the kind of creature she was. At first glance, she seemed simple and easy to manage, but in reality, she was a terrifyingly cunning girl. She would even use her own appearance to her advantage, luring her opponents into letting their guard down before mercilessly tearing them apart. But…

Looking up, Marrow gazed at the one and only girl.

"I do not need to be loved. At the very least, I should not be hated. I do not mind if you only use me. I want to remain in this position."

Even if his love was unrequited, Marrow declared that he wanted to remain her friend. Was he being noble, or just stubborn? Chihiro gave him an exasperated glance and shrugged her shoulders as if to say, *oh, honestly*.

"You really do have strange taste."

"...Not really, you know?"

Marrow and the Little One followed the voice that seemed to come from nowhere and found Theodore standing by the hedges on the palace side. He wore a faint, placid smile and looked back and forth between the two with a calm expression.

"Doing this here... You are quite the hero, Prince Marrow."

Behind Theodore was the palace terrace. There were stairs and a short distance from there to here. Though the main hall was noisy with a large crowd, it was a position where a sharp eyed person could spot them. Understanding the meaning behind Theodore’s words, Marrow looked displeased but wore a defiant expression.

"...I have decided to have regrets only after I have tried everything I can."

"I see."

Suppressing a small laugh that rose from his throat, Theodore also took Chihiro’s hand and knelt solemnly. His gaze was just as fervent as Marrow’s, if not more so.

As his eyes openly brimmed with passion, the Little One exposed her gums in a wide grin for what felt like the umpteenth time that night.

"This feels incredibly derivative. But I’ll tell you how I feel, just in case, okay? ...There are more people than you can count who are hoping for a lucky break. So be careful, alright?"

"Including you, Theo?"

"Of course."

Theodore smiled like a blossoming flower. Chihiro sighed and looked up at the heavens with a dubious expression. There were the Mansion Fairies, who had chosen Sasha as their master in the past and still wanted to be used by her. Though the root cause was different, the two young men before her exuded the same atmosphere. Infinite affection. Boundless goodwill. The sticky obsession shown by someone who has fallen into a rabbit hole. This sort of thing was not based on logic, either.

Persuasion would be useless. But such feelings were like a fever. One day, they might suddenly cool down.

Chihiro clearly remembered a friend from her second past life on Earth who had become obsessed with a streamer and gone off the deep end. One day, the friend had suddenly returned to their senses and was horrified with regret over the amount of money they had squandered on Spacha and merchandise. No matter the object of affection, whether it was love, admiration, or respect, the state of being blindly engrossed with a fluttering heart was all the same. The admiration that he and the people of Frontier currently felt for Chihiro was simply the lingering excitement of having witnessed the battle with the gods. That was what the Little One believed.

"Well, do as you please. My one and only is Romel. It would be good if you just remembered that."

She cut down the two young men's faint hopes with a single stroke and, turning with a flourish of her flower like dress, looked at Romel. Even before Marrow and Theodore’s gazes turned resentfully behind her, she had sensed the presence of her beloved fiancé. A tingling magic clung to the nape of her neck as if to torment it. That magic, colored with jealousy, was pleasant to Chihiro.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Romel♪"

"Ah... No."

His face blank with displeasure, he powerlessly caught the Little One as she ran to him. Then, he glanced at the two young men. Their magic was quietly bubbling. The eerie flickering, like a blue flame, conveyed Marrow and Theodore’s feelings to Romel with crushing weight.

*I will take her from you*... is what they said.

*Fiancé? The Little One’s one and only? So what? A twenty year age gap is significant. Eventually, you will leave her behind and die. We will wait until then. Even if not until then, if you show a weakness, we will take her. Giving up is not an option. No matter how many years we wait, no matter how old we get, as long as we can be by her side in the end, that is all that matters.*

That was what their sharp gazes, unique to the young, brutally conveyed.

Faced with the ferocious, glittering smiles of the two, Romel, uncharacteristically, felt a shiver of cold run down his spine. If this were politics or the battlefield, he would not flinch. In fact, he would counterattack with double the force. However, it was a different story when their target was the Little One. The girl in his arms was too dazzling for him, a man about to turn forty. A treasure that could not be replaced by anything. The two young men were a better match for Chihiro than someone like him.

