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      Summary of the Previous Volume


      “Could you be my husband, meow?” Kilpha asked me at the guild’s drinking hall one evening.


      Needless to say, I hadn’t been expecting it at all. When I queried why she wanted me to be her husband, she clarified she only needed me to pretend to be her boyfriend-slash-fiancé in order to give her family some peace of mind. Kilpha was one of my dearest friends, so I agreed to her request without a second’s hesitation.


      And so, the two of us—plus Aina and a number of our other friends who’d joined us for various reasons—departed for Kilpha’s hometown of Zudah Village, situated in the Dura Forest. This was set to be her first time back home in seven years, and at the time, I really thought we would simply go and pay our respects to Kilpha’s family, spend a couple of days in the cat-sìths’ village, then head back to Ninoritch. But all of a sudden, a cat-sìth claiming to be Kilpha’s fiancé showed up, and everything started going downhill. It turned out that Kilpha had been betrothed to this man since before she was even born, and breaking off their engagement was the main reason she had asked me to pretend to be her fiancé.


      And if that wasn’t a big enough mess already, we also learned that conditions had worsened considerably for the beastfolk residing in the Dura Forest in the seven years since Kilpha had left. The forest was under the control of the city-state of Orvil, a bustling trading hub on the border of the Giruam Kingdom, and ever since the new king of Orvil ascended to the throne, the beastfolk had found themselves paying massive taxes as well as being heavily discriminated against. To make matters worse, a pack of ogres had moved into the forest, and without any money to feed themselves, the beastfolk wouldn’t have the strength to fight them off if the monsters attacked their villages.


      “You just have to agree to become my wife. If you do, I promise I’ll keep on protecting Zudah Village,” Sajiri had said to Kilpha.


      I could tell Kilpha was seriously considering taking him up on the offer, and I tried everything in my power to convince her against such a course of action, repeatedly assuring her that we’d find a way to save her village together. But in the end, she decided to move back to Zudah Village and marry Sajiri. With most of the forest’s resources depleted, it was near on impossible for the cat-sìths to gather the food they needed by themselves any longer, and not only that, but all of the village’s hunters had left to find work in Orvil, leaving the village pretty much defenseless. If the ogres were to attack again, it was unlikely any of the cat-sìths would survive. Kilpha had seen what hunger had done to the bearfolk with her own eyes. She had witnessed the destruction of the apefolk’s village wrought by the ogres. Seeing the overwhelming grief and suffering endured by the beastfolk, she must have come to the conclusion that the safest way to save her own brethren from a similar fate was to bite the bullet and marry Sajiri.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep our promise, Shiro, meow,” were the last words she said to me. A stiff smile creased up her face, but it was obvious she was on the verge of tears.


      “Bring it on,” I murmured to myself, more enraged than I had ever been in my life. “Bring it on, Sajiri.”


      That louse was the reason she had been forced to make that face.


      “If no one’s going to help the beastfolk of Dura Forest, then I will,” I promised myself. “I’ll take Kilpha back, no matter what.”


      I would bring her back to Ninoritch without fail.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Returning to Orvil


      “The longtails probably won’t chase us this far out.” Valeria set me down on my feet when she deemed we were far enough away to be safe. “How are you holding up, Shiro?” she asked, her tone tinged with concern.


      Despite running for thirty minutes straight with me on her back, she wasn’t even the slightest bit out of breath, and even had the presence of mind to worry about how I was coping.


      “Not so good, to be totally honest,” I said.


      “Yeah, I can imagine. That scumbag Sajiri stole your fiancée from you, after all.”


      A little over thirty minutes ago, Valeria and I had been chasing Kilpha through the forest to Zudah Village to see what situation she had sprinted headlong into, but when we got there, she informed me to my dismay that she had decided to settle down in her home village and marry Sajiri, who had just saved the place from an ogre raid. Needless to say, he was now a hero in the eyes of the other cat-sìths and they must have been overjoyed when they learned that the daughter of their chieftain had finally agreed to marry him. Then, I blundered in, the hume who wanted to take Kilpha away from them. It really was no wonder that in their eyes, I was simply an obstacle they needed to get rid of. Sensing the cat-sìths’ hostility toward me, Valeria decided our best option was to get the heck out of there, and despite me refusing to budge, she threw me over her shoulder like I was a sack of potatoes and sprinted out of the village. A few of the cat-sìths gave chase, but most likely only to ensure we wouldn’t come back since it hadn’t taken us long to lose them.


