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  Prologue


  If you really think about it long and hard enough, the history of mankind was always connected to the big and vast ocean.


  It was always humanity’s insatiable greed and ambition that drove them to the seas and oceans, to seek new and undiscovered lands that might lay beyond them. Over the course of their long history, humanity developed many different nautical tools and techniques, which eventually allowed them to venture and land on the other side of the distant horizons. But even then, humanity continued to improve through both science and technology, academic knowledge and repeated process of trial and error.


  But at the same time the endless greed and ambition of humanity would eventually put various nations into conflict with one another, for the sole purpose of increasing the prosperity of individual nations.


  The world is never going to be a calm surface of the water without any waves on it. There is always going to be a dark stream of conflict and war distorting that calm surface.


  And it was during those turbulent times that the position of humankind changed drastically and completely due to the appearance of the previously unknown enemy.


  The atypical kind of enemy who emerged from the depths of the oceans all of a sudden, and then would use their full power to sink human ships only to drag the helpless humans underwater, into the far reaches of the dark watery abyss down below.


  —— The “Sirens”.


  Faced with the overwhelming power of foreign invaders, humankind was forced back quickly and lost control of about ninety percent of all the seas and oceans. As a result of that both scientific and technological fields suffered a huge blow and regressed greatly, and the damage to both logistical and economic systems resulted in worsening of the living conditions around the globe.


  Just like that, time was passing for decades.


  In order to regain the glory that humankind once had and to regain this very planet, each of the factions decided to put their differences and grievances aside, creating the largest military coalition the world has ever known called the “Azur Lane”.


  In the beginning, it seemed that Azur Lane was succeeding in repelling the Siren threat. However, full eradication of the previously unknown threat was not possible. And then there was the issue of the philosophical differences between the various camps of the Azur Lane. Those differences slowly led to the battle with the Sirens coming to a standstill. And before long, this has once again developed into the battle between different factions.


  What resulted from the cracks forming across Azur Lane was the creation of four different factions.


  A federation that values scientific research and freedom more than anything else —- the Eagle Union.


  The faction originating from the British Isles, with the longest history of sea voyage, navigation and shipbuilding in the entire world —- Royal Navy.


  And then there is the “Crimson Axis”, the new faction that was created after a split formed in the Azur Lane. One of the members of this new faction was a nation focused on military dictatorship and research of the Siren technology —- the “Iron Blood”.


  Then there is another member of “Crimson Axis” following the Iron Blood’s lead, the mysterious faction shrouded in mist and cherry blossom petals located in the Far East —- The “Sakura Empire”.


  And while there were tensions and conflicts running between the various factions, there was a certain other military port far away from the violent frontlines. 


  This military port gathers the “Shipgirls” under the command of a “Commander”. As for “Shipgirls”, they are a countermeasure against the Siren threat and the product of human science and the Mental Cube, from all faction —— This here is a story of a certain silver-haired girl, a member of Royal Navy and someone who is working as the member of the Royal Maids formation.


  And the name of that shipgirl —— is Belfast.


  Chapter 1: A Bonding Halloween


  The hour was still before dawn, so it was no surprise that the world outside was still shrouded in the veil of darkness to some extent.


  That was actually the very first thing to do on the list of daily routines for the beginning of the day for the Royal Navy’s Maid Corps’ the second ship of the Town Class, Edinburgh Sub-Class Light Cruiser named Belfast.


  Surrounded by mountains on three sides, this area was the section of the Port island where the school managed by a certain faction was located. And located in the north-eastern part of the school’s campus, there was another building, a dormitory, where the young shipgirls of the “Royal Navy” lived their daily lives, ate their meals and went to school to receive education.


  The three-story dormitory was built in the Neo—Gothic style and even had a solitary bell tower erecting from its roof. And to the west of the dormitory, there was the long concrete pier that could be seen, as well as the bridge connecting this area to the central port.


  And it was inside of the Royal Navy’s dormitory that Belfast was walking down the quiet corridor where all the windows were lined with tracery.


  Eventually, Belfast would go down the stairs in the center of the building and arrive at the ground floor, going down another corridor before eventually arriving in front of a large double door located slightly to the south of the staircase.


  […… Oh my?]


  She slowly turned the doorknob –––––– But much to her surprise, the door would not open.


  [It’s way heavier than I would have expected…… And way harder…… That’s troubling……]’


  When she put her whole body against the double door and pushed it with all of her weight, it took her a moment but they eventually started moving forward inch by inch.


  This dormitory was quite large in order to properly accommodate all of the shipgirls who are supposed to live here all at once, but even taking that fact into account, there were still quite a bit of empty rooms to spare.


  Although there was a stained glass in every window that would allow for the daylight to easily pass through into the building, the corridors and the rooms inside of the dormitory were still quite dim, much more than in the other dormitories around the Port island.


  After staring for a moment or two into the distance, the maid directed her gaze towards the lantern that was hanging on the cedar wall just outside of the double door.


  However, the lantern was hanging way higher than the maid was able to reach, way above her head. But since she was always prepared for such an eventuality to occur, she brought out portable stairs that she prepared in advance, and she climbed them up and stretched out her arm in order to reach for the lantern without having to strain her legs too much.


  [And there we go…… Alright, I got it!]


  After getting the lantern from the wall, the maid jumped off the top of the portable stairs, even though she knew that it was dangerous and that she should not really do it, and then she quietly placed the lantern on top of the table.


  Next, the woman gently put her hand inside of the pocket of her maid uniform’s apron.


  Then she started to rummage through the contents of her pocket in search of a matchbox, all the while there was a huge smile blooming on her face. For her, gently lighting up a lantern seemed to be synonymous with being a prim and proper maid who can behave gracefully and elegantly at all times without fail.


  However, the matchbox was nowhere to be found inside of her pocket.


  She thought that it was really strange, and then she put her hand inside of her apron’s pocket once more and started searching. Realizing that the matchbox was not there, there was a small feeling of emptiness that was born inside of her heart. Not to mention that the inside of her pocket was a true mess, since she had a whole lot of small things and thingies there, like extra tea bags and such.


  The movement of her small hand inside of her pocket became gradually more erratic and chaotic, and her cheerful expression was replaced with a huge frown.


  Just when she started to get a little frustrated that she was unable to find what she was looking for, she felt a shape –––––– a single matchbox brushing against the tips of her fingers.


  She immediately latched onto that shape and pulled the match out of her pocket before it managed to elude her further. 


  In that blink of an eye, the match slipped out of her hand with the excess momentum and started to fall down towards the floor.


  [Aahh!]


  The matchbox fell out of her hand and started falling towards the floor while rotating in mid-air,  and the contents that were inside of it were scattered all over the place. She  hurriedly picked them all up one by one and put them back inside of the box.


  [Nothing seems to be going as smoothly as I would like it to today……]


  That action right now might not have been elegant in the slightest, but even so, the young maid proceeded to light the lamp and then she started to walk through the room as if nothing at all happened. 


  There, at the very end of the long and spacious room, there was a single wooden door in the back, and when the young maid inserted the key into the keyhole and opened the door, the kitchen with the scalary integrated into it came into a full view. From the window curtains on the east side of the room, where many cooking utensils and tableware were lined up, there was a bright light that was falling into the room, just before the sun was about to rise over the horizon. It was a truly pretty sight when you were observing it through the window.


  Gently placing the lantern on top of the cooking table, the maid slid her body inside of the curtains that covered the window.


  Staring at the ginkgo trees that could be seen from behind the glass windows, the maid unlocked it with a little pomp and pulled the window up. At that moment, the “silk curtain” softly swelled into the kitchen like a giant balloon would when you would fill it with air.


  After taking a deep breath of the still cold morning air, the maid would look at the birds sitting on the trees and opened her mouth to greet them.


  [Good……]


  […… Good morning.]


  It was then that a certain voice echoed from behind the young maid’s back, and before she was even able to react in any way or turn around, someone placed both of their hands right on top of her shoulders.
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  Surprised, the little maid turned around to find a silver-haired woman wearing an apron standing in the middle of the curtain that was all fluttering up in the gentle morning breeze.


  [Now, this won’t do, I’m afraid. You have to properly extinguish the lantern before you open the window. If it’s a particularly windy day, it can be blown away from the table, and that’s something that we would rather not want to see, am I right?]


  The gentle, and sweet voice as if it was dripping with honey, sounding like the most perfect example of sheer elegance.


  With her hands still being placed on the little maid’s shoulders, she gently warned her about the lantern that was still on the table. The little maid ––– the little Belfast that everyone was calling Bel-chan for short ––– looked at her grown up self and asked with small flames of anxiety starting to smolder in her eyes.


  […… Could it be that I got in here as the last again?]


  While Bel-chan was saying that, the silver-haired Belfast the Head Maid pulled her hands from her shoulders and then she tilted her head slightly while at the same time she grabbed a hold of the bulging kitchen curtains and pulled them to the left and to the right, tying them firmly in one place so that they would not disturb the kitchen’s work..


  [No, that’s not it at all. It’s just that I got up really early, the little Head Maid-san.]


  When Belfast said that with a bright smile on her lips, Bel-chan seemed to become slightly embarrassed by her visage, her hands fidgeting while being placed on top of her maid apron.


  In fact, all of the other maids were already in the kitchen, but there was no need to say that for now.


  [That’s because, I’m afraid that today is going to be quite a busy day.]


  When Belfast said so, the soft autumn breeze flowed in from the outside of the window right into the kitchen.


  


  

  There was a loud sound that could be heard from the very top of the Royal Navy’s dormitory building ––––––


  It was the morning routine that upon striking the designated hour, the bell at the top of the clock tower would ring out loud to indicate that it was about time for everyone present at the dormitory to wake up. The sound the bell was making was so loud that it reached even all the way across the home Port, and it was often considered to be way too loud among the shipgirls who were living in the dormitories.


  That very same bell was to toll out loud right about now.


  Just three more seconds left. 


  Two seconds. One second ––––––


  [It’s time to get to work!]


  With those words being said, there was indeed a loud toll of the bell that could be heard.


  And at the same time, both Belfast and her sister Edinburgh rushed from the kitchen into the dining room.


  What was right in front of them was the huge dining room. And what each of them was holding in their hands was a bunch of pure white table cloths.


  They divided their work to the left side and the right side, and proceeded according to the shape that was made out beneath their feet by the tape in the shape of a huge rectangular shape.


  Doing their job, each made their way further and further down their designated side of the dining room. And while they were going, the folded table cloth in their hands was slowly unfolding with a gentle rustling sound.


  And after a short while, the two maids came to a screeching halt all at once.


  The tape was the thing that told them where to go and where to stop.


  Looking at the dining room from the bird’s-eye perspective, the clothes held by the two maids seemed to be the thick lines that were dividing the dining room in a straight line.


  「And one! And a two ––––––!!」


  While the two maids made quiet shout in unison like that and made the white table cloth in their hands into a motion, it went upwards way higher than their heads for a single moment. 


  And once the two maids managed to confirm that the table cloth landed safely on top of the table, it was time for Belfast to quickly turn around and go back into the kitchen.


  「Well then, everyone. If you’d be so kind.」


  「OK! Alright then, here we go!」


  The first person to come out of the kitchen with an energetic shout to boost her morale was Kent, the County Class Heavy Cruiser.


  Next one to emerge was Suffolk, also a Heavy Cruiser of the County Class, followed by Sheffield, a Light Cruiser of the Town Class. The three of them approached the end of the table where Belfast was standing, each pushing a serving cart loaded with a large amount of various tableware.


  First of all, Sheffield quickly lined up the napkins on each seat, followed by Kent lining up knives and forks.


  「Is the soup ready to be served?」


  Belfast turned towards the busy Kent, asking her that.


  「Yes! Just a little bit more and we will be ready to serve it!」


  「And how about the preparations for tea serving?」


  This time around Belfast turned towards Suffolk, who was busy arranging the cups and pots on the table.


  「I-I think we are going to be fine to serve it! Probably.」


  Thankfully, the speed at which the members of the Maid Corps were arranging the tableware on the table was quite fast, and somehow it seemed that the preparations would be finished before the first shipgirls from the dormitory would arrive in the dining room to have their morning meal.


  「Sheffield, what about –––」


  Belfast turned towards Sheffield with that next inquiry.


  However, the maid in question suddenly disappeared from the dining room without a trace.


  All of the napkins were already beautifully arranged. When Belfast took a peek into the kitchen really quick, Sheffield was already there, instructing the other maids on how to properly arrange the pieces of the meal on the plates.


  「Make sure that you do not go overboard with beans. Think more about the balance of the whole plate, and bring together the best proportions for each ingredient to make that perfect image in your head become reality.」


  Next, Belfast was going to ask about the way in which the meal was arranged on the plates for everyone as well about its taste, but it would seem that there was no longer any need for her to worry about that. It was already nicely taken care of.


  When Belfast was letting out a small sigh of relief for a moment out there,


  「What’s wrong, Belfast?」


  All of a sudden, Sheffield raised her head and noticed that the Head Maid was looking at her.