And yet...

Romel held the girl in his arms tighter. The delicate movement of his fingers was as if he were handling something fragile. Chihiro had chosen him. Not anyone else, but Romel. ...If that was the case, he would meet them head on with all his might.

*Ah, that's right.* Throughout history, it has been said that in love and war, one does not choose their means. In this world, there is nothing absolute besides death. It is natural for a person's heart to change. Marrow and Theodore were likely thinking the same thing. The corners of their mouths twisted defiantly. Glancing at their unevenly raised lips, Romel escorted the Little One toward the palace hall.

*I will never give her to you. As long as she wants me... No, even if she does not, I will not let her go. I will strive, and I will make her turn to me again and again.*

His long association with the Little One had fostered an indomitable fighting spirit and perseverance. He could give up when he was dead. The men who had it hammered into them to just act and struggle, no matter what, would demonstrate this in troublesome ways as well.

"Chihiro, would you like to go to the Castle of Sweets? I hear the irises in the forest park are at their best."

Marrow used the Honeybee Carriages stationed in various countries to visit Frontier casually. True to his word, he seemed to be settling into the position of a friend while still trying to woo the Little One.

"The fruit trees here are magnificent. Was it Hakuo? Please share some of the peaches with me."

It was within the same royal palace. Theodore, who usually assisted Wilfe, had incorporated Count George's residence into his walking route during breaks. Even knowing it was an impregnable fortress, he still whispered sweet, alluring nothings to the Little One.

There were many other royals and nobles who showed their interest. Even Romel, who drove away such insolent fellows, could only sigh at the remarkable proactiveness of these two.

As he pondered such trivial things, Romel savored a moment of bliss in the autumn sunlight. The girl dozed, leaning against him. Romel gently stroked the Little One’s head, his eyes narrowing at the feel of her soft hair.

Their trysts had now become a daily routine.

One day, as his mind wrestled with all sorts of conflicts, Romel was informed of a shocking fact by Sasha and Dorfen, who were watching over the pair's quiet repose.

Ever since coming of age, the Little One only ever dozed off when she was by his side. She never did it anywhere else, and if she did, it was only in her own room with the door locked.

"She must feel completely at ease. I am so glad that the young mistress, who leads such a busy life, has a place where she can relax."

"...Though I do feel a little lonely. I miss the days when she would sleep in my arms."

As the two, holding their own children, smiled at him with a warm, knowing gaze, Romel's vision blurred with tears of gratitude.

*Ah... really, now... Why are you...*

It was a charming sight to see him turn on his heel in front of Sasha and Dorfen and dash around the royal palace in search of his beloved fiancée.

Regardless of the process, only happiness was in store for the Little One. She was an unwitting, supreme, naturally invincible wild boar of a girl, who had even managed to beguile the cunning Romel.

Brushing aside the bothersome attachments of those around her with a flick of her hand, the Little One continues to forge her own path today♪
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			"..."

Romel stood frozen, at a loss for words. Before him was the Little One, escorted by Drago. Her pure white dress stood out against the red carpet.

A red accent color peeked out modestly from the shiromuku, which was reminiscent of a cotton bridal hood. It was not a conventional shiromuku, but one that had been modified into a Western style, lavishly adorned with lace and frills. The East-West blend shiromuku was decorated with flowers and butterflies made of braided cord craft on the hem and collar. The dress, embellished with these elegant touches, was divinely beautiful. Stunned, Romel gazed at her, utterly entranced. Looking up at him, the Little One smiled faintly and held out her hand. Seeing the crimson lipstick on her thin lips, Romel felt a heavy, aching sensation in his lower body.

*I suppose it’s a man’s nature but... Calm down, me! This is just the beginning, it's just the prelude! We still have the ceremony, the parade, and even the reception! And on top of that, the evening ball... I agree that I want to ditch it all and run off with Chihiro, but calm down!*

Romel tensed his face, which looked ready to crumble at any moment, while counting prime numbers as he had learned from the twins.