      “Still, those longtails sure are stupid if they consider you their enemy,” Valeria said.


      “I’m not blaming them for that. It really only highlights just how badly the humes from Orvil have been treating them this whole time.”


      Valeria raised an eyebrow at this response. “Well, color me surprised. I didn’t think I’d ever hear a hume sticking up for longtails.”


      “It’s not about race,” I said. “When people find themselves backed into a corner, they tend to cling onto whatever little hope they have left, and turn hostile against folk of the same race as their oppressors.”


      Valeria hummed as she considered this.


      “This time around, that ‘little hope’ is Sajiri, and I’m the big bad hume. That’s all there is to it,” I concluded.


      I completely understood why Kilpha had decided to marry Sajiri. She wanted to ensure the cat-sìths wouldn’t die of hunger and that her village wouldn’t be destroyed in an ogre raid, and to prevent those two things from happening, securing help from Nahato Village was an absolute necessity. By sacrificing her dreams and freedom through her decision to marry Sajiri, she felt she could protect her brethren.


      “A noble sacrifice. Unfortunately, I’m not nearly noble enough to let my friend be taken from me without a fight,” I muttered, my harsh tone surprising even myself.


      Valeria must have sensed my anger, for she placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. “If you need help getting Kilpha back, you can count on me,” she assured me.


      “Miss Valeria...” I breathed.


      “I still owe you for saving my village.”


      “You owe me nothing, I promise. Anyway, for now...” I paused and gazed beyond the forest, in the direction of Orvil. “I’d like to be reunited with my other companions.”


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      The two of us made our way back to the apefolk’s village, where we found Duane and Celes waiting for us. We held a memorial service for all of the warriors who had died in the ogre raid, before discussing what we would do next. Since the apefolk’s village had been pretty much leveled in the raid, Valeria decided she would take the survivors to Lugu, which meant we would be parting ways for the time being.


      “Shiro, if you ever need my help, don’t hesitate to come and find me, you hear?” she said to me before leaving. I was incredibly grateful to her for her kindness.


      After that, Duane, Celes, and I made our way back to the Fleeting Banquet, the inn in Orvil that I had reserved a good chunk of. Duane informed me he had booked out the rest of the establishment while I’d been busy wandering from beastfolk village to beastfolk village in the forest, which meant we had the run of the place, and sure enough, when I pushed open the main door, it wasn’t a receptionist who greeted me, but Aina.


      “Mister Shiro, you’re back!” she squealed, throwing herself into my arms as soon as I crossed the threshold.


      I could only assume she must have been spending most of her time in the inn’s dining hall, staring at the door and waiting for my return. Tears welled up in her eyes at the sight of me, which told me the poor thing must have been really worried that something had happened to me out in the forest.


      “Yup, I’m back, Aina,” I said softly.


      “Yeah, you really are,” she mumbled as she wiped away the tears, finally allowing herself to relax now that she knew I was alive and well.


      “Welcome back, master,” Dramom said, joining us.


      “Wewcome back, pa-pa,” Suama babbled happily.


      It seemed the two of them had been hanging around and waiting for me on the first floor too. Just like Aina, they seemed glad I had returned in one piece.


      “Hi, Dramom. It’s good to see you again. You too, Suama. Sorry for making you worry,” I said to the little dragon girl.


      “Ai!” she squealed in response.


      Aina glanced behind me and a confused look flashed across her face when she only saw Duane and Celes there. “Mister Shiro, isn’t Miss Kilpha with you?” she asked, clearly finding her absence odd.


      I didn’t say a word, but my expression must have betrayed me, for the little girl shot me a worried look. “Mister Shiro?” she repeated.


      Since I wasn’t replying to her question, she turned to Celes instead. “Miss Celes, isn’t Miss Kilpha with you?” she asked.


      The demon simply shook her head in silence.


      “Mister Duane, what happened?” Aina probed.