  「No, it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.」


  When Belfast answered while shaking her head to the sides, Sheffield lowered her head as if she had lost all interest and she immediately began giving instructions to the maids once more in the most serious of tones.


  「Toast and eggs should always be up front. Now hurry it up. We don’t have that much time left.」


  When it comes to Sheffield, she might have seemed harsh at times, but that was only because she did not want to hold back even when it comes to her subordinates and other shipgirls, making sure that they would absolutely get the job done. Belfast knew that fact about her very well that although she usually had that expressionless mask on her face all the time, and it was difficult for anyone to be able to reach what lied underneath it, she was the one who was the best choice to train others to do things the right way.


  As evidence of that simple fact, Sheffield moved around the kitchen more than anyone else would when there was the time to make any sort of preparations. Each and every one of her juniors was always properly trained and instructed, while Sheffield herself was always keeping a firm eye on them so that they wouldn’t make any mistakes that would impede the rest of the work.


  「Anyways…… I think that we will manage to make everything in time.」


  Looking at just how smoothly things were proceeding, Belfast said those words more to herself rather than to anyone else in particular.


  After all, the morning at the Royal Navy’s dormitory was just getting started for today.


  When it comes to the Royal Navy’s breakfast, it is called the Full Breakfast, and is particularly extravagant compared to the breakfasts of every other faction. In other words, out of all the three meals of the day, the breakfast was always the most challenging of them all for the Royal Maids to prepare.


  And what’s more, today that fact was especially true, because there was another reason for that Full Breakfast that was making it even more difficult than it usually was.


  「I was afraid that the work for today might be especially sluggish because of the lack of personnel, but I guess it was good thing that I was wrong……」


  Belfast then quickly glanced into the kitchen.


  In front of the tables that were meant for cooking that were placed at even intervals, several maids were doing work other than that related to preparing breakfast.


  One of the most noticeable things about that work was the large orange pumpkin in the middle of the kitchen.


  「But I must say, that pumpkin cake surely looks delicious.」


  Peeking from behind Belfast’s back, Bel-chan’s eyes were shining with the truest child-like excitement.


  She then looked at Belfast from below while her whole body was fidgeting restlessly.


  「I know why everyone got up so early in the morning today. That’s because today is Halloween, right?」


  「Yes, that is in fact a correct answer.」


  Belfast smiled as she put her hands on Bel-chan’s tiny head and stroked her hair gently.


  It all started just the other day.


  Since Halloween was just around the corner, a decision was made to prepare some pumpkin-like decorations and have some dishes and sweets with a pumpkin motif for the occasion.


  And it was none other than Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth who came up with such a proposal.


  Everyone was surprised to hear it at first, and Belfast immediately gathered all the maids to discuss the exact plan for the event that was to take place, and just like that they were able to devise a plan that would be manageable and would please everyone participating in it.


  –––––– For example, how about making  a huge pumpkin cake?


  The planned height of the cake was about two meters. It would be a cake taller than any small shipgirl that was currently living in the Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  Normally, it would only be Bedfast who would get up early in the morning in order to prepare breakfast for everyone. 


  


  

  But this time around, everyone else was already fully awake for the sake of getting all the preparations ready.


  Belfast then looked around the cooking table, carefully observing the maids that were walking around it and taking care of things as they needed.


  「I really don’t want any ghosts to play tricks on my precious kitchen, and especially not today. So for today, we are going to give the cute little ghosts who live in the Royal Navy’s dormitory a delicious cake in order to appease them as much as possible.」


  Immediately after Belfast made that proclamation, everyone else currently present let out a cheerful voice and seconded that opinion.


  The expressions of all the maids currently present were that of a bright smile, and could feel that their motivation was going through the roof right about now.


  For all of the members of the Maid Corps who have been involved with serving the children living in the Royal Navy’s dormitory almost all day long, a seasonal event like this one was like a true test of their skills as maids.


  As for the process of cake-making, everyone said that they wanted to be a part of it, so for today it was decided that the members of the Maid Corps would alternate accordingly for each task. Currently, it was a turn of the cake-making group inside of the kitchen, but soon they would be switched with the group that was responsible for preparing breakfast.


  「It’s almost the time for the children in the dormitory to start waking up.」


  Belfast headed to the door to check on the state of the dining room’s preparations.


  Taking a quick glance into the dining room, she could see that some of the children had already begun to gather.


  「So fluffy~…… That looks so delicious……!」


  The first thing that caught Belfast’s eye was a group of Destroyers that sat at the edge of the table. One of them was Cygnet,  a C Class Destroyer who still looked to be half-asleep, her mouth opened wide as she let out a mighty yawn.


  「Eheheheh! It’s trick or treat time of the year once more!」


  Next one was a J Class Destroyer, Javelin. Wearing a red-colored headgear on top of her head and a black cloak draped over her shoulders, it looked like she was ready for the festivities even before the breakfast was to be served.


  But it seems that there were also quite a few other people who were quick to act because of the current date, not just the Destroyers.


  One of them was York, a Heavy Cruiser of the York Class, that had just arrived through the doors leading into the dining room.


  「Now, bear witness! This is my true form! …… I can already feel the Power “The Force” surging through this body!」


  She had a pitch-black coat that even covered her head with a deep hood, and she had something on her that looked like a machine gun handle hanging from her back. And saying corny lines like that while being dressed like that, you would think that she was actually cosplaying some sort of manga or video game character of some kind.


  As Belfast looked at the people who just entered the dining room, especially York, she suddenly remembered a training course a few months ago that had preceded the birthday celebration of Her Majesty. It was then that she would first interact with York, and since then she had at least several conversations with her from time to time when they would pass one another by on the dormitory’s corridors. Even in the midst of such a large crowd, the reason why her gaze would end up naturally following York’s face way more than anyone else might have been because right now she considered her to be a good and dear friend.


  Not to mention that not so long ago it was only the beginning of summer and the summer vacation, but before anyone could even notice it was already autumn.


  After that, more and more children from the dormitory started to come to the dining room, and within a few minutes the dining room was full to the brim, becoming loud and lively. .


  Then, at the last minute possible, Queen Elizabeth came to eat as well while swinging the door wide open in her usual fashion.


  「Happy Halloween, everyone! Now what’s for breakfast today!?」


  It was at that moment that Belfast retreated into the kitchen.


  The food that Sheffield had instructed earlier was finished neatly and was ready to be served to everyone.


  And seeing that all of the maids that were currently present were ready to serve breakfast at a moment’s notice, there was only one thing left for Belfast to tell all of them.


  「Well then, everyone. Let’s do our best today as well!」


  ***


  Once the busy breakfast period came to pass without incident, Belfast decided to go and clean up the tableware in order to give the cleaning maids a hand.


  「Belfast-nee-sama!」


  Just then, Belfast could see Bel-chan approaching her with a bunch of dirty dishes in her hands.


  「I’m going to help with washing the dishes as well.」


  Looking up at her grown-up version, Bel-chan’s eyes were brimming with ambition and will to prove herself. She then proceeded towards the sink to put the dirty dishes inside of it and get to work.


  「Yes, that’s a great idea. Let’s do the dishes together. It will be much faster that way.」


  Then Belfast took the plate from Bel-chan’s hands. And once again, she was reminded just how small and tiny those hands seemed to be.


  After they were done with the dishes, the two maids went out of the kitchen while still holding each other’s hands, only to find out that Elizabeth was standing in front of the kitchen door, waiting for them.


  「Your Majesty?」


  「Ah! Bel!」


  Elizabeth smiled brightly upon seeing Belfast.


  「…… Haa!」


  But no sooner than that enthusiastic greeting Elizabeth must have realized that she was acting out of character, for she frowned and then cleared her throat as if trying to reset the whole conversation.


  「E…… Ekhem, ekhem! I-I was wandering, Bel, completely incidentally, how is that cake-making of yours going on? Everything is proceeding smoothly?」


  Elizabeth was doing her best to try and sound indifferent about this whole matter, but it was easy to tell that she was worried, curious and impatient at the same time.


  「I am sure that since you are the one in charge of making it, Bel, that it is going to be delicious and entirely to my liking. So? What is it? Come on, spill the beans already!」


  Honestly speaking, it was not that Belfast did not expect such a turn of events.


  Most probably Elizabeth must have been skulking about the kitchen’s door ever since she was finished with her breakfast.


  It would also explain the mixture of both anxiety and excitement that was written all over Her Majesty’s face. For a proper and elegant adult, she was still very much in touch with her inner child. 


  「…… I’m afraid that if I would let you taste the cake right here and right now, Your Majesty, then it wouldn’t be that much of a surprise for later, now would it? And what would be the point of that?」


  After all, surprises are the most effective if they can remain a secret until the moment of their grand reveal, so Belfast had no other choice but to remain silent here and not comply with Elizabeth’s request. 


  Thinking that to herself, Belfast also started to think about the most suitable excuse that she could give Her Majesty here.


  「Um, actually, to tell you the truth, Your Majesty, it’s still a secret to everyone else.」


  But it was then that Bel-chan, who was still beside Belfast, interrupted her, and she spread her arms out as wide as she could.


  「But actually, it’s going to be at least THIS big and……!!!」


  In order to salvage as much as she could out of this situation, Belfast covered Bel-chan’s mouth with her hand in a hurry.


  「… *Mumble*? *Mumble*, *mumble*, *mumble*……?」


  「I’m really sorry, Bel-chan. I know that you are also really excited about it, but since it is still a secret, I cannot have you reveal it prematurely like that. That would be in a really poor taste.」


  With her mouth still covered by the Head Maid’s hand and unable to formulate a normal sentence, Bel-chan only nodded her head once in order to show Belfast that she understood.


  Making sure that Bel-chan properly understood the gravity of the situation and that she would not reveal the big secret before it was time to do so, Belfast gently let go of the little maid’s mouth.


  「There you have it, Your Majesty. It’s a pity that I cannot actually tell you what kind of sweets are going to be served, but a secret is a secret, I’m afraid. You will just have to wait patiently for the grand reveal.」


  


  

  「Oh well, at least I know that it is going to be a big one. I guess that this will have to suffice for now.」


  Elisabeth whispered those words softly to herself, and then she addressed Belfast again, this time with a louder voice.


  「Oh well, I guess it cannot really be helped, huh? If you say that it is a surprise, then I guess I have no choice but to stay put for now and wait, huh?」


  「Yes, Your Highness. That would be greatly appreciated. Thank you so much for being so understanding.」


  Belfast then smiled in a warm way.


  Nodding her head in affirmation and seemingly satisfied with herself, Elizabeth lets out a small giggle of self-satisfaction.


  「Yes, I guess that some things in this life really cannot be helped. Well then, I must go for now, but I expect that you are going to grant me the tastiest of treats when the time comes!」


  She said, although there was still a part of her expression that looked to be slightly disappointed that she was unable to sneak a peek at the sweets that were being made inside of the kitchen.


  That was also when Elizabeth’s gaze rested on the figure of Bel-chan.


  「But even so, I must say that this girl…… Now she finally started to look like Edi and Bel. She’s become your little sister through and through.」


  Elizabeth then approached Bel-chan and looked at her from above, while Bel-chan’s expression managed to remain perfectly blank.


  「I guess that in the beginning it was hard for her to really feel like the integral part of the Maid Corps, but now she seems to be getting along with everyone else quite well.」


  No matter how you look at it, Bel-chan was an identical copy of Belfast. The only difference being that she was a child.


  But that would be the most accurate way to describe the being that was Bel-chan: a smaller, child-like Belfast.


  But how on Earth did that actually happen? How come that Bel-chan came to be in the first place? What exactly happened between the School Festival and now ––––––


  





  –––––– In order to explain that, we need to go back in time a little bit, to “that” particular day, a few days after the school festival officially ended. And that day was also a particularly sunny and pleasant day like the one that was today.


  In a certain place around the Home Port area, Akashi and Yuubari of the Sakura Empire were in the middle of conducting a “certain experiment”.


  That particular experiment was called “The 265th Wisdom Cube Structural Analysis Experiment”, and its premise was the structural analysis of the Wisdom Cube as well as its ability to radiate heat, performed with the aid of the “Irradiation Device (Provisional Name)” taken from the Sirens.


  As for what exactly the Wisdom Cube is, it is a “ a metaphysical object that contains the thoughts, ideals and beliefs of humanity inside of itself. This object is embodied in Shipgirls and is their basic foundation.“


  It is also a valuable resource that could only be collected, and it could never be manufactured in any other way.


  At that time, the analysis experiment of this Wisdom Cube, a precious material with more unknowns to it than meets the eye, was just about to begin.


  The light that came out when the two shipgirls shot the heat beam right into the Wisdom cube happened to hit Belfast directly, who just so happened to be there because Akashi wanted to see her for some reason.


  As a result of that accident, the treasured Wisdom Cube disappeared into nothingness, and in its place was this little Bel-chan.


  Belfast, an existence born from the power of the Wisdom Cube, doesn’t have a “childhood” record like any normal human being would.


  In other words, Bell-chan is not the Belfast of the past because Belfast has always been the same since she was first born into this world.


  By the way, for some reason Bel-chan also called herself ‘Belfast’ and would refuse to be addressed otherwise.