This was Chihiro in all her wedding glory, a sight he had seen in his dreams. Romel was not so composed as to be unmoved by it. Still, he had duties to perform. And yet, before his eyes was the Bear in the Kitchen, holding back a flood of tears with his entire body. Tears dripped down as his mustache quivered, and he swallowed his sobs.

Taking the Little One from Drago’s trembling hand, the two stood before the bishop. The bishop recited a short blessing in a clear voice, then asked the couple before him about their eternal love.

"...Eternal?"

*Huh?* Romel stared, shocked at the displeased look on Chihiro’s face, and waved his hands in a fluster.

"Wait, Chihiro? Just this part, just for this part! Okay?"

With a reluctant squint, his cute bride put on a superficial smile for him. He couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across his face. The invited guests, witnessing the extremely rare sight of Romel beaming, also couldn't help but smile warmly. Romel knew painfully well what the Little One wanted to say, but it was just for a moment. As he earnestly prayed for her to endure just a little longer, the unexpected happened, as is the Little One’s quality. Normally, after the two had pledged their eternal love, the priests and magicians would offer up their magic, and a golden blessing from the gods who accepted the covenant should have occurred. ...But, contrary to everyone’s expectations, nothing happened.

"...Did you not make a covenant?"

"I heard that you received a blessing at your engagement ceremony..."

"To not have the gods’ blessing... Romel, did you do something?"

His Majesty the King shot to his feet with a clatter.

There are two conditions under which a covenant can be broken.

One is to transfer one’s affection to another. This is not uncommon. Just as there are people called fickle, there are cases where the object of one’s lust is not limited to a single person. This would be true for the majority of men. Otherwise, a profession such as a prostitute would not exist. There are many who drown themselves in the company of such beautiful women, who sell their charms to give men a night of dreams. But well, in the end, it is a fleeting dream. It is rare for someone to become serious. However, this is a pure betrayal of one’s betrothed. The gods do not overlook it, and the covenant is mercilessly broken. Naturally, no blessing is given even after the wedding ceremony.

And then comes the divine punishment.

It is usually half magic. The amount of magical power one is born with is drastically reduced. The greater the magical power of the royalty and nobility, the greater the damage from this divine punishment. Thinking *it can’t be*, Romel circulated the magical power within his body. He was relieved to find it unchanged, but on the other hand, he was preoccupied with the lack of a blessing.

*Not being blessed by the Twin Gods... Am I not welcome? Does this mean I am not worthy of Chihiro?*

A cold sensation slithered through the pit of his stomach. A sense of urgency, wondering what went wrong, turned into anxiety and slowly crept up his spine.

...Then, after a moment's pause, the doors of the Cathedral swung wide open. The guests and Romel, startled, all turned around at once. What they saw were the Lords of each forest. Several of them, lined up in a row, stepped into the Cathedral.

"Did we make it in time?"

"It seems so... Ah, I’m exhausted."

"Hey, this is just the beginning, you know?"

The Little One was also flabbergasted by the familiar monsters chattering away.

"Ragon... Olga? Everyone else too... What’s going on?"

As Chihiro rushed over to them, the monsters from various lands smiled faintly.

"The Twin Gods, you see? They visited us in a dream. They said they didn’t have enough power and wanted to borrow some."

"Indeed, indeed. It seems human magic alone cannot fill the world."

"We also wanted to see the King's bride in her wedding dress, so we answered the summons and came."

*.....The world?*

With that, Olga and the others, who seemed to know the situation, called out to Merda and the others and released a thunderous amount of magic. A swirling, crazed vortex of magic. Just as it seemed to vanish, a solemn melody resonated throughout the world. A clear tone, as if striking glass. And then a golden blizzard danced, enveloping the church itself. The monsters pushed the backs of the stunned Chihiro and Romel, urging them out of the Cathedral.

"Eh?! Eeeeh?!"

Outside, a golden magical snowstorm was raging, and beams of light like an angel's ladder were descending everywhere. The bands of light swayed with the flow of the clouds, occasionally intertwining.

"...Resonance, I believe. How nostalgic."

"This is it?"