      “It seems like it’s a long story. Miss Celes and I don’t really know the details either,” he replied, a troubled look on his face.


      “I see...” the little girl muttered before looking up at me again. This time, though, she didn’t utter a word. She automatically understood that it was a serious matter and waited for me to speak.


      “Aina, is Shess up in your room?” I asked, deciding against telling her about Kilpha’s situation for the time being.


      “Um, Miss Shess and Miss Luza went for a walk,” she said.


      Shess had apparently claimed that she knew I would return safely. “You worry too much, Aina,” she had said. “This is Amata we’re talking about! He’ll be just fine!”


      But despite her words, it seemed the little princess had been restless, so Luza had suggested going for a walk to calm her nerves a little. A quick glance at the clock told me it was a little before five in the evening, which meant even though the sun wasn’t starting to set just yet, it was almost time for all the alcohol-loving middle-aged men to knock off work, and they’d soon be roaming the streets, crawling from one tavern to the next. And be it in Japan or Ruffaltio, drunkards sure were a pain to deal with. Luza might not have been the brightest bulb in the box, but I was sure that even she would realize that it wasn’t safe for Shess to be roaming around outside at that time of the evening. At least, I hoped she would.


      Just as that thought crossed my mind, Aina added, “I think Shess will be back soon, though. After all, big cities get dangerous at night, right?” It seemed we were on the same wavelength.


      “Yup, they sure do. So unless Luza has lost sight of Shess, the two of them should be getting back any moment now,” I said.


      “If you’re worried about Lady Shess’s well-being, would you like me to go look for her, Shiro?” Duane offered.


      “Master, give me the order and I shall go find her right away,” Dramom also volunteered.


      “You need not bother,” Celes said matter-of-factly. “The hume woman is quite strong. The girl will probably be fine.”


      At that moment, the main door was flung open and in walked Shess and Luza.


      “Aina, I have returned,” the little princess announced.


      Nice timing, I thought. Shess’s footsteps sounded a little louder than usual, as if she were stomping.


      “You won’t believe what I just saw, Aina!” she exclaimed. “This country is awful! They treat beastfolk like slaves here, and—Huh? Amata?” She froze. It seemed the little princess had finally become aware of my presence.


      Her reaction caused a chuckle to escape my lips. “Welcome back, Shess and Luza.”


      Shess quickly snapped out of her confusion. “You took way too long to get back here, Amata!” she berated before rushing over to me. “Aina and I were worried about you! We all were!”


      “Yeah! You absolute moron, Amata!” Luza chided, joining in with the tongue-lashing. “Do you have any idea how much you made the pri—I mean, how much you made my lady worry?”


      “Sorry,” was all I could utter by way of reply, and both Shess and Luza seemed taken aback by my solemn tone.


      “Amata, did something happen? And where’s Kilpha? Didn’t she come back with you?” Shess asked.


      “Is she upstairs? She must have headed up to her room already, right?” Luza speculated.


      The two of them appeared to have finally noticed my total lack of enthusiasm, the troubled look on Aina’s face, and Kilpha’s absence, which explained the barrage of questions they were raining down upon me.


      “Amata, you’d better answer me right this—” Shess started, but I raised my hand to get her to stop.


      I looked at my companions in turn, then finally said, “There’s something I need to talk to all of you about.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: What Happened in the Forest


      We relocated to Shess and Aina’s room because they had a large round table that could seat all of us and was perfect for lengthy discussions.


      “Let’s see...” I murmured. “Where should I start?”


      We all sat down at the table, with Aina on my right, circling around through Shess, Luza, Duane, Celes, and Dramom, before reaching Suama on my left. For a while, no one said a word, because they were all waiting for me to tell them what had happened to Kilpha, but there was simply too much that I wanted to tell them to know where to start. There was everything I’d seen and heard in the forest, the group of ogres we’d defeated, and of course, Kilpha’s decision to stay in her village. I hadn’t really been in the Dura Forest all that long, but a whole lot had happened in that time.


      “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to describe what happened in the forest clearly enough, though,” I mumbled.


      I glanced at Aina and saw that the little girl was staring at me. From the look in her eyes, I could tell she was worried about Kilpha. Guess I’ll start there, then.