  However, since it would have been very confusing for everyone else in the dormitory to have two people of the same name here, in order for everyone else to be able to distinguish between the two, everyone decided to call this little Belfast ‘Bel-chan’.


  「I will do my very best to catch up to you in no time, Nee-samas!」


  With a sharp expression written all over her face, Bel-chan shouted from the bottom of her heart.


  「Good! It’s always great to see someone being so motivated to do their absolute best. Of course, I will also continue to work my hardest!」


  While both Belfast and Bel-chan affirmed one another about their intentions to continue giving their work their very best, the two also realized something else: that they were having such a good time that they actually forgot to keep on cleaning.


  It’s always a good idea to have a friendly rivalry, but they couldn’t allow for it to actually interfere with their everyday work.


  「Well then, if you would excuse us, Your Highness. There are still dirty dishes that are in the need of cleaning.」


  With Belfast saying those words, it also served to remind Elizabeth that she also had her respective responsibilities to attend to.


  「Y-Yes, that’s right…… Actually, I also have a whole lot of paperwork waiting for me to get done. I can’t actually participate in those Halloween festivities from the very beginning, but I should be able to join before they will be over. You can be sure that I will get all the work done before it will be the time for sweets to be served, so be sure to wait for me with that!」


  After that, Elizabeth went back to her private chambers while saying things like “It will be okay!” and “Absolutely!” over and over again, while both Belfast and Bel-chan saw her off.


  「Well then, shall we also begin on our part?」


  「Yes, let’s do just that, Belfast-nee-sama!」


  With Her Majesty finally gone, Belfast and Bel-chan were able to resume their cleaning without any further interruption.


  




  * * *


  




  After less than fifteen minutes, the two managed to return all the dirty dishes back to the kitchen.


  When the two returned back to the kitchen, just inside the scalary, several maids were washing a large amount of dishes, covered in hot water and washing soap.


  The rest of the maids were using that time to clean the kitchen floor, and the whole room was filled with nothing more but the sound of cleaning tools being fast and hard at work.


  「Oh my? What’s this?」


  At that time, Suffolk just looked at the assignment book and tilted her head and let out a strange voice.


  「Aren’t we on the kitchen duty all day again?」


  It was Edinburgh, a Light Cruiser of the Town Class and Belfast’s older sister that managed to give her the answer to that question.


  She came towards the front of the cooking tables from behind Suffolk’s back, a bowl of cake dough resting firmly in her hands while she was working its contents without a break. 


  「Today, most of the other duties are going to be in my, Bel and Bel-chan’s hands. Aside from that, you, Kent, and Sheffield are in charge of waiting in the kitchen and taking care of whatever matter might need resolving.」


  「In other words, you need someone who would serve as the curator for that pumpkin cake.」


  Belfast added a supplement to her sister’s explanation.


  「Of course, the chores that we are going to be taking care of are going to be in parallel with the cake-making duty. That was always the intention here, from the very start. That is also why I thought it might be a good idea for some members of the team to stay in the kitchen at all times to monitor things.」


  「–––––– We really need that many people to be able to keep things under control and be able to make it in time, huh?」


  Sheffield said so while puffing her lips slightly, coming right next to Edinburgh with slender elegance. 


  「I would also like to be on the cleaning duty if possible, believe me.」


  In the hand of the maid, there was already her very special and personal mop that she was always using to clean.


  For Sheffield, this situation would be something completely unexpected and extraordinary, to be relegated from her usual duties. It was only a matter of course that she would feel confused and at a loss.


  Belfast then turned towards Sheffield with an apologetic look on her face, lowering her head in a deep bow before her fellow maid.


  「I am really sorry for that, Sheffy. But from what I could see before the breakfast was served, there is hardly a better choice for someone who could see to it that other maids are going to perform their duties properly……」


  


  

  「Well, if that’s the case, how about you join me in here as a supervisor for just today?」


  Listening to Belfast’s request and pondering it carefully, Sheffield stood in complete silence for a moment out there.


  However, she eventually let out a long sigh as if she was giving up in her mind, and she went to put her beloved mop away in resignation.


  「Thank you very much, Sheffy.」


  「Why are you saying that? Ah, could it be that you think that I am going to give up on my duties?」


  Saying that, Sheffield opened the tap water handle in the sink with all of her might, and,


  「I have no intention of quitting my cleaning duties, just so to let you know.」


  As she said that, she picked up a bucket from the supply storage and put it under the running water, filling it to the brim. She then put her beloved mop inside of it.


  And when she squeezed it and swirled it around with full force in order to get it ready for work,


  「I just decided to clean the windows in the kitchen first and foremost, that is all.」


  「I see that you are as stubborn about cleaning as ever, aren’t you, Sheffy?」


  Despite Edinburgh’s wry smile, Sheffield quickly began wiping the window frames with a true finesse and skill.


  Come to think of it, Sheffield’s obsession with cleaning was truly something else, something that no one could overtake her with.


  「Hey! Head Maid! I know that the base for the cake is supposed to be a sponge cake, but I don’t really think that we will be able to bake it all at once, you know? Don’t you think it would be better for use to bake the layers one by one, instead?」


  It was at that time that Kent spoke up from behind the preparation table, all the while working alongside the other maids without a moment of rest.


  As for that matter, when Belfast happened to be measuring the size of the stove oven in advance, it was just barely big enough to accommodate the entirety of the bottommost layer of the sponge cake.


  And since the pumpkin cake would be served in the late afternoon as a sort of snack, it meant more or less that even if they were to bake all the layers of the cake separately, they would still be able to make it in time and have some additional time left to spare.


  「Hmm, yes, that’s actually a good suggestion. Please do just that, if you’d be so kind.」


  And just like that, the cake-making process could proceed forward without interruption and unnecessary trouble.


  At that exact moment, a single thought blossomed inside of Belfast’s mind: that everything was proceeding smoothly and that there was no way that something could have possibly gone wrong now.


  But it was also at that exact moment that the wooden door leading into the kitchen came flying open with a loud bang.


  「–––––– Give it back! Give it back, I said!」


  「Kyaah!」


  As a result of that sudden action, Edinburgh, who just so happened to be right in front of the kitchen door, slipped and the bowl that she was holding in her hands was no longer there.


  「Ah!! Oh no!!」


  By the time anyone was able to realize what was going on, the bowl that Edinburgh was holding onto went flying high in the air.


  But fortunately enough –––––– it was thanks to Bel-chan’s quick thinking and actions that she was able to catch the bowl in her small hands right before it was able to smash into the floor.


  「Phew, that was a really close call.」


  「Ah, thank you very much, Bel-chan……」


  With that sudden crisis somehow managed to be averted, Edinburgh thanked Bel-chan while wiping the sweat off of her forehead while at the same time letting out a sigh of relief.


  「Hey!! It’s really dangerous to open the door so suddenly like that! Whose bright idea was it!?」


  As Kent lashed out towards the sudden kitchen visitors, Suffolk, who was reading carefully through the recipe book and Sheffield, who was busy with her cleaning, all looked towards the entrance to the kitchen.


  All of them wanted to see what the commotion was all about.


  The first one to come into view was the Royal Navy’s F Class Destroyer Foxhound, she was the one who shouted out loud as soon as she stormed into the kitchen. As for her clothes, she was wearing a cute orange and black outfit with pumpkin motif all over it.


  The other person was also a Royal Navy Destroyer, an F Class called Fortune. She was dressed in all black in an outfit that was most probably a witch, accompanied by the pointy hat sitting on top of her head, and holding onto a surf clam in one of her hands.


  By the way in which both of them were dressed, it looked like they were ready to enjoy Halloween to the fullest.


  「If you want me to give it back to you, you have to give me something in return! That’s how the law of equivalent exchange goes!」


  Foxhound yelled out loud once again, completely ignoring Kent’s roar just now.


  But if you were to look closely at the two Destroyers, one could see that their eyes were filled to the brim with tears.


  Of course, that fact did not manage to slip Belfast’s attention, and she slowly approached the two child-like shipgirls.


  「You two, first of all, please try to calm down a little bit.」


  She then spoke in a soft and soothing tone to both Foxhound and Fortune, not looking angry in the least.


  「Do you think you could possibly tell us what exactly happened between you two? You barged in here so suddenly that I am sure that I speak for everyone in here when I say that this is all a little bit confusing.」


  Hearing Belfast say that, Foxhound fell strangely silent.


  But it also seemed that she was beginning to calm down a little bit.


  「Let’s take a deep breath first and foremost. And then, based on your explanation, we will decide what to do with you, or maybe to forgive you altogether.」


  「Y-Yeah……」


  Foxhound then took a deep breath, just as Belfast instructed her to do. After slowly breathing in the air and then releasing it after holding it in for a moment, she finally started to explain the situation to Belfast.


  「A-Actually, umm, the thing is, until a while ago both Fortune and I were walking around the school, showing off our Halloween Cosplays for everyone else to see……」


  While saying that, Foxhound spreads her hands to show Belfast the pumpkin-design outfit that she was wearing, as if to confirm her own words. It was a very well-made costume with parts of it that were becoming more accentuated and parts that retracted themselves as the one wearing it moved around, and it looked even better on a model such as Foxhound, who would always look good, no matter what kind of clothes she would wear.


  In the same way, Fortune would spin around while standing in place in order to show her costume off to everyone. Even though if anyone else was to do those poses and show off like that it could have been considered as extremely embarrassing, but when the two Destroyers were doing it, it looked downright adorable. Also, both of those costumes were surprisingly well-made.


  「So, while we were dressed like that we were going from room to room, saying “Trick or Treat” as per tradition to get our hands on some free candy. Also, the reason why I was going around with Fortune was that she said that she feels way too embarrassed to do this on her own, so I tagged along with her as support. Right, Fortune?」


  Fortune nodded her head vigorously in affirmation of Foxhound’s words.


  「Y-Yes, that’s right…… And both of us actually ended up receiving way more sweets than we could handle…… >.<」


  Even though Fortune must have felt really anxious about having to explain the situation to so many people that were currently in the room, she was still doing her very best while her small body was shaking.


  「A-As to be expected, with so much candy on us we were unable to carry it around with us, so…… So we decided to go back with it to the dormitory and put it all back in our rooms for the time being……」


  「Yeah, so we did just that, dropping the candy back to our rooms. Then, I went to the first floor, but then I remembered something all of a sudden while I was on my way, and I decided to get back to my room to get it. But then we saw some maid going away somewhere with nothing else but our candy in tow!」


  「But for one of the maids to be stealing candy from children without their permission……? No matter how you try to think about it, that’s pretty much inconceivable……」


  


  

  While Edinburgh was trying to think out loud, Foxhound quickly countered that statement with a retort of her own.


  [We only saw her from behind, so we didn’t really see her face, but it must have been a maid, who else would that be? And my eyesight is impeccable, so I’m certain of it! There is no way that this is a mistake!]


  While listening to this story, Belfast suddenly came back to her senses and cast a quick look at the clock that was hanging on the wall. It was a little past 10:00 a.m now, and she was supposed to be in the middle of clearing out the millet that had been left in the kitchen.


  [Were you the only ones who saw that maid at that time?]


  Belfast then started to walk at a fast pace, going between Foxhound and Fortune and reaching for the assignment book that was always kept at hand.


  It was none other than Belfast herself who made the list of all of the tasks for every maid every day. If everyone was following the assignment book, they should have always acted individually in their assigned posts at all times.


  [It’s really hard to imagine that someone would be acting all alone at this time of the day. And if someone really was doing just that, it would be someone who willingly has left their assigned post, and their partner would surely come to complain about that.]


  That being said, Belfast did not think that Foxhound and Fortune were lying to them regarding that matter. After pondering it for a little while, she finally snapped out of it and turned towards Bel-chan while placing her hand on her shoulder and saying:


  [Bel-chan. Can I leave you here to look after the cake-makers while I go out for a bit? There is a little something that I must absolutely take care of, you see.]


  [Of course, Nee-sama! You can count on me!]


  Next, Belfast turned to Edinburgh, Kent, Suffolk and Sheffield and addressed them directly.


  [Let’s go and ask the maids who are in charge of the cleaning a few questions –––––– whether anyone has left their post, and if so, how long they were gone before they got back.]


  The moment that one of the Maid Corps has been accused of stealing something that did not belong to them, that was the moment when Belfast simply could not sit idly and just watch. The honor of the entire Maid Corps was at stake here, and so she wanted to get to the bottom of this case as soon as possible.


  With that being said, the five maids immediately set off from the kitchen and headed to find out if the maids on the cleaning duty had an alibi for the presumed time when the crime took place.


  * * *


  While Belfast was climbing up the stairs,


  [–––––– Oh! Well, if it isn’t Belfast! Hello there!]


  She was met with the Renown Class Battlecruiser Repulse in the middle of the staircase.


  As far as Belfast knew, ever since yesterday she was on her leave from duty, and she used that time in order to go pay a visit to some famous hot spring resort together with her sister.


  Of course, she was not alone. Right next to her was her sister Renown, a Battlecruiser of the Renown Class as well. And as a matter of course, she also had an alibi of being out of the port on a hot spring inn trip.