The historical moment she had missed when she was abducted to the central forest during her previous pilgrimage. The Twin Gods, wanting to recreate it for her, had asked the monsters for the magic they would need.

Romel was not the only one who was dumbfounded. Not only the invited guests, but the entire world was in an uproar over the sudden and unusual situation.

"It’s beautiful... They say it’s an o-shugi from the Twin Gods. Isn’t that wonderful, Romel?"

"An o-shugi... This is close to a cataclysm, isn’t it? It’s not a bad omen, but... I bet every country is in a huge panic right now, aren’t they?"

The Little One looked up at her husband, whose wry smile was fading, and chuckled plumply.

"Well, someone will figure it out, I bet... Foster Father, probably."

"Me?!"

His Majesty the King whirled around.

"...And you too, Romel. Good luck♪"

"Me?!"

Ignoring the startled Romel, Chihiro laughed cheerfully.

Amidst all these people, only Drago and Sakura had their eyes narrowed with a look of poignant emotion.

"You... could it be?"

"Yes, that too might have been someone’s blessing."

That day, when they visited Pandæmonium and paid their respects at the graves. The two of them remembered the pillar of light that had appeared in the sky.

Suddenly, an indescribable loneliness and sadness coursed through Drago. He then hoisted his beloved daughter onto his shoulder and dashed outside.

"I’m not giving my daughter away to be a bride!!"

"""Eeeeeh?!"""

The Knight Order and Romel chased after the fleeing Drago, trying to catch him. Of course, with their magical prowess, Drago was quickly captured. But from that point on, he couldn't stop crying, and the Bear in the Kitchen continued to weep and wail. Perhaps it was contagious, because His Majesty the King, with a sullen face, did not offer any words of congratulations. The wedding of the two, who had received an extraordinary blessing from the Twin Gods, ended in utter chaos.

This, too, was the Little One’s quality.

Romel, holding the bride who was laughing from the bottom of her heart, was in a dreamlike state, his tolerance for trouble now severe.

Later, it was a given that the Frontier Royal Palace would struggle with inquiries and complaints from various countries.

Showering the world with blessings, their fairy tale continues♪
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			"It's not about 'what happened,' it's about 'what are you going to do'!"

"What to do..."

Muttering the words Chihiro had yelled at him, Katsumi slowly sat up.

This was a small island on the edge of the so called Kilfan Empire. And sleeping here in a neat row was the Frontier Knight Order. They were relaxing on thick shelf mats with the Little One nestled between them.

The tarp stretched above them was double layered. The first layer blocked the sunlight, while the damp sea breeze passing between the first and second layers prevented the temperature from rising. Thanks to this, the deep shade they cast softened the characteristic heat of the tropics. Furthermore, the monsters wandering around them had created a barrier around the Frontier Knight Order, generating a cool breeze using the heat of vaporization, lulling the Little One’s party into a peaceful sleep.

...Well, well, well.

He had been told that the demons called the Lords' Kin possessed intelligence and rarely attacked people, but this was beyond not attacking. The wandering monsters were diligently taking care of the people, working just like attendants. This, too, was because the Little One was a being known as the Golden King.

When he first heard that, Katsumi had thought Chihiro had been granted cheat like powers by the gods, and he had been deeply resentful. He couldn't help but be envious of the little girl who could command monsters and fly through the sky. He was jealous of the people of the Frontier Knight Order who could use magic. *And yet the Twin Gods gave me no power at all...* he thought.

But, upon listening more closely, he learned he was wrong.

Magic was a power that had originally existed in the world of Arcadia. The countries other than Frontier had simply lost it in the past due to their foolish actions. The Golden King was not something special either. It was a rare existence, yes, but it was nothing more than one of the principles of Frontier, etched into history since the birth of humanity. In fact, the little girl was just an ordinary person who happened to possess modern knowledge. If anything, Katsumi himself had more specialized knowledge about various things.

She was just an Earthling who happened to be born into royalty. And that royal family just happened to be a lineage that could produce the Golden King, who ruled over monsters. There was no cheat ability given to her anywhere. On the contrary, the Little One, who was only three years old and had not yet received her baptism, couldn't even use the ordinary magic that any Frontier citizen should be able to. Considering that, Katsumi, who had come to Kilfan and demonstrated various technologies, had been using cheats far more.