      “Okay, I’ll tell you guys what happened to Kilpha first,” I said, composing myself. “So it turned out that the reason she asked me to pretend to be her fiancé was because she didn’t want to marry the man she had been betrothed to by her grandmother.”


      “Betrothed?!” Shess exclaimed. “Kilpha?”


      Being the Giruam Kingdom’s first princess, the word “betrothed” must have struck a nerve with her.


      “Shess, what does ‘betrothed’ mean?” Aina asked.


      “You don’t know? It’s when you’re engaged to someone whom you will marry in the future,” her friend explained.


      Aina gasped. “What? Miss Kilpha’s getting married?!”


      “Wh-Why are you asking me? How would I know?” Shess replied.


      “I wonder what kind of person her future husband is...” Aina mused aloud.


      “Her ‘betrothed,’ not ‘future husband,’” Shess corrected. “And I assume he’s a cat-sìth.”


      The two girls chatted excitedly about Kilpha’s future partner until Aina suddenly seemed to remember something.


      “Wait. Hold on a second. Mister Shiro, did you say Miss Kilpha doesn’t want to marry her ‘betrothed’?” she asked, peering at me with a perplexed look on her face.


      “Yup, that’s what I said. Kilpha’s fiancé is—how should I put it?—a bit rowdy, let’s say. She despises him.”


      When Kilpha initially left Zudah Village, she had promised her grandmother and the other cat-sìths that she would find someone stronger than Sajiri to be her husband. But having known Sajiri her entire life, she knew he wouldn’t stand aside without a fight, meaning he would undoubtedly challenge Kilpha’s prospective husband to a duel, however impressively strong he looked. The problem with that was Sajiri was crazy strong himself and his abilities put him on a par with at least a gold-ranked adventurer, so it went without saying that beating him in a duel would be no easy task, even for the strongest of adventurers. That explained why Kilpha had come up with another plan, asking me—Ninoritch’s resident beanpole—to pretend to be her fiancé in the hopes that my noodle arms would deter Sajiri from fighting me. And as it turned out, it was a winning strategy.


      “At first, Sajiri fully intended to fight me, pouncing on me without even giving me time to react. But when Kilpha told him I was a merchant, he lost all interest in me,” I recounted to my companions. Up until that point, everything had been going exactly according to Kilpha’s plan, but unfortunately, her triumph was short-lived. “We soon found out that the lives of the beastfolk in Dura Forest had changed a lot in the seven years since Kilpha left her village,” I explained.


      When the new king of Orvil ascended to the throne, he implemented drastic policies that greatly affected the beastfolk. They found themselves subjected to higher taxes than humes and were barred from joining the city’s Adventurers’ Guild. Merchants refused to buy furs and pelts from beastfolk hunters unless they agreed to lower their prices considerably, but at the same time, charged exorbitant rates for the grain and medicine the beastfolk needed to survive the winter months.


      “With the merchants forcing them to lower their prices, the beastfolk had to hunt more and more just to break even, but by doing that, they accidentally wiped out nearly the whole of the forest’s monster population, leaving them with nothing left to hunt.”


      “What? Is that true? A forest completely running out of monsters is crazy!” Duane said, shaking his head as if he could hardly believe his ears. “At least, I’ve never heard of anything like that happening in Lord Bashure’s domain.”


      “Neither have I,” Shess piped up. “How about you, Luza?”


      “It’s never happened in my barony either.”


      All three were adamant that nothing like that had ever happened in their territories—or in Duane’s case, in his lord’s territory. In Japan, you often heard about species going extinct due to overhunting, but it seemed in this world, it was largely unheard of (though I hoped the creatures of Dura Forest hadn’t disappeared for good).


      “With no monsters left to hunt in the forest, the beastfolk lost their only method of earning money, and by extension, getting provisions,” I continued. “As a result, the hunters left to look for work in Orvil so they could support their families. It’s been about two years since then and they still haven’t returned.”