  Belfast then glanced at the objects that each one of them had in their hands.


  Each of them had a bunch of bags in their hands, with nothing else but sweets inside of them. But at the same time, they not even once tried to hide the bags of their contents, leaving them completely in the open.


  [Oh, this thing? Are you interested in it, perhaps?]


  Repulse, noticing that Belfast was staring at the object in her hands, handed the Head Maid one of the bags.


  [We were going to give them to the little ones later. I thought that maybe I should dress up appropriately for the occasion, but I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea to just walk around like normal even when you can change your image.]


  After stealthily opening the bag and looking through its contents g, Repulse took out a huge piece of wrapped candy and showed it to Belfast, as if boasting about it.


  [Want one? Also, if you wouldn’t mind, would you like to tag along as we go and distribute those to the kids, Belfast? How about that?]


  [No, you see, right now I am……]


  Because the entire group was in a bit of a hurry right now, Belfast knew that she could not talk too long with those two.


  And while she was thinking that, Renown, who was behind Repulse all this time, stepped up and opened her mouth.


  [Is there something wrong, Belfast?]


  Renown then stared at the whole group intently, as if sensing that something was wrong.


  Well, aren’t you exceptionally sharp, huh? Belfast thought to herself like that.


  Even if they did not act particularly all that strange, she might have seen an unusual tension in Belfast’s eyes, but even so, there was no way that the Head Maid could blatantly admit that they were currently investigating a candy thief on their own.


  More than anything else, Halloween was supposed to be a fun little event. And Belfast did not want to spoil it by causing people unnecessary worry and anxiety over something that could have been nothing.


  So, Belfast decided to actually play around the subject at hand, disclosing only a part of their reason for being here.


  [Actually, I was thinking of going to see how the maids on cleaning duty are doing right now.]


  [Oh my, I’m sorry. Are we actually interrupting your work?]


  As if that was some sort of a magic spell, Repulse put the candy back into the bag and moved out of Belfast’s way.


  [I’m sorry for being in the way of your work. Come on, Renown, you do the same!]


  Renown also gave a reluctant nod and moved aside while moving down the stairs, allowing Belfast’s group to pass.


  [Well then, see you around!]


  Belfast smiled and waved at the two of them and just like that they parted ways, and then her group went up the stairs and managed to easily find the first group of maids, the ones that were tasked with cleaning the floors.


  [Can I interrupt your work for a minute……?]


  Just like that, Belfast’s group moved from one maid to another, making inquiries with over ten people so far.


  And all this time, they were unable to obtain any clues as to who the mysterious candy thief could be. Just like that, the group managed to arrive at the dormitory’s rooftop, where a group of maids was tasked with airing out the freshly made laundry. They were currently spreading the bed sheets over the driers to let them dry in the warm rays of the sun.


  According to the cleaning assignment book, the cleaning maids were supposed to be here as well.


  And so the group moved forward in between the washing poles filled with freshly washed sheets, the clothes gently flapping in the wind and the smell of detergent filling their noses……


  [–––––– Belfast.]


  It would seem that the group of maids was spotted first by the ones who were supposed to be here. And just as they continued to scurry around, pushing their way forward through the mass of drying sheets and washing poles,


  [Here. Right this way.]


  They could hear a voice coming from behind their backs.


  [–––––– Newcastle-san.]


  A Town Class Light Cruiser, Newcastle. One moment she was nowhere to be seen, and the very next moment she was right in front of them, holding onto a black umbrella with one hand. Until the very moment she called out to them, none of the group was able to sense her presence at all.


  [I was just about to hang the freshly washed sheets. Come over here, if you’d be so kind.]


  Belfast followed right after Newcastle’s footsteps, the place where the other maid was currently working.


  Newcastle was a former Head Maid of the Royal Navy’s Maid Corps, and Belfast’s dear senior as a maid. She was also the one with whom Belfast had the longest relationship out of the entire Royal Navy.


  Just as Belfast was thinking that her entire existence seemed to be as ephemeral as ever, the group passed through the mass of sheets that had been put up and came out into a wider space of the roof.


  Then there she was: a new maid who was supposed to be drying the sheets together with Newcastle.


  Newcastle then looked at Belfast with curiosity in her eyes, putting the laundry basket that was right next to her away.


  [By the way, Belfast? You’re supposed to be in the kitchen right now, aren’t you?]


  


  

  Newcastle paused for a moment, and then she faced Belfast.


  [Yes, about that……]


  When Belfast briefly explained the situation to Newcastle, she then cast a brief glance at the novice maid, before she looked back at Belfast and slowly shook her head in negation.


  [The two of us were hanging out the freshly washed sheets here to dry all this time…… And I assure you that neither of us left our post during that time.]


  Listening to Newcastle’s words, Belfast then carefully thought for a moment.


  There was no way that Newcastle could be the candy thief. And Belfast was sure of it, even more than anything in this world. In the first place, Newcastle was not the type who would act in a malicious way just so that she could actively mess with someone.


  And that was also creating an alibi for the novice maid that was helping Newcastle here. Because it would be impossible for a complete rookie to sneak out undetected from under the former Head Maid’s watchful gaze and commit a crime like that.


  [–––––– Thank you very much for your time.]


  Belfast then politely bowed down to the former Head Maid and the novice maid.


  At this point, she had already heard the testimonies of all the maids that she had planned to hear.


  And just as she was about to head back to the kitchen,


  […… By the way, Belfast? There’s something I would like to ask you: do you think that there are thieves amongst the ranks of the Royal Maids?]


  All of a sudden, Newcastle asked Belfast an outrageous question like that.


  [No way. It’s impossible.]


  Belfast responded immediately to that question, without any hesitation.


  [And I have never even suggested it myself that such a thing might be the case here.]


  Rather, it was never the case that Belfast was suspicious of any member of the Maid Corps in the first place.


  This whole inquiry escapade was only to prove that none of the maids were at fault here. That this entire situation was one huge misunderstanding and false accusations.


  And just as she was about to say that to Newcastle, the former Head Maid laughed quietly.


  [That’s actually a very “you” kind of answer to give.]


  At that point in time Belfast, who seemed to be thinking about something for a while now, suddenly mentioned a completely different possibility that was on her mind.


  [Since it’s Halloween today, it is not entirely implausible that some of the children might have tried to dress up as maids for the occasion.]


  Certainly, it could have been one way to explain things. However, that particular thought would give birth to another question almost right away, one that couldn’t be brushed aside all that easily.


  –––––– Who would want to dress up as a maid for Halloween? No matter how you look at it, a ghost costume would have been way more appropriate for the occasion.


  There was also a possibility of a ghost or apparition being at work here, but Belfast knew it better than anyone else that entertaining such fickle thoughts was a huge waste of one’s time and energy.


  [……Come to think of it, there used to be a strange rumor about a “Ghost Maid” that used to circulate around the Home Port some time ago.]


  But all of a sudden, Newcastle said something so incomprehensible and so utterly ridiculous that Belfast’s eyes widened in surprise.


  [A ghost…… maid, you say?]


  * * *


  Since Belfast’s group had already finished their inquiries with every single maid that was supposed to be on the cleaning duty, they decided to come back to the kitchen and sum up what they had learned there.


  Seeing that Belfast came back from her excursion, Edinburgh came towards her while adjusting the glasses on top of her nose.


  [We have gone to see if anyone on the cleaning duty would know anything about the candy theft, but unfortunately no one seemed to notice anything suspicious. In the first place, it looks like everyone involved in the cleaning outside of the kitchen has a strong alibi, so it might actually be impossible to pinpoint the culprit that way.]


  [And how was your investigation, Belfast-nee-sama?]


  Bel-chan asked that question while striking a cute pose, placing her index finger on her chin.


  [I’m afraid that we are also returning empty-handed. Everyone seems to have an alibi, and no one saw any maid that was leaving her post or was in a place that she wasn’t supposed to be.]


  [That being said, we cannot actually completely rule out the possibility that someone might be lying to us, but……]


  As she said that, Sheffield gently traced the edge of the window with her finger, blowing the wisps of dust off her fingertips after some of them managed to accumulate there.


  [For example, the maids might be perfectly aware of who the culprit is, but they are choosing to feign ignorance to avoid being dubbed as co-culprits or they do not want to see one of their friends get punished…… However, even though I’m the one who said that, please bear in mind that I do not want to believe that myself. Although……]


  [Why? We know practically nothing about the culprit and their motive, but why would someone even want to do that in the first place?]


  Faced with Kent’s question, Sheffield raised her index finger and swung it in a circle in one swift motion.


  [Foxhound and Fortune said that they had more candy on their hands than they could handle, right? If we are going to take that fact into account, there are not all that many places in the shared cleaning areas that could handle storing so much candy all at once.]


  [Okay, but if we assume that maybe one of the other girls did steal the candy, couldn’t they just bring it all back to their room? Or spread the candy between a few hiding places?]


  [Perhaps the culprit was unable to do that, either.]


  Belfast, in turn, denied Suffolk’s suspicions with an utmost conviction.


  [If you really wanted to raid every single dorm room, in order to do that you would need to get past every single maid that is working on cleaning on each floor. And that is without taking into account that the room of the perpetrator might be on the floor that is different from the ones that are being cleaned right now.]


  [Well then, what about the possibility of stashing the stolen candy somewhere outside? –––––– But wait, yeah. That also seems to be a little bit……]


  Edinburgh seemed to have realized that such a method would prove to be extremely time inefficient, but before she could say anything more, it was Belfast who actually replied to that question.


  [There are always maids who are working around the entrance to the dormitory. And even if someone was trying to go out through the window, it’s the middle of Halloween today, so there are no blind spots around the area because both the inside and the outside of the building are full of people. Also, the rooms that are not currently in use are locked away tightly, so it’s impossible to stack anything there.]


  [Then, does that mean that you think that there are no actual thieves amongst the members of the Maid Corps?]


  Listening very intently to that conversation, Foxhound then voiced her concerns out loud with a genuine suspicion in her voice.


  [But then, if the thief that we saw was not one of the maids, then who the hell was that!?]


  [Yes, actually, about that very matter.]


  After saying those words, Belfast looked at everyone present in the kitchen, as if trying to make sure that she’s got their undivided attention.


  [Do you happen to know anything about the Ghost Maid who just so happens to inhabit this very Home Port island?]


  [A ghost…… maid?]


  Fortune opened her mouth wide with a dumbfounded expression written all over her face.


  But it was not only Fortune. Right now, there were literal question marks floating above everyone’s heads, not knowing what Belfast was actually talking about.


  [I just happened to hear about it not so long ago. The person who heard about it also said that she didn’t know much about it because it was an old rumor or an urban legend circulating around the Home Port……]


  Since the time was as good as any right about now, Belfast figured out that she might as well fill the rest of the maids in on what she has heard from Newcastle.


  And it was at that time that Belfast saw a portion of a shadow that moved just at the edge of Belfast’s field of vision.


  It was the tiniest snippet of a shadow, and she caught a glimpse of it just under the nearby table. And when she glanced over the table, there was only a sugar jar there and a burnt sponge, but that was it.


  


  

  –––––– What was that…… Somehow, Belfast felt that something was wrong here……


  But then, Belfast’s vigilance was strengthened by a foreign object that had suddenly entered her field of vision.


  「Ghost, you say…… Wait, Bel, why would you even bring out such a scary subject all of a sudden……」


  Looking at the blue-faced Edinburgh, Belfast approached the cooking table as if it was the most natural thing in the world.


  Slowly. Casually. Pretending to be ignorant. Pretending that she didn’t actually see the thing that she saw.


  She was getting closer and closer to the mysterious black shadow, without it even realizing what was going to happen in just a short while.


  And so, Belfast opened her mouth and spoke to Edinburgh while gradually moving forward and forward.


  「I haven’t heard any specifics about it either, so I’m wondering if anyone has heard of it before. If you do happen to possess some information about it, then please let me know. I would really appreciate it.」


  「–––––– Belfast.」


  At that moment Sheffield suddenly turned towards Belfast while speaking up.


  「Actually, I might have heard that story somewhere in greater detail.」


  That actually managed to startle Belfast. But it was not because of what Sheffield said, but rather the way in which she moved now.


  She was still doing her job with cleaning the kitchen, but she was also gradually getting closer and closer to that certain spot that Belfast was also approaching on her own.


  Most probably, Sheffield must have also noticed the presence of this strange black shadow.


  The black shadow was still holding its breath under the table as it was slowly making its way towards the table with the cake on it.


  Maybe the shadow thought that no one was able to notice it, as it started to move faster and more daring than before.


  Belfast then shifted her gaze at the rest of the maids currently present in the kitchen and at the kitchen door, at the same time keeping a close eye at the black shadow.


  And true enough, the door to the kitchen was left slightly open. That must have been the way through which the black shadow managed to slide its way inside.


  「Sheffy, if you don’t mind, could you tell me some more about that ghost maid?」


  Continuing to monitor the movements of the black shadow closely, Belfast slowly moved her legs again to get even closer to the targeted table.


  「I also only vaguely remembered something about it, come to think of it.」


  Sheffield then reached the front of the cooking table.