...Though the results were disastrous.

"Ugh..."

Tormented by the remnants of regret, he buried his face in the honeybee he was hugging.

Katsumi had thought he had done something irreparable. The mercilessly ravaged coral reef of the sea forest. The fact that it was in Frontier's waters. Furthermore, the reality that the Lord's child had been kidnapped and was on the verge of dying from magical depletion.

It was as if Katsumi had a hand in all of it. An irreparable sin committed by his ignorant self.

Katsumi, who was sobbing as he dwelled on his own foolishness, would later learn the true nature of the creature known as the Little One.

Screaming that nothing is irreparable except death, she would drag Katsumi up and put him to work.

"I don’t have time to let you wallow in regret! If you’ve got the energy for that, then get to work!!"

Chased around and hurried by the little girl, the current Katsumi did not know of the happy future that awaited him, working for the sake of the new Kilfan. The dream of another world he once held was mercilessly shattered and withered, but in the near future, not now, that dream would swell greatly and bloom into a magnificent flower.

If you don't give up, your dreams will come true.

The Little One, who diligently and unconsciously mends the great wounds that have been mercilessly torn open.

With a golden needle and thread in her heart, the little girl intentionally involves those around her and runs around today to mend the world♪
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			"...So this is washoku."

In the Pandæmonium kitchen, Adonis looked at the dishes and cooking utensils he had never seen before with great curiosity.

Dashi and nerimono, hikigiri and sogigiri, they were all things he was seeing and hearing for the first time. Not to mention the knives and ladles, there were even several types of oroshigane alone. Adonis's eyes widened when he heard that specialized tools were made for each purpose.

"If you don’t cut it in one stroke, the cells on the surface will be crushed, and the texture will be poor. Texture is directly linked to taste..."

The chef in charge of sashimi explained.

"Like this, you stick it onto a board or a stick, then grill or steam it. The ingredient? It’s grated fish."

This was a craftsman in charge of nerimono. He was working silently in a secluded area.

"Unlike other things, it’s difficult to grill in large quantities, so for large groups, we use Oisoyaki. It’s a method where you just sear fish that has been cooked in hot water."

This was the yakikata, who was quickly skewering fish while holding several iron skewers between his fingers.

Unlike the royal palace, Pandæmonium had craftsmen in charge of each specific task. The royal palace also had staff in charge of each dish, but it was more common for them to handle various cooking tasks concurrently. Whoever was free would assist where help was needed. But this place seemed different, with each section having its own dedicated kitchen space. A large kitchen was connected to multiple small rooms, and various things were brought in from here and there.

Adonis didn't know it, but the connecting small rooms were artisan rooms. They were rooms for making processed goods like nerimono. Beyond them were seasoning storehouses for brewing and distillation, where many people were coming and going. Since he was unaware of these internal workings, to him, everyone looked like a chef from the kitchen.

"I think a clean cut is important, but does the way you cut it really make that much of a difference?"

Adonis stared intently at the chef's hands. He was also amazed by the knife. The knife there was like a sharpened butchering knife. There were several types lined up, and they were used differently according to their purpose.

"I’m not familiar with the inner workings of the Frontier Royal Palace, but don’t you do things like mentori for vegetables?"

When this was mentioned, Adonis remembered mentori, the technique of rounding the corners of vegetables. The texture in the mouth is completely different with and without corners. It also prevents the vegetables from falling apart during cooking, resulting in a beautifully finished dish.

*Is it the same as that?*

Adonis nodded in understanding. Though their fields were different, they were both chefs. He was a quick study.

"The proof is in the pudding. Please try this and this."

With that, the itamae who had been cutting sashimi placed two plates in front of him, one with sashimi beautifully sliced with a specialized knife, and the other with sashimi cut with a regular knife. They didn’t look very different.

Adonis nodded and tasted them with some condiments to compare.

He was a chef. The result was obvious.

"...It’s different. Completely different."