      I recounted everything else I’d seen and learned in the forest to my companions: how impoverished and emaciated the beastfolk I had encountered had been; how the Lamentation of the Forest, the Dura Forest’s local disease, had ripped through the villages because the beastfolk were too poor to buy medicine to treat it; how the ogres had moved into the forest as if to rub salt into the beastfolk’s wounds; how Kilpha’s village relied solely on Nahato Village for its continued survival, and so on and so forth. The longer I spoke, the more depressed I grew, and the same was true of my companions. With each passing minute, their expressions grew more and more glum.


      “In the end, Kilpha decided to stay in Zudah Village and...” It took a lot of willpower for me to finish the sentence. “...marry Sajiri in order to protect her people.”


      My companions let out a collective gasp.


      “And that’s it. That’s the gist of what happened,” I said, letting out a sigh.


      As I’d expected, the first person to show a reaction to my story was Aina. “Miss Kilpha...” she mewled as tears pooled in her eyes.


      Shess was next to speak. “I can’t believe it!” she exclaimed. “I thought it was strange that all of the tougher jobs in the city were being performed by beastfolk, but I get it now. And the colosseum... Don’t even get me started on the colosseum! This place is awful to beastfolk! It’s plain wrong!”


      “Please compose yourself, my lady,” Luza interjected, reaching a hand out toward Shess to try and pacify her, which got swatted away.


      “How am I supposed to stay calm in these circumstances?” Shess fumed. “There might be beastfolk dying out there as we speak!” Her face was red with fury.


      “Shess, did you see something out in the city?” I asked.


      “I did. I saw lots of things,” the princess said.


      “Would you tell me about them?”


      “I...” Shess started but seemed lost for words, so Luza picked up the baton.


      “My lady and I took a stroll around the city while we were waiting for you to return, Amata, and what we saw was awful, to say the least.”


      According to Luza, Shess had been extremely restless since Duane and Celes had left the inn to search for me in the forest, so the swordswoman had suggested a walk for a change of pace. After all, there was plenty for tourists to do in Orvil. There were taverns where you could enjoy traditional dishes from surrounding nations while listening to minstrels singing famous tales of heroism, busy marketplaces bustling with merchants selling rare goods from all across the continent, which was the kind of sight you only found in trading hubs, and there was even a colosseum.


      Now, it should be noted that Luza was Shess’s personal guard, and she had spent most of her life devoting herself to improving her swordsmanship in order to protect her lady, so the colosseum—Orvil’s most famous attraction—was a must-see for her. In all honesty, I personally found the idea of taking a nine-year-old to watch people fight each other slightly questionable (that sort of thing seemed a little too, uh, stimulating for kids), but Luza clearly didn’t see any problem with it, and she’d happily led Shess to the colosseum. With her heart beating hard in her chest from the excitement of being in an arena for the first time in her life, the swordswoman had wondered what kind of intense fighting she would get to witness. However, nothing could have possibly prepared her or the princess for the sight that had greeted them when they entered the colosseum.


      “They make beastfolk fight each other to the death in that wretched place,” Shess spat.


      My jaw hit the floor. “What?! Are you serious?”


      The gladiator show Luza and Shess spectated had been in particularly poor taste, because not only had the organizers made two dogfolk fight each other to the death, but according to the announcer, the pair were brothers.


      “That’s definitely not the kind of thing you should have let Shess watch,” I said, frowning.


      “I-I know,” Luza stammered. “My lady tried to barge her way into the arena to stop the fight, so I had to quickly grab her and run out.”


      Shess had apparently tried to climb over the fence surrounding the arena, all the while shouting over and over that the fight was canceled. Luza immediately went to stop her, and when she noticed a guard making his way toward them, she hoicked the little princess into her arms and made a mad dash for the exit.


      “And it’s not just at the colosseum,” Luza continued. “When we were walking through the city, we noticed that all of the tougher jobs were being carried out by beastfolk. Stuff like transporting ridiculously heavy stones from one end of the city to another, or repairing the town walls without a safety rope. We were even told by a passerby that the beastfolk who couldn’t work anymore were tossed aside and left to fend for themselves in the slums.”


      Luza’s tale was so horrifying, I found myself having to cover Suama’s ears halfway through. So that’s how it is here, huh? I reflected. All three of us had borne witness to the terrible conditions the beastfolk from Orvil lived in—me while out in the forest, and Shess and Luza in the city itself.