  「Please tell me what you know. It doesn’t matter what it is, every bit of information here is going to be a tremendous help.」


  「Even though it might be something really small and insignificant?」


  「Yes. I really want to know everything about it. Even the slightest of clues.」


  While talking like that to Sheffield, Belfast also arrived at the preparation table.


  And seeing Belfast lining up next to Sheffield the way she did, it would seem that both Kent and Suffolk also realized what was going on and started acting as well.


  The two maids also became aware of the presence of the black shadow under the table, and so they moved right away in order to apprehend it at once, not wanting to give it a moment to escape.


  「I understand. As you wish. I shall tell you everything I know, no matter how small and insignificant it might seem.」


  Now being ready to take action, Sheffield grabbed a metal fork that was laying on top of the table.


  「You see, to tell you the truth, the Ghost Maid is very bad with her hands. Yes, for example……」


  While Sheffield was saying those particular words, the black shadow under the table reached out its small hand towards the portion of the sponge cake that was on top of the table.


  「–––––– Just like this!」


  Sheffield shouted out loud, swinging down the hand in which she was holding the fork. However, the black shadow managed to dodge it, and swiftly retreated under the table.


  「Belfast!」


  「Roger that!」


  In response to Sheffield’s shout, Belfast tried to catch the black shadow before it would be able to reach the kitchen door and escape into the dining room.


  When the black shadow passed Belfast while it was escaping, something in its appearance made Belfast frown her brows on the spot.


  「You…… But you are……!」


  Belfast let out her voice unintentionally.


  Capitalizing on that moment when the Head Maid let her guard down, the black shadow flew under the table once more and then dashed towards the kitchen door.


  「Hm? W-What’s wrong?」


  Passing by Edinburgh, who was honestly confused as she did not understand the situation, the black shadow rushed out of the kitchen with a tremendous speed.


  「That back appearance, that was……!?」


  Foxhound cried out loud.


  「There’s no doubt about it! That’s the same person who stole our candy from us earlier!」


  「I won’t let you get away that easily!」


  Belfast gave chase almost right away, followed by Sheffield, Kent, Fortune and Edinburgh.


  As for the black shadow, or the thieving ghost maid, she went straight into the dining room and darted forward towards the exit without stopping even for a moment out there.


  While Belfast and her group gave chase, the black shadow continued to run away while avoiding the other children by dashing under the tables and chairs in a zigzag manner. However, the difference in speed was obvious here, and it was something that could never be overcome with sheer will alone.


  Although the thieving maid was moving forward in a steady manner, Belfast and the other maids were way slower than the one they were chasing after.


  「Belfast! If we let this thing go outside, at this rate we will never be able to catch it!」


  Sheffield shouted those words to Belfast, who immediately picked up on that.


  「Roger that. Everyone! No matter what happens, we must not let this shadow reach the front door and go outside!」


  That being said, they could already see the entrance. And right there, there was glowworm, a G Class Destroyer who was casually trying to go outside with a carefree smile plastered onto her face.


  「Glowworm! No matter what you do, do not open that door, you hear me!?」


  When Belfast raised her voice in the direction of Glowworm with a stern look on her face, the young Destroyed turned her head towards her in apparent confusion, frightened and not knowing what to do.


  「Wa, wawawa, wawawawawah! What is it, what is it, what is it, what is it!?」


  Even in a state of panic, Glowworm still managed to close the front door in a hurry, and the thieving maid, seeing that her way out had been cut off just like that, immediately changed her route and headed in a new direction, looking for her chance to get away.


  Belfast’s group flowed right after the thieving maid, going up the staircase while skipping every second or third step along the way.


  The thieving maid arrived at the second floor and rushed further into the depths of the corridor while not even bothering to look back at its pursuers.


  Shortly after, Belfast and the rest of the maids have reached the second floor as well.


  There, right in front of the thief, there were Nelson and Rodney, both battleships of the Nelson Class.


  「Hmm? Is that…… The Maid Corps that I see?」


  Nelson stopped on the spot when she saw the thief wearing the maid outfit.


  Then Rodney also came to a stop, noticing that Belfast and the other maids were right behind the thief, giving chase.


  「Is that Belfast and others coming after that maid? What the hell…… What is even going on here?」


  Noticing both Nelson and Rodney, Kent shouted loudly in a hurry.


  「Please! No matter what, don’t let that thieving maid get away! I beg of you!」


  It seems that Kent’s words were more than enough to make both Nelson and Rodney somehow understand what was going on, for the two of them just nodded their heads at one another.


  Both of them then stood straight on the spot, staring at the incoming thieving maid with serious and stern expressions.


  「I don’t really get what’s going on, but for the time being you want us to catch her, right?」


  「You two! Whatever you do, don’t underestimate her! She’s much more tenacious than she looks!」


  But seeing the new roadblock right in front of her, the thieving maid did not slow down and she even picked up her pace.


  And when she was right in the faces of the two Nelson Class battleships,


  「We’ve got you now you –––––– little…… thief……!?」’


  At that time, the thieving maid jumped into the air, and it looked as if she actually flew.


  With an acrobatic move like that, the thieving maid managed to dodge the two battleships quite easily.


  It was just a testament to the incredible jumping power that she possessed inside of her small body.


  


  

  The thief, who jumped lightly over Nelson and Rodney’s heads, spun in the air and made a stunning landing pose just like a physical athlete at the international competition.


  And then, as if nothing had happened, the thieving maid continued to run away once more.


  「W-What was that!? J-Just who is she!?」


  「I can’t believe that someone would be able to jump this high in the air with such an ease!」


  Belfast and others passed by the two still dumbstruck Nelson Class shipgirls while exchanging those words in a hurry.


  「I’m really sorry, you two! I swear that we shall explain everything later to you!」


  At the same time the thieving maid accelerated even more and went even deeper down the corridor.


  On the other hand, the members of the Maid Corps were already showing signs of fatigue all over their faces.


  「Haah, haah…… I can’t, so tired…… I think I’m going to drop on the spot……」


  Belfast could hear the tired grief of Suffolk right behind her back. Edinburgh was also running at the very end of their group, and looked like she was unable to go any further. Because each one of them ran so far with all their might, it seemed like they were about to reach their limits sooner rather than later.


  But even so, this whole charade was about to end, soon.


  「Because this corridor is a dead end!」


  As Belfast said, the whole group turned at the corner of the corridor and arrived at a shorter corridor that was ending with nothing but a solid wall. There was nowhere else for the thieving maid to go now.


  However…… That didn’t mean that they could just let their guard down like that……


  Judging from the sheer jumping and acrobatic abilities that the thieving maid demonstrated just a moment ago, it might be possible that she had some other hidden technique that she could use in the time of need. If they were to let their guard down thinking that they have already caught up with her and there was nothing she could do, it was quite possible that it would result in her making her escape once again.


  –––––– If they were going to succeed here, they really needed to start thinking outside of the box.


  Just when the Head Maid thought so, the thieving maid turned around on the spot.


  「Everyone, please line up right behind me! We cannot let her escape from here, no matter what!」


  After telling that to everyone, Belfast turned at the corner, going after the ghost maid.


  Of course, everyone else followed suit and before long everyone arrived in the corridor that was a dead end.


  And once they all did that, at that exact time,


  「Huuuh……!?」


  Edinburgh was the first one to open her mouth and speak up.


  Because no matter how you would look at it, the thieving maid was nowhere to be seen.


  There was only one maid uniform that was currently lying on the floor of the dead end corridor. And there was nothing else.


  There was only one way in which someone could get out of that dead end corridor. But it was only a small window, so small that even someone as small as Bel-chan would have trouble squeezing her way through it in a hurry.


  「The Ghost Maid……」


  Belfast murmured those words involuntarily to herself.


  This was truly starting to feel like the handiwork of a genuine ghost. Because this was a dead end, but even so the thieving maid disappeared without the trace, nowhere to be found.


  Sheffield then picked up the maid uniform that had fallen on the floor right next to Belfast, who was still quite stunned after what they had seen here.


  「This uniform…… it certainly belongs to the Maid Corps.」


  「So…… So is this true!? Is there really a ghost at large in here!?」


  As Belfast watched Edinburgh start trembling in fear and then going into a genuine panic attack on the spot, she shook her head in a firm denial.


  If their thieving maid was really a ghost, then there would be no need for her to get rid of her maid uniform as she was making a run for it. She would have just slipped through the wall with the uniform still on her.


  So there was no doubt about it in Belfast’s mind. Their thieving maid was a normal living being, made out of flesh and blood.


  So the possibility was huge here that the maid’s uniform was just a form of disguise here. Either that, or……


  「That appearance…… That was……」


  Belfast remembered the thieving maid and the things that she was able to catch a glimpse of back in the kitchen, next to the cooking table.


  It was a glimpse of a pale and sickly face, looking as though it was ready to collapse at any moment if you would simply let it.


  At that moment a thought occurred in Belfast’s mind. That she has seen that face somewhere in some book in the past.


  After digging through her memory for a little bit, Belfast finally came up with the name of that strange face.


  It looked exactly like……


  「Scarecrow……」


  After being able to realize that, all that Belfast could do was to gaze in silence at the maid uniform that was left on the floor like that.


  * * *


  「…… So in the end, we did not manage to get any closer to solving the case. Sheffy, are you sure you don’t know anything more?」


  Back at the kitchen, Belfast decided to ask Sheffield about the Ghost Maid once more.


  「Yes. I have told you everything that I know of, but even so, much of it is only my own guesses and assumptions. Sorry about that.」


  So in other words, Shieffied really did not know anything about the Ghost Maid at all. It was just a front that she happened to come up with on the spot in order to let the Ghost Maid’s guard down and get closer to it.


  「As for me, I am not all that familiar with the matters of the occult myself, either.」


  And if none of the maids gathered here knew anything about the subject at hand, then there was really nothing that could be done about it on their own.


  But in the end, since no one in here happened to know anything about the Ghost Maid, that would mean that the case of the stolen candy would really come to a standstill.


  「–––––– I-Its face. It was……」


  Then, a trembling voice could be heard right from behind their backs.


  「Pale…… It was frighteningly pale…… ><」


  Looking behind them, Fortune looked to be so scared that she was about to cry on the spot, her face all pale with fear.


  「God damn it…… I didn't know that our candy thief would turn out to be so creepy and out of this world…… Scary, so scary……!」


  Looking at Foxhound right next to Fortune, she was also so scared that she could only tremble in fear, unable to move. It was really something, seeing someone who was usually so lively and energetic to be afraid like that. The two of them were hugging each other and their shoulders were trembling so much that it looked like they would fall off at any moment now.


  She really messed up. This whole situation was a direct result of her wrong decision, and Belfast was only starting to realize that now. And now they had to stick with the consequences of that bad decision.


  Actually, just a little while ago, the Head Maid thought it would be better to tell everyone currently present the information that she happened to see, but then they have become so preoccupied with the thieving maid that she never managed to do just that.


  But this was bad. Very, very bad. As a result of her failure, Belfast's remarks only managed to instill fear in the hearts of the people gathered in the kitchen.


  「S-Say, Bel? I-I-I, I also t-t-t-think that we are…… b-b-biting more than we can c-c-chew here……」


  Looking to the side, Belfast could see that Edinburgh was also scared out of her mind, tears welling up inside of her eyes.


  But it was not Edinburgh alone. The other maids that were present in the kitchen were all frightened and seemed unable to do their jobs properly anymore.


  「To think that we would be dealing with ghosts of all times of the year……! Not to mention the one with such great motor skills at that! I-I don’t think that anyone would be able to move like that…… even if they tried……!」


  This was the primary example of what it means to wage a psychological warfare on your enemy.


  At the current moment, many of the maids have become aware of the presence of the Ghost Maid and were really afraid of it.


  And even though it was the middle of the day, some of the kids were even afraid to go to the toilet on their own, without having someone to assist them all the way.


  


  

  Also, that was all without even mentioning the problem of cake-making.


  Most of the people were afraid that the thieving ghost might visit the kitchen again, which resulted in all the work and preparations coming to a screeching halt.


  「At this rate we really are going to be in serious trouble……」


  Realizing that, Belfast let out a long sigh.


  As for the time, it was already way past noon, and they were late into the afternoon.


  Belfast also asked Nelson and Rodney to keep quiet about the Ghost Maid in order to prevent the commotion from escalating even further, but it seems that the candy theft damage was already starting to increase little by little, even among the other factions.


  And since the candy thief was at large while being dressed up as a maid, there was no way for the Maid Corps to avoid being falsely accused of stealing.


  Just as Belfast was starting to feel that she was at the end of her rope as to what to do with this entire situation,


  「–––––– Belfast.」


  Suddenly hearing someone calling her name, Belfast turned around in search of the source of the voice.


  But even so, she was having trouble recognizing to whom exactly that voice belonged.


  Everyone else seemed to be just as concerned as Belfast was, but they seemed to be as clueless about it as the Head Maid was.


  「–––––– Here, Belfast. I’m right here.」


  At that moment Belfast looked behind her in astonishment.