Adonis unconsciously covered his mouth and stared at the two plates. The one cut with the specialized knife clung to his tongue, conveying its deliciousness without reservation. Conversely, the one cut with the regular knife had a mealy texture. It wasn’t bad, but it seemed like a completely different thing. As soon as he confirmed the taste, Adonis realized that even the appearance, which he had thought was not so different, was completely different. The sashimi correctly cut with the specialized knife had a surface that glistened like a jewel.

"It makes this much of a difference..."

"Each ingredient has a cooking method and tools that suit it. I believe it is the duty of a chef to bring out the best in them."

The itamae smiled at the stunned Adonis.

And so, the chef who would be called a genius in Frontier's history was born.

Adonis, who had been exposed to the principles of washoku at Pandæmonium, became a chef who was particularly meticulous about his tools and cooking methods, and the dishes born from his meticulousness would leave behind numerous legends. As is common for those who get involved with the Little One, Adonis, who strove with all his heart to please her, made his god given talent blossom.

Adonis, who later succeeded Drago and became the Royal Head Chef, was given the nickname "Little One’s Chef."

The episodes of the Little One's secret maneuvering behind the scenes of his legendary cooking would, as usual, remain unknown to anyone♪
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			"That is why I am saying that the young mistress is fine as she is!"

"But, as the daughter of a nobleman!"

Sasha and Dorfen argued vociferously.

Even within the Baron George family, which had a strong commoner temperament, Naya, who was used to serving as a former slave, and Dorfen, a nobleman to the core, were frantically trying to raise Chihiro into a proper lady. However, the head of the family, Drago, and Sasha, who had served Drago as a maid from a young age, advised the former two that it was best for people to be as they are.

"I was originally a commoner. It wouldn’t matter if Chihiro was just a little more than that."

"Indeed. The young mistress is clever and adorable enough. Nothing more is necessary."

Naya and Dorfen directly opposed the two who declared this.

"It is precisely because she is clever that we must educate her. If we finish now, she can live the rest of her life with ease. They say it is better to learn by doing, but if you neglect the basics, you will learn nothing."

"Indeed. Naya-dono is correct. The nobility is a world where you are ridiculed if you are incompetent. If you are thinking of Chihiro-sama's well being, it is best to start now."

Pressed by Dorfen's impassioned speech, Drago also stroked his beard thoughtfully.

The aristocratic society was bound by conventions. Drago had learned etiquette on his own after entering the castle as a royal chef. It was part of the job. If one was to work in high society, one could not afford to make the noble customers uncomfortable. Therefore, he had acquired a high level of deportment. It was still very useful to him now that he had been ennobled. His own experience supported the correctness of Dorfen's words.

The world is a harsh place. His beloved daughter was too young to receive its baptism. But Chihiro, who had become a member of the royal family, would be thrown into the filth of the world whether she liked it or not. Drago agonized, torn between the desire to arm her as much as possible and the parental desire to let her live more leisurely and carefree. Glancing at Drago, Dorfen glared at Sasha with his sharp eyes.

"You may not know this, but the upper class is not so lenient. Moreover, Chihiro-sama is royalty. She is the King of Kings, the Golden Queen. She is not someone who can get away with being as ignorant as an ordinary child."

As Dorfen repeatedly said *you may not know*, Sasha clenched her jaw tightly. She was a child who had been abducted from a distant country. She was sold to slave traders but was lucky enough to be rescued by the Frontier Knight Order and came to Frontier. There, she was again lucky enough to be hired as a servant by Drago and had been living peacefully without ever coming into contact with the injustices of the world. Sasha felt as if she had been sharply cut by his words. That she, protected by Drago and taught by Naya, living in a lukewarm water like existence, would not understand. That she should not utter such carefree nonsense. She felt such implications in every turn of Dorfen's words.

But that was reading too much into it.

She would later find out that Dorfen, while being the foremost warrior of the knight order, was also the foremost musclehead. Although he had the knowledge and education of a marquis's son, he was severely lacking in the emotional capacity to consider a woman's feelings. That was why his words were so unguarded, and he spoke so bluntly.