      “I’ve made up my mind,” Shess announced, suddenly getting up from her seat.


      “Shess?” Aina and I said in unison.


      “My lady?” Luza inquired.


      Shess clenched her little fists. “I am going to make a complaint directly to the king and tell him that he shouldn’t be treating beastfolk this way!”


      Her words were totally outrageous, but the look in her eye showed she was dead serious about it.


      “P-Princess?” Luza squeaked, goggling at Shess. She clearly couldn’t believe her ears either. “Y-You cannot do that, princess! You can’t! You absolutely can’t!”
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      “Don’t try to stop me, Luza. I will go and talk to him, and I really mean it this time!” Shess declared.


      “You can’t, princess! You really—You really can’t!” Luza exclaimed, tears pooling in her eyes.


      Judging by the fact that she had unconsciously switched back to calling Shess by her real title instead of just “my lady,” it was obvious how distraught she was, and I frankly couldn’t blame her. Shess had basically announced that she was planning to head off and insult the king of a neighboring nation. Luza knew that if she didn’t stop her, she might end up losing her position as Shess’s personal guard. Hell, for something that big with all of its potential ramifications, it wouldn’t even surprise me if Shess lost her own title because of it.


      “I’m begging you, princess! Please, please, please don’t go! Please!” Luza sobbed. She was full-on bawling by this point, not caring in the slightest that the rest of us were in the room.


      “Lady Shess, could I please ask you to reconsider?” Duane piped up. Naturally, being the gentleman he was, he didn’t forget to offer his handkerchief to Luza, so she could wipe away her tears.


      Celes had been silent up to this point, but she offered her own thoughts at this juncture too. “Contain yourself, Shessfelia,” she said, admonishing the little girl. “If you act recklessly, you will put Luza’s position in jeopardy. If you truly care about her, you will abandon your course of action.”


      Well, would you look at that? Celes is being sensible for once! I had to admit, I was a little bit moved by just how far she had come.


      “B-But I—” Shess started to argue, but Celes wasn’t having any of it.


      “Keep quiet and listen.”


      A moment later, an unsettling smile was curling the demon’s lips upward. Uh-oh, I thought. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.


      “You can stay here. All Shiro has to do is give the order and I will bring you the king’s head. That should solve all of our problems, should it not?” She turned to me. “What do you think, Shiro? Will you give the order?”


      I just stood there in total shock for a few moments. I had already figured out that Celes was going to say something totally outrageous, but never in a million years would I have guessed that she would actually suggest killing the King of Orvil. Also, why should I be the one to decide whether he lives or not?! I protested in my head.


      “Now, come on, Celes, don’t you think that’s a little too—” I started, but Dramom interrupted me.


      “You are as witless as ever, demon,” she sneered, shaking her head. “Even if you kill this nation’s king, what guarantee is there that the next one will be any better?”


      “Y-Yeah, Dramom’s right!” I agreed. “Even if you did go and kill the king, that might not solve our problems.”


      Celes let out an unimpressed sound. “Well, what say you, then, Immortal Dragon? Do you have a solution?”


      Dramom nodded confidently. “Of course. Master’s issue is that the humes of this city are treating the beastfolk badly. As such, it is quite simple.”


      She stood up, a radiant smile splashed across her face. This doesn’t bode well either, does it?


      “I shall destroy the city in its entirety.”


      Her statement left everyone in the room speechless. Shess, Luza, and Duane seemed particularly flabbergasted, since they didn’t know Dramom as well as the rest of us.


      “Uh, D-Dramom?” I said.


      She either didn’t hear me or didn’t care what I had to say because she blithely continued talking. “I will not let anyone get away with causing grief for my master. Even if I had a god as my opponent, I would find a way to punish them.”


      “Um, Miss Dramom?” Aina said, trying to get her attention, but it was to no avail.


      “And so, I shall kill all of the humes living in this city and purify it so that my master never has to worry again.”


      “Ma-ma?” Suama chirruped, but even she couldn’t interrupt Dramom’s speech.