  The one standing behind Belfast’s back was Newcastle. She must have finished her portion of the chores for the time being and was back to receive some more duties to perform.


  「Newcastle-san! When did you……!?」


  「…… I have been standing here and listening for a while now.」


  Belfast thought that this should be surprising, but at this point in time that was really no longer the case.


  「There is one thing that I have forgotten to tell you earlier.」


  「Something that you have forgotten to tell me?」


  「About the Ghost Maid, I mean.」


  Not only Belfast, but the eyes of everyone present in the kitchen widened up and they held their breath.


  「To tell you the truth, I might have an idea about a person who might be familiar with the Ghost Maid. Originally, the Ghost Maid was the first among the shipgirls who have been affiliated with this Home Port a long time ago.」


  Newcastle then opened the wooden door leading to the dining room.


  「If you don’t mind, I can tell you all about it as we walk around for a bit…… Now then, what do you want to do?」


  Belfast followed after Newcastle without even a moment of hesitation.


  「I-I guess I’ll just stay here and watch the house while you are gone, Bel…… Haha.」


  Said Edinburgh in a helpless tone, trying to look positive, even though that did not quite work the way she intended it to be, because her face was even more bluish in color right now.


  「And we shall resume the cake-making process in the meantime.」


  After saying that, Sheffield made her way to the cooking table and began to continue the work on the already finished sponge cake.


  「If we were to stop working at this point, it would be really difficult for us to finish the cake before the appointed time. Besides, it would be nice if there was at least one person who could counterattack when the Ghost Maid comes with another unannounced visit.」


  「Oh…… Y-Yeah, you’re right. Then we shall help you out with this, as well!」


  「Me too! Let me help out, too!」


  Seeing that Kent and Foxhound opted to stay behind, it would seem that Belfast had no other choice but to go and listen to Newcastle’s story all on her own.


  At that point, Belfast could feel a small hand pinching at the hem of her uniform.


  「…… Bel-chan? What’s wrong?」


  Bell-chan said to Belfast, after stopping pulling on her dress and shuddering for a second out there:


  「I-I want to go as well, Belfast-nee-sama!」


  「But Bel-chan, aren’t you afraid of ghosts?」


  When Belfast asked her that with a surprised look on her face, Bel-chan replied to her after a brief moment of silence.


  「But that would actually be a first time for me if I was able to actually meet one.」


  If only that was the case with anyone else, then Belfast’s job would have been a whole lot easier.


  Belfast took the hand of her little maid companion and expressed her gratitude.


  「Thank you. Thank you so much, Bel-chan.」


  In addition to that, it would seem that this small hand was hiding the amount of courage in itself that could even put that of an adult to shame. It was certainly reassuring to have a companion like that.


  At that moment Belfast really thought so.


  * * *


  Newcastle left the Royal Navy’s Dormitory through the back door, unfolded the umbrella that she was holding in her hand, and started to walk ahead. Belfast and Bel-chan followed closely behind her.


  「There should be a small detached building not so far away from here.」


  Bel-chan suddenly spoke up while the three of them were walking forward.


  Right behind the Royal Navy’s dormitory, there was a small hut that even the maids usually wouldn’t go near to.


  Even the Royal Maids were instructed that there was no need to clean that place up, even occasionally. So it was left alone just like that. At this point in time, it would hardly be surprising if some thief would make this place into their hideout.


  Surely Bel-chan was not the only one who would know about this place, for there were bound to be at least a bunch of children who would try to venture into this area during their playtime, but considered the place to be just a plain and ordinary abandoned house and nothing else.


  「Actually, this place was supposed to be an annex for the children’s room back at the dormitory.」


  Newcastle started to explain while they continued to walk.


  「The ones who were supposed to live here were the people who did not wish to be disturbed by others while they were going about their daily routine. That is also the reason why the Maid Corps was explicitly told to not perform any cleaning in this place, either.」


  「Hmm, I see. So that was the reason, huh?」


  While listening to the talk that Belfast was having with her senior, Bel-chan said that to herself.


  「It seems that we have arrived.」


  While saying that, Belfast also gazed at the constructed hut for the first time in a long while.


  The hut itself was like a wooden bungalow.


  The skeleton of the hut was densely overgrown with ivy, just like any other building on the Home Port island. Combined with just how run-down it looked to be, it looked really eerie and disturbing.


  「It looks like a perfect place for a ghost to appear in. Or like a perfect setting for a ghost story.」


  Certainly, it was just as Bel-chan said.


  It was also an appearance that wouldn’t make it all that surprising if a thief was living here.


  「How about we try to go in right away?」


  Saying so, Newcastle stood at the entrance of this realistic-looking Horror House.


  Seeing the door knocker that was right in front of her while looking from behind Newcastle’s back, Belfast was in shock for a brief moment. That’s because the door knocker was fashioned in the shape of a terrifying demon’s face, with goat-like horns growing from the sides of its head.


  What’s more, the one that was installed at the front door had its expression to be fashioned in a really grotesque and anguished way, making placing one’s hand onto the knocker in its mouth feel especially disturbing.


  Then there was also a hoof-shaped handle-like protrusion sticking from the door, designed for turning rather than from pressing it down.


  「Come to think of it, this is going to be the first time for me to be coming to this place at this time of the year.」


  Belfast said that while staring at the uniquely designed door-knocker.


  Newcastle took it upon herself to knock onto the door, seeing just how reluctant her junior seemed about it.


  As to be expected, there was no reply.


  「The door are open, imagine that.」


  Newcastle then looked at Belfast while opening the door with a silent sound after twisting the doorknob a little bit.


  「Then one that we are looking for is probably inside, so let’s just go inside for now.」


  「Are you sure that’s okay?」


  When Belfast asked her about that, Newcastle simply nodded her head slowly.


  「This here building may be in the middle of the field and might look abandoned and that you cannot enter it, but basically it seems that you can freely come and go whenever you please, with little to no consequence.」


  Belfast and the others proceeded through the open door right after Newcastle, wondering if that was really the case here.


  


  

  The inside of the hut also looked to be very old, and it was difficult for them to even see what was under their feet.


  But there was also a lantern hanging on the wall right near the entrance. However, when Belfast tried to step in that direction and reach out for it –––


  「–––––– I would advise against going there, if I were you.」


  Suddenly, a voice called out from behind her, and Belfast stopped dead in her tracks, with one of her legs still hanging in the air.


  「……I’m deeply sorry for calling out to you so suddenly. But you see, I was just in the middle of trying to get rid of some evil spirits with the help of a good secondhand book about adapting Feng Shui into the Western structures, so I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t touch anything.」


  Along with those words, a new fire was lit somewhere inside of the hut.


  And that place happened to be right in front of the place where Belfast and Bel-chan were currently standing.


  「You are……」


  There she was, a little girl wearing a deep hood while sitting on a big sofa.


  Standing right next to her was another little girl with large seams attached to her forehead for some reason.


  Belfast looked at the two little girls and then she curtsied towards them with grace and elegance.


  「Please pardon the sudden timing and nature of our visit…… Erebus-sama.」


  When Bel-chan followed right into the Head Maid’s footsteps and curtsied as well, the small girl adjusted her position while still sitting on the sofa, and then Erebus, the Monitor ship of the Erebus Class, spoke to Belfast with an expressionless face.


  「If the maids are coming here, does that mean they are here to clean? Unfortunately, this house isn’t part of the Maid Corps jurisdiction, I’m afraid.」


  「Erebus-sama.」


  Said Newcastle after aligning herself with both Belfast and Bel-chan, giving a polite bow towards Erebus just like the two other maids did just now. She then spoke up:


  「Actually, I have something I would like to ask you. It is in regards to the Ghost Maid subject.」


  「…… The Ghost Maid?」


  Erebus then cast a glance at the little girl standing right next to the edge of the sofa.


  「It’s surely been a long time since we have heard that name. Isn’t that right, Terror?」


  Erebus’s younger sister, the Monitor ship Terror of the same Erebus Class, remained silent even after hearing that remark. In addition to the seams that were placed all over her body, she was also making quite the visual impact onto the onlookers, having huge screws protruding from the sides of her head.


  Erebus then slammed the secondhand book that she was holding in her hand shut, and squinted her eyes cautiously as she rested her arm on the armrest of the sofa.


  「Her presence used to be fairly timid and limited, but lately it has been getting worse and worse. But one has to wonder…… Why would you even want to talk about the Ghost Maid now?」


  「That’s because……」


  Having no other choice in that matter, Belfast was forced to explain to both Erebus and Terror what events have transpired up until now.


  Their expressionless expressions reflected in the flickering light of the candelabra handing from the ceiling were strangely spooky in this particular environment. And while Belfast was telling her story, both Monitor ships were just listening to her without saying a word of their own.


  And just like that Belfast arrived at the part of the story where her group was starved for some much needed intel on the Ghost Maid.


  「That is why we have come all this way here. We were wondering if you might know something about her, and if you would be willing to share those information with us.」


  「Hmm, I see. I think that I understand the situation now.」


  Erebus folded her arms on her chest.


  「But as unfortunate as that may sound, I do not believe that the problem with which you are currently dealing with is that of a Ghost Maid.」


  「…… Huh? What do you mean?」


  Hearing those words, Belfast could feel that the expression on her face turned into that of astonishment and surprise. She then cast a quick glance at Bel-chan, who was still holding onto her hand really tight.


  「What do you mean that it is not the problem of the Ghost Maid, Erebus-sama?」


  As Newcastle asked her that question, Erebus jumped off from the sofa.


  「Essentially speaking, the nature of the Ghost Maid is the same as you girls, it was a being that was originally known for “performing good deeds for whoever that needed help” around this Home Port island. Of course, before she became the Ghost Maid, she was also living here in this Home Port. But whether or not she really existed, that I do not know.」


  It was at that moment that Terror, who largely remained silent until now, opened her mouth to speak up as well.


  「…… For example, finding a solution to a problem that someone might have been struggling with for a long time, or finding something that someone happened to lose and was looking for for the longest time. And every time something unexplainable with a happy ending was happening, people used to look into the distance and say “Thank you for your assistance, dear Ghost Maid”.」


  「So in other words, speaking from the standpoint of your Maid Corps lot, the Ghost Maid is supposed to be a good spirit, one of which people are supposed to sing praises exclusively. There should be no way that anyone would dare to speak of its existence in a negative way.」


  Hearing that totally unexpected fact, the entire Belfast’s group let out a sigh of surprise all at once.


  「I see. So that’s how it is.」


  But at the same time, there was still something that Belfast didn’t quite understand.


  「But if that is indeed the case here, then what exactly is the identity of that strange monster that we were chasing earlier?」


  「–––––– That, I believe, was most probably,」


  At that exact time, yet another voice could be heard inside of the hut, and Belfast and others looked in surprise towards a direction that they previously thought to only be an empty space and nothing more.


  It would seem that this run-down hut had yet another inhabitant aside from Erebus and Terror. And that person now revealed their presence, while acting somewhat absent-minded.


  「Fuaaahhh…… Nmuh. If I remember correctly, you were saying something about that some time ago, right, Erebus? When I listen to that story just now, it sounds awfully like something that a Scarecrow fellow would do, wouldn’t you agree? At least that’s what it looks like to me.」


  「Vampire-sama, so you were here as well? I did not even realize.」


  「Yes, good morning to you too, Belfast.」


  The Admiral V Class Destroyer Vampire raised her hand as if she just woke up and yawned hugely once more, at the same time cracking her neck a little bit.


  「I see. I can certainly see that being one of the possible causes of this situation.」


  Erebus then made her way towards a heavy-looking book that was sitting on top of a table nearby, flipped it open and once she arrived at a page that she was looking for, she showed its contents to Belfast.


  「This is the exact thing that Vampires is talking about.」


  「T-This is……」


  The illustration that was drawn on the page of the book looked exactly like the image of the Thieving Maid that they encountered not so long ago.


  It was an illustration of an apparition with a ghastly-pale skin and a bag put over its head, fashioned to look just like a grotesque version of a human being.


  What was also the same as Belfast remembered it, were its hands and feet, looking all rag-like and strangely elongated. According to the explanation provided by the book, the Scarecrow was “A type of monster that was placed in the middle of the fields to scare the birds away, but would grow malicious over time and would hunt people at night, ripping them to shreds”.


  「A type of ghost that is way too suitable for Halloween disguise, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Belfast shook her head hearing Erebus’s words, whose expression grew strangely warm for some mysterious reason.


  「But still…… There is no way that our thief right here is the genuine Scarecrow like that, right? Even if they look the same as in this book.」


  「Yes, I would think so, as well. However, it also states in this book that the Scarecrow is not really a thief, but rather an amalgamation of grudges and vengeful thoughts towards human beings. That is why it attacks them almost exclusively.」


  「Then that means that most certainly our Ghost Maid is someone in a clever disguise.」


  When Bel-chan said that, Belfast slammed the book shut and looked up at the rest of her group.


  


  

  「At the moment, this thief is roaming around the school and is stealing sweets and candy from various people. And since it is the most formidable of opponents, we need all the clues we can get our hands on in order to fight back against it.」


  「Then what do you say for us to lend you guys a hand in apprehending the thief?」


  While saying that, Vampire took a small aluminum box from Terror’s hands and passed it onto Belfast.


  When the Head Maid opened the box, there were at least several kinds of cookies lined up one by one inside of it.


  「If you can’t find it on your own, then how about trying to lure it out with some bait?」


  * * *


  The next order of things that Belfast and her entourage did was to come into the center of the school building.


  Right in the center of this place, there was a water gully that imitated the natural environment and the place was almost completely covered with moss. This particular place was used during classrooms teaching various combat tactics, and right nearby there was a large auditorium, a small store, as well as the school’s cafeteria. There was also a small workshop right in the corner of the building.


  「Is it really okay for us to set up the trap in such a conspicuous place?」


  When Belfast asked her that question while looking all worried, Vampire shook her head as if there was nothing to worry about, and then being here was the most natural thing in the entire world.


  「It’s fine, it’s fine! From what I have heard, the Ghost Maid waltz right into your precious little kitchen without any hesitation at all, didn’t it? And from the way in which you described her behavior, it doesn’t seem to be the smartest tool in the shed, so a trap like that should be more than enough to allow us to lure her in, wouldn’t you agree?」


  While still wondering if it was really all right for them to be here, Belfast tried to plant a box containing cookies near the fountain, just as she was told to do. As for the box itself, there was a thin piano wire attached to it, and by pulling on it, it would cause the trap to spring into action once the thief would arrive to take the box, sending them down right into the depths of a previously dug pitfall.


  「I am sure that this trap is pretty well-made and it should be able to deceive just about anyone, but……」


  Belfast, Bel-chan, Newcastle, Vampire, and the rest of the group hid in the shadows of the building and were currently waiting patiently for their thief to arrive and take the bait that they set for it.


  However, looking at the fact that some of the children who happened to be passing by the place where the trap was laid would only cast an intrigued glance towards the box and then leave to keep on doing what they were doing, this was not boding well for the success of the trap.


  「Judging by everyone’s reactions, it looks like the thief is going to be the same way and won’t fall for it.」


  However, Erebus’s expectations were greatly betrayed after several tens of minutes more of patient waiting.


  Terror raised her head suddenly and pointed towards the aluminum box with her finger.


  Everyone except Terror, who were looking somewhere else or looked about ready to doze off on the spot, suddenly stare in that same direction all at once.


  「Fufufu! I can’t believe that our thieving maid really came! Well, well, well, color me surprised!」


  For some reason, Vampire, the one who should have had the most trust and confidence in the success of this trap, whispered such words to herself. It was something to which everyone wanted to retort unintentionally, but they held back and stared intently at the direction that Terror had indicated.


  The thief was wobbling around the cookie box while keeping its guard up at all times.


  But as soon as it realized that there was nobody around and it was in here by itself, it walked closer towards the cookie box and reached out its hand towards it.


  「Now!」


  With Belfast’s signal like that, Erebus pulled the piano string and in that moment the ground under the thief’s feet started to crack and collapse on the spot, at the same time as the cookie box started to move. As a result of that action, the thief fell down into the pitfall with the expression of utter surprise on its face.


  「There! Now pull some more!」


  As Erebus did exactly what she was told, the thief finally realized that it managed to fall into a trap, and seeing that there were now maids that were onto it, did its best to start running away.


  It was also at this very moment that Bel-chan asked the question that’s been bugging everyone else for a few moments now.


  「I wonder if Miss Thief here is really that dumb?」


  「Looking at what we saw just now…… Then yes, I would say that this is exactly the case here.」


  If it was only one maid chasing it with all of her might, even when it managed to fall into a pitfall, the thief would have been able to easily escape from here. But to think that the enemy that they presumed to be so formidable would fall for such a simplistic trap, it was nothing short of shocking and astonishing.


  「Now that it’s stuck down in the pitfall, it has nowhere left to run. Let’s go and catch it while we still have the chance.」


  While saying that, Erebus pulled the piano string with all of her might.


  With added momentum like that, the cookie box floated in the air. At the same time, the thief also jumped in the air as if trying to chase after the box.


  But the moment its hand missed the box, the thief started to fall down. And it was as if it did not realize that its foothold was gone, for when it tried to rest her feet on the ground and jump in the air once more ––––––


  At that exact moment, the thief disappeared into the depth of the pitfall for good, followed by a loud and heavy THUD!


  「You fool! You utter fool!」


  Vampire turned around towards Belfast after belittling the thief like that and gave the Head Maid a thumbs up.


  「But judging by that sound, isn’t that hole a little bit too deep?」


  「What are you talking about, it’s fine! Rather, it would be a problem if the hole was so shallow that it could easily jump out of there, don’t you think?」


  Vampire puffed out her chest with pride as she answered that.


  Certainly, considering the sheer jumping power of the thief, there was a good possibility of that actually happening, and above all else, Belfast wondered if the depth of the hole that they have dug out was sufficient enough, for at this point in time she was ready to believe even the most improbable of scenarios.


  「Come on now! It’s time to unveil the culprit’s identity!」


  Looking all excited, Vampire lightly trekked towards the edge of the pitfall.


  At the same time, huge piles of dust and soil started to fly out from inside of the pitfall.


  「Say what now?」


  No one could immediately react to something so ridiculous that was happening so completely out of the blue.


  On top of that, the thief managed to somehow regain its composure, and was about to start running away once again.


  「Oh no! At this rate it’s going to get out!」


  Belfast, who realized what was going on way faster than anyone else in here, started to run towards the pitfall at full speed.


  –––––– They managed to corner it this much. This was their chance. They couldn’t allow it to go to waste just like that. With that in her mind, Belfast chased after the thief with all of her might.


  However, in terms of her foot speed, the thief’s crawl was still slightly faster.


  In no time at all, it managed to pull itself out of the pitfall’s depths alongside its walls, where once it was out of there it started to dash away, hoping to lose its pursuers inside of the school building.


  Belfast stood still, looking in the direction the thief had disappeared, her chest moving up and down as she breathed heavily.


  「…… This is completely, a miss on my part.」


  She should have rushed over there as soon as it fell into the pitfall.


  Just like Bel-chan said, even if this thing is an idiot, that thief still has a terrifying speed and power that could allow it to easily escape from here.


  Besides, the thief’s true identity is probably not the “shipgirl” that was said to have roamed the Home Port. It was more of a disguise hiding someone else underneath it.


  


  

  But even so, with those thin limbs and the bag covering her head, there was no actual way of knowing who that might have been.


  One thing was known for sure here: she weighed very little. That’s why she was so fast on her feet.


  And that was a decisive difference between here and Belfast and the others: speed.


  「Now just how am I supposed to catch something that is so fast?」


  If you can’t catch something yourself……


  In that case, the method that Belfast had chosen here was ––––––


  * * *


  「…… So? May I ask what the reason for you to actually summon us in here is?」


  Nelson asked that question to Belfast while looking slightly irritated.


  Currently, the inside of the kitchen was full of shipgirls, including the members of the Maids Corps.


  There was Nelson, there was Rodney, there was Renown, there was Repulse, there was Javelin, there was York, and there was Cygnet……


  They were all people who had direct exchanges and interactions with Belfast either through classes, military commissions or a complete chance meeting after being back from one’s hot springs day off.


  「I do believe that it is imperative for all of us to work together in order to stop the candy thief.」


  When the Head Maid answered Nelson’s question, Cygnet’s face turned pale in an instant.


  「B-but…… O-Our opponent is a Ghost Maid wearing a cloth bag over her face, and we are…… There is no way that we can fight back against something that is so scary……」


  「J-Javelin is getting kinda scared simply by listening to you guys talking about it, too……」


  Seeing the Destroyers acting so scared and reluctant to take action, York started to laugh, even though her shoulders were quite visibly shaking at the current moment.


  「Fufufu……! I see that our opponent is the mighty Scarecrow herself! This is going to be a worthy test of my power! My Force is going to twist her really good!」


  「Well, isn’t that encouraging?」


  When Belfast grinned to herself just like that, Renown opened her mouth and spoke up.


  「Belfast. Why didn’t you say anything about any of this to us earlier on, back at the staircase? We could have lend you a hand right away!」


  「Yes, that’s right! Besides, isn’t this getting out of control? Right now it’s a pretty huge deal, I you were to ask me.」


  Following her sister’s words, Repulse also added her own thoughts into the discussion.


  「I am truly sorry for not telling you what was going on back then. However, I would like you to understand that at the time we were hoping to settle this matter as quietly and as discreetly as possible.」


  Although it was way too late now to apologize for her shortcomings, Belfast still bowed down her head deeply towards Repulse and Renown.


  Thanks to the combined efforts of Sheffield and the other maids it seems that the cake was managed to be finished somehow, but at the same time they managed to finish it way later than they initially had planned.


  「Perhaps if I asked for your help back then, we would not be in this kind of perilous situation right about now.」


  Belfast then slowly looked at everyone’s faces.


  「However, I’m afraid that this thief is no longer something that the Maid Corps can hope to possibly contain on our own. But still, even though I knew that all too well…… I was still reluctant to ask for help, since in the past there was never a crisis or a situation that I could not possibly resolve on my own.」


  Everyone was listening quietly to Belfast as she was speaking those words.


  Both Fortune and Foxhound were visibly shaking like crazy.


  Erebus, Terror, and Vampire who came to help because they must have found this entire situation to be extremely amusing.


  「However, if there is one thing that I have managed to learn throughout the past six months, it is the fact that sometimes in life, there are situations where you cannot hope to accomplish something on your own. That sometimes you must ask others for help, no matter how reluctant you might be to do so. After spending a lot of time with everyone here…… I have come to think that there is nothing wrong with admitting your own mistakes and shortcomings, and there is no shame in asking for help.」


  Once again, Belfast bowed her head politely towards everyone present.


  「And as much as it pains me to do so…… As the Head Maid of the Royal Navy’s Maid Corps, I would like to ask you all for your cooperation in this time of crisis. Would you please help us catch the candy thief for the sake of our Maid Corps and everyone else living in this dormitory?」


  For a long moment out there the inside of the kitchen went completely silent.


  「–––––– Good grief, look what you just did. Now you have made me feel bad for being all pretentious like that.」


  Nelson was the first one to break through the insurmountable wall of silence. Then she came right up towards Belfast, and opened her mouth after gently placing her hand on the Head Maid’s shoulder.


  「Even if you did not go out of your way to say all that and ask for our help, I am sure that everyone in here would still offer their assistance whether you would like it or not. I’m sure I would do just that.」


  「It’s just as Nee-sama is saying, Belfast. So don’t worry about it too much.」


  Next to Nelson, Rodney lined up in the same way, placing her hand on Belfast’s shoulder.


  「Thieves who steal candy from little children won’t be shown any kind of mercy. So they’d better brace themselves for what’s coming for them!」


  Just then, Renown and Repulse pitched in as well, and naturally York was soon to follow in everyone else’s footsteps.


  「Of course, we are going to cooperate as well. We were having so much free time on our hands that we were just wondering what we should do to pass it all.」


  After saying that, Vampire jumped down from the table on which she was sitting, and both Erebus and Terror followed suit after her.


  「J-J-Javelin too! I’m not afraid of ghosts or anything like that! Y-Yeah!」


  「Fueah…… W-We shall do our very best as well!」


  Then both Javelin and Cygnet added their resolve in, although the two were still trembling and hugging each other tightly as to give themselves some much needed courage.


  「W-We too! Don’t you forget about us! We can’t just let some stupid thief having a blast at our expense all the time, after all!」


  「I-I just hope that the Thief-san’s luck is finally going to run our sooner than later……」


  Finally, both Foxhound and Fortune joined with Belfast and the others, displaying a tremendous amount of courage considering their current situation.


  「Everyone……!」


  Belfast clenched her fist tightly seeing such a marvelous display of camaraderie from everyone present.


  With all that being said, with the addition of Nelson and the company to the Maid Corps, it was at this very moment that the “Anti-Candy Thief Alliance” were formed!


  「–––––– Belfast-nee-sama.」


  At that time, Bel-chan came up to her big sister.


  It looked like she wanted to say something to her, but had no idea how to put her thoughts into words. Seeing her like that, Belfast crouched down and said to her with a smile:


  「There is no need for you to worry, Bel-chan. However, once the operation is going to be in full swing, I would like you to stay at my side at all times and not leave. Can you do that?」


  「Say, Bel?」


  Belfast could then hear Edinburgh whispering into her ear, so quiet as to make sure that no one else would be able to hear her now.


  「Earlier you said that you had “Something prepared for everyone in here”, but…… Do we really have enough of that “something” to give it to everyone equally?」


  「But of course we do. No need for concern, Nee-san.」


  When Belfast said so in a smooth voice and a big smile on her face, Edinburgh involuntarily started to sweat all over once the realization of her younger sister’s words hit her.


  「W-Wait a moment!? A-Are you really sure this is going to be okay!?」


  「Yes, it is going to be quite alright. After all, I have already went and obtained the necessary permission for it.」


  Belfast then gently stroked Edinburgh’s hair as the smile present on her lips became even bigger and even more radiant.


  「Next time…… We are definitely not letting our thief get away.」


  At that exact moment, the Head Maid’s eyes were glowing with a bright and passionate light.


  * * *


  Sometime later. The time was so late that the sun was slowly beginning to set over the horizon.


  It was at this time that the candy thief disguised as the maid, for the time being known as Scarecrow –––––– decided to head towards the Royal Navy’s dormitory once again.


  


  

  By this time, the thief already managed to amass quite the collection of stolen candy and sweets.


  But what it was never able to entirely forget was the sight of the pumpkin cake that was currently sitting in this dorm’s kitchen. It thought that if it could steal something that big, it was sure it would be an unforgettable Halloween today, possibly the best one of them all.


  Right at the main entrance to the dormitory, she could see both Foxhound and Fortune looking all vigilant. But seeing that they were currently wearing some sort of strange rigging, the thief was not going to risk it all by getting close to them.


  So the thief backed away reluctantly, and then while remaining hidden it circled the dormitory until it arrived at its back, ready to invade the building through the kitchen’s back door.


  But while it was on its way towards the kitchen’s back door, the thief happened to gaze at the second floor’s window, and what awaited it there was yet another surprise.
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  All the windows on the second floor were guarded by women in similar-looking uniforms.


  And what was even more surprising here was the fact that a vast majority of those guards were not the members of the Maid Corps. It could see from here that there were also shipgirls of the Nelson Class and Renown Class respectively. And all of them looked outside, as if closely observing the dormitory’s perimeter, as if they were on the lookout for something. Or someone.


  In a hurry, the thief ran towards the building and clung tightly onto the wall, so that the guards on the lookout on the second floor would be unable to spot it from their vantage point.


  It would seem that at some point in between its visits, the Royal Navy’s dormitory was transformed into a well-guarded fortress. However, even seeing that security has become much tighter than before, it would not be enough to stop the thief for trying to get his hands on that sweet pumpkin cake that awaited it in the kitchen.


  On the contrary, seeing that they were all guarding it in such a way made the thief start feeling an incredible thrill, just like a thrill of the hunt.


  Now, if the Royal Navy was going to such lengths in order to protect their precious pumpkin cake, then that also meant that the thief would need to do his absolute best in order to steal it from them.


  Then, just as it was about to finally reach the doors leading to the kitchen by crawling its way alongside the wall……


  「There~ you~ are~!」


  Startled beyond all belief, the thief turned its back to where the voice was coming from, and there stood a silver-haired girl with her full-blown rigging deployed, her outfit fluttering on the wind and her guns locked firmly onto the thief.


  「It really is just as Bel said before! Looks like I was worried sick for nothing, imagine that!」


  But before Edinburgh was able to say anything more, the thief already started to run away, not even going to bother to listen.


  「Wait! Stop right there!」


  The maid’s guns followed the thief and before long, her rigging fired a few shots towards it, but each missing its mark.


  Yes, none of the shells fired at the thief managed to hit it directly. However, since the shells were always falling near it, unfortunately some of the shrapnels from the shells managed to slash the bag on its head and graze the face that was underneath it.


  But still, even though its situation might have looked perilous, the thief was actually calm and had no worries in his heart.


  Because even if the fully rigged maid would decide to chase after it, it would never be able to catch us, seeing how the thief was way faster on its feet than the maid was.


  As long as it was able to avoid the direct strike from the artillery fire, it would be able to run just fine, and the chase would end up in the exact same way as it did before.


  Now, even though she had the advantage here, the thief also knew that it was not good to push its luck too much, even against someone seemingly inferior to itself.


  So the thief started to make a dash towards the sea shore in order to wait there for a bit, albeit it was doing this reluctantly and at the expense of turning its mood really foul.


  「……………」


  But just then, its legs came to a full stop all of a sudden.


  Because right in front of it, there was someone. But this time around, that someone was two shipgirls from the Maid Corps, their backs turned against the setting sun.


  「Freeze! I’m afraid that you are not going to run any further!」


  「But that being said, you have done well to come this far. Hats off to you, Thief-san.」


  If the thief was not mistaken, then the shipgirls that were standing here all proudly were the County Class Heavy Cruisers, and one of them was Kent.


  Both of the maids were in a state where their entire rigging was already deployed, with their gun barrels facing the thief and completely locked onto it.


  It was then, right in the moment when the thief turned back and was just about to go back the way it came here……


  「–––––– And where do you think you’re going, huh?」


  The thief could not help it but to shudder upon hearing the voice that it heard coming from behind its back.


  「I’m sorry, but unfortunately for you, there is nowhere else for you to run away to. You might as well give it up.」


  While saying that, the thief’s eyes opened up wide in astonishment behind the cover of the bag on its head.


  「–––––– Well, except to Hell, that is.」


  What the thief was looking at was the Town Class Light Cruiser, looking at it sharply and not letting it out of her sight even for a moment.


  And the sharpness in that gaze was all that the thief needed to know that the shipgirl in front of her was not kidding. There is probably no one in this Home Port who doesn’t know who that shipgirl is, especially with the size and shape of her main guns.


  Its honed concentration makes it possible to pin down and completely eradicate every opponent she would set her sights on.


  In light of the fact that she was sunk by Iron Blood’s Destroyers one by one in the Battle of the Barents Sea, she looked really carefree and even scatter-brained.


  An operation commonly known as the Attack on the Barents Sea.


  Being blocked by such a prominent person, the thief had no other choice but to stand in awe and be unable to move even an inch.


  There is no way that it would be able to survive getting hit with a direct hit from a fully-blown barrage. The only hope she had left was to fire a small salvo of her own and make a run for it.


  「–––––– Good, good! Everyone! Make sure that you manage to surround it properly!」


  However, before the thief was able to escape, the silver-haired with glasses from earlier came right in front of her and blocked her escape route.


  And then, yet another silver-haired woman with a small girl right at her side came behind its back, and just like that the thief was surrounded by the entirety of the Edinburgh Class ships in what seemed to be a blink of an eye.


  Yes, the blink of an eye. That’s all it took. In that short amount of time, the thief managed to get surrounded from all possible directions, its escape routes completely cut off.


  In the end, the silver-haired tall woman came up in front of the pack of its pursuers, standing upright and straight as she looked down at her. The silver-haired woman who came last or the thief stands up straight.


  That particular woman was chasing after the candy thief many times across today, and every single time the thief has managed to shake her off and escape victorious. But that has come to an end now. And now, the silver-haired woman quietly spoke some words that were directed at the thief.


  「Looks like I finally managed to catch up to you.」


  * * *


  The thief frantically looked around her surroundings and noticed that she was in a pathetically desperate situation.


  Everyone present here could shoot it down right away. Standing in the middle of the main guns circle, it had nowhere to run away to.


  「Now put your hands in the air and surrender quietly.」


  Hearing Belfast’s words, the thief slowly raised its hands and crouched down on the spot.


  Just when everyone thought that it finally decided to surrender, in the very next second,


  


  

  「What the!?」


  The thief kicked the ground as if it wanted to jump high over Bel-chan’s head and landed right behind her.


  At that moment, everyone’s sights went straight to Bel-chan.


  「…………………!?」


  The thief managed to turn the tables on the Maid Corps once more, leaving everyone present seemingly stunned and unable to react.


  And then it started to jump around over and over again, as if provoking its pursuers to try and hit it now.


  「No!! Head Maid! At this rate Bel-chan is going to be caught in the cross-fire!」


  Kent’s distressed words weighed heavily on Belfast’s mind right about now.


  Despite all of her personal vows to not let herself be caught off guard this time around and bring this entire thing to an end, something completely opposite ended up happening.


  The thief who was able to advance beyond the circle of armed maids and get back to safety immediately started to run away once again. Now that it has distanced itself from Bel-chan and the rest of the maids, they could resume shooting at it, but with such a distance between them and their target there was a really slim chance that they would actually be able to land a solid hit on it.


  「–––––– Umm, Belfast-nee-sama?」


  At that time, Bel-chan pointed at the thief who was getting farther and farther away.


  「Would it be okay if I tried to hit that thief with my cannon fire right about now?」


  Hearing Bel-chan say that, Belfast tilted her head as if she was having a hard time understanding what she just heard.


  「Since there is no risk of accidentally hitting one of our comrades in the process, I would say that there is no problem with you doing so, but…… I’m afraid that at this moment the thief is already outside of the effective range of our cannons.」


  「If it’s a distance like that, then I believe that there won’t be any problem with me actually landing that shot.」


  Along with those words, Bel-chan’s appearance started to shine really brightly.


  While letting out a sigh of relief, she chased after the thief with such a great speed that it made it look as if she had vanished from the scene in an instant.


  「No way……」


  Edinburgh said while her mouth went totally agape as she gazed at the figure of speeding Bel-chan.


  Everyone else was just as dumbfounded as Edinburgh was at the moment, knowing what just happened but actually having a hard time comprehending it.


  At the same time, Bel-chan was still running at an unbelievable speed and showed no signs of stopping anytime soon.


  And then she was able to easily catch up to the thief who was also running at an unbelievable speed all the time, and at that time the barrels of Bel-chan’s guns made a dull sound.


  The range between the two was now almost completely zero, so close that the barrels of Bel-chan’s guns were actually touching the tip of the thief’s nose.


  As for the thief, it just stood there, rooted in place, unable to move even an inch forward or backward.


  It was as if I was completely unable to actually comprehend what happened here just now.


  「…………………!!!


  In the midst of all that, Bel-chan got her guns ready to fire all at once.


  「…… I know that this is actually going to hurt, but do try your best to tough it out, pretty please?」


  CLICK! And with that short and quiet noise, all of Bel-chan’s guns fired all at once.


  At the same time as Bel-chan’s guns fired off, the thief made an astonished face as the whole territory around it started to become a barren wasteland ripped apart by cannon fire. Of course, the sheer force of the assault and the momentum of the shots landing on the ground caused its body to be sent flying in the air only for it to come back crushing towards the ground after going several meters forward.


  And once the thief’s body landed back on the ground, Bel-chan stepped on it and held the thief firmly in place, making sure that it would not be able to run away no matter what.


  Then the Belfast’s group, who was up until now just watching this spectacle from afar in sheer astonishment and amazement, hurriedly rushed to Bel-chan’s side in order to assist her.


  「B-Bel-chan!? Are you alright!?」


  Edinburgh got to Bel-chan first and started to shake her by the shoulder, as if that was going to confirm whether she was alright or not.


  「E-Edinburgh-nee-sama…… That hurts, that actually hurts.」


  「I never would have thought that you were able to run so fast like that, Bel-chan! That’s really amazing! You really saved us all here!」


  The situation might have been contained for the time being just like that, but if the previous encounter taught everyone something, it would be to not let their guard down around this thief, lest they want to chase it around all over again.


  「Nee-san, you might want to let go of Bel-chan for now. At this rate you might actually hurt her.」


  While leaving a word of caution for Edinburgh, Belfast then approached the candy thief, who was still lying on the ground, seemingly knocked unconscious by Bel-chan’s mighty barrage.


  The thief’s head had been cleanly blown off from its shoulders by the previous barrage, so for a moment out there Belfast felt as though a wave of nausea was about to overwhelm her, but that feeling disappeared as soon as it appeared. And then a completely new feeling replaced it altogether.


  「This…… But this is……」


  When Belfast got closer to the “corpse” of the thief and looked at it more carefully, what she was actually a small yellow creature she had seen before, peeking from the cut in the bag on the thief’s head.


  Holding one of those creatures in her fingers, Belfast picked it up and brought it closer to her face, glaring at it really intensely.


  No matter how she tried to look at the creature, it looked just like the Manjuu, one of the creatures that you could see all over the Home Port, taking care of various tasks.


  「Now then, you guys. Care to explain to me what it is that you are all doing……?」
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  At that moment, when Belfast pinched the manjuu’s cheeks slightly, it woke up with a mighty jolt.


  And when the small creature realized that it was being suspended in the air, it started to panic, thrashing its small wings and legs around like wild.


  「“Everyone seems to be enjoying this Halloween greatly, so we wanted in on the fun as well. And seeing just how many people were carrying sweets and candy around, we wanted to help ourselves to some of that as well, while also giving everyone a scare.” …… Goodness gracious, where did you even obtained such a wrong information as to what Halloween is all about?」


  Listening to the manjuu’s frantic explanation, Belfast could not help herself but to let out a deep and long sigh at the same time as voicing her thoughts out loud. It would seem that this entire “ghost-hunting” business has been the result of one huge misunderstanding. And it was so nonsensical that it was making Belfast want to laugh out loud.


  「Okay, now listen to me, and listen well, guys. Thanks to your ‘participation’ in the event, this year’s Halloween has become one huge mess. Do you understand what I’m saying? Also, you are going to return all the sweets and candy that you have stolen to their rightful owners, right this instant. Which reminds me, where did you even manage to store them all this time?」


  Seeing that Belfast was not kidding, under the constant monitoring of the Head Maid’s sharp gaze, the manjuus immediately guided everyone present towards the place where they managed to stash all the stolen sweets and candy.


  * * *


  「Whoa…… Just