Sasha, who did not know his nature, frowned in frustration when she saw that even Drago was beginning to lean toward Dorfen's words. Chihiro entered the reception room, which was filled with a heavy atmosphere, leading Pochiko-san. And seeing Sasha, who looked as if she was about to cry, her face openly contorted with anger.

"What? Are you all bullying Sasha? Even you, Daddy?"

The gazes of the members, who heard the unexpected cry, gathered on the Little One.

"No, we weren’t bullying her..."

Naya and Drago nodded at the flustered Dorfen and explained to Chihiro. Hearing their story, the Little One's fury rapidly subsided.

"Oh. Is that all? Thank you, Sasha. I’ll be okay, y’know."

The Little One grinned and clung to Sasha's leg.

"No matter what kind of life you live, there are always ties. If you want to enjoy the luxury of being a noble, you have to follow the customs, too. It’s an equal exchange, y’see."

The Little One’s explanation, looking up at Sasha, was logical and clear.

*That’s right. No matter what kind of life you lead, there are things you have to do, things you can’t avoid doing. That’s all. It’s a matter of course.*

Sasha blushed with extreme embarrassment.

Hearing it from the Little One like this, she could understand. Naya and Dorfen had been saying the same thing, yet she had been spouting such childish selfishness. How embarrassing. As a noble, it was her duty to learn the customs and etiquette. If she learned them early, she would not have trouble in the future. Strike while the iron is hot. She had even forgotten something as simple as that.

Flushed with shame, Sasha hurriedly excused herself, saying she would go make some tea.

Seeing the troubled, moist light in Dorfen’s eyes as he watched her go in confusion, the Little One smiled a wicked grin.

Love is a fever, and the trigger is a trivial thing. Who’s little branch will the cute little bird released tonight sleep on?

Dorfen and Sasha, with Chihiro between them, would become established as having a dog and monkey relationship.

No one yet knows how that will end♪
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			"So this is ‘carbonara’."

"Indeed, Your Highness."

The chef bowed respectfully.

Having heard it was a dish popular in the city, Prince Marcello had obtained the recipe and had the royal chefs make it. The dish was exquisite. He had eaten similar pasta before, but a sprinkle of black pepper transformed it into something completely different. While impressed, Prince Marcello murmured in a tone tinged with exasperation.

"To think that that princess instructed this..."

She was, in every way, an unconventional person.

The prince was lost in thought, truly pondering. The matter of the Lord’s forest, this pasta, she had stirred up a huge whirlwind and then nonchalantly left for Frontier. Leaving a great deal of homework for those of us left behind.

It was only recently that the prince had realized it was homework. As an effect of the revived border forest, the granary of the border village had begun to expand, becoming wider and larger, as if transformed.

An vast field stretching as far as the eye could see.

To create such a magnificent farmland, the border village had put in a tremendous amount of effort. Although they had the help of the Lords, it was, in the end, a desolate wasteland. It would amount to nothing if people did not lend a hand. Their efforts bore fruit, and now the border village provides a large amount of agricultural products throughout Flowers. Perhaps, someday, self-sufficiency would be restored in Flowers as well.

Prince Marcello felt a shiver run down his spine.

What had the Princess of Frontier said at that time?

"Is there a forest in the royal capital?"

...There is not.

But to put it another way, if there was a forest, it would be possible to wait for the arrival of a Lord. Prince Marcello suddenly realized this. Now that the desolate borderlands were turning into a granary, he suddenly understood that it was by no means impossible.

And his face froze in shock.

"...Create a forest? Can it be done? No..."

It is not a matter of can or cannot. It must be done. If you seek something, you must strive to make it a reality. Just like the border village.

A dangerous light, filled with ambition, flashed in Prince Marcello's eyes.

And so began Prince Marcello's efforts to transform the woods north of the royal palace into a forest. He took command himself, repeatedly planting trees while covered in mud and dead leaves. The people around him, watching Prince Marcello spend most of his personal fortune on earthworks day in and day out, worried terribly that he might have lost his mind. Without a glance at his surroundings, he just kept expanding the forest.

A desperation that could be considered foolishly honest.

Sometimes he would stumble and crouch down in despair, other times he would rej