      “Naturally, I shall also exterminate the cat-sìth who wishes to take Kilpha as his wife, as well as anyone else who dares to stand in my way. I will annihilate everything that has ever caused my master to worry!”


      The more she talked about killing, destroying, and extermination, the more excited she seemed to get. Her cheeks had gone red and she looked like she was itching to make a start on carrying out her proposal.


      “Luza! Stop her!” Shess ordered.


      “P-P-Princess?!” Luza squeaked. “Don’t be unreasonable! This is a dragon we’re talking about here! There’s no way I can stop her!”


      “In that case, you do it, Duane!” the little princess commanded.


      Duane faltered momentarily before a resigned look appeared on his face. “Understood. If it is your wish, my lady, I shall risk my life to stop Miss—”


      “You can’t do that, Mister Duane,” Aina interrupted. “You’ll die.”


      Dramom declaring she would destroy a city or eliminate someone for my sake was pretty much a daily occurrence by this point, but everyone in the room had nonetheless started to panic. Duane, in particular, seemed ready to sacrifice himself in order to stop her.


      “Master, if you give me the order, I shall obliterate the darkness that enshrouds this nation,” Dramom stated, flashing me a brilliant smile. “So what do you say, master? Should I carry out my plan?” she asked. She looked like a kid the night before a school trip.


      My answer was immediate. “Nope.”


      Why did she look so excited by the idea of destroying a country (okay, a city-state, but it was still technically a country) in the first place, anyway?


      “You won’t be doing any destroying today,” I added.


      “None at all?” she said.


      “None at all,” I confirmed.


      Her face dropped. “I understand,” she mumbled dejectedly as she returned to her seat, shoulders slumped. Crisis averted.


      “Celes. Dramom. We’re looking for a solution that doesn’t involve violence. You got that?” I said pointedly.


      “I suppose I do not have a choice. I will bear it in mind,” Celes said.


      “Understood, master,” Dramom murmured.


      With the King of Orvil and the city itself now out of danger, I turned to Shess. “Don’t you go and do anything rash either, Shess,” I said.


      My comment seemed to visibly upset the little princess. “Why shouldn’t I?!” she huffed, her cheeks puffed out in anger.


      She wasn’t about to give up, was she? She had recently started acting in a way that was more befitting of her title, but witnessing how badly the beastfolk were treated in this nation had made her so angry, all reason had been thrown out of the window. Not that I blamed her for that or anything. It had upset me too.


      “I’ve told you before, haven’t I? You’re the princess of the Giruam Kingdom. If you go complaining to the king about the way beastfolk are treated here, it will be taken as an official statement.”


      “I understand that, but—” the young girl tried to argue, but I promptly cut her off.


      “No, I don’t think you do,” I said, shaking my head left and right. I felt a pang of guilt in my chest for scolding a nine-year-old, but you had to be strict with children sometimes for their own good.


      “Now, listen closely,” I said sternly. “If you go yelling at the king, it might sour the relationship between the Giruam Kingdom and Orvil. This would, in turn, have a negative impact on the trade agreement between the two nations, which might cause a number of people to lose their jobs. Worst-case scenario, it might even escalate into a war, and more people would end up dying than if you hadn’t done anything.”


      The little princess gasped. It seemed I had successfully gotten my message across without the need to go into vast amounts of detail. Rolf had once told me that it wasn’t rare in this world for two nations to go to war because one king had been rude to another, and that royalty should be mindful of what they say because of this. Shess was a smart kid, though, meaning she immediately understood that if a war did break out between Orvil and the Giruam Kingdom, Orvil would most definitely be sending beastfolk to the front lines. The little girl hung her head, prompting Aina to start gently rubbing her back.


      “You have to remember that you’re not just Shess. You are Shessfelia Shussel Giruam, the first princess of the Giruam Kingdom, and as such, you have to show some self-restraint,” I said.


      Shess was the kind of kid who rushed headlong into things once her mind was made up, so “self-restraint” wasn’t a concept she was overly familiar with. But as Princess of the Giruam Kingdom, she couldn’t let her feelings get the better of her.


      “What should we do, then?” she asked in a small voice, her shoulders shaking.


      “Shess...” Aina breathed, a pained look on her face in sympathy with her friend.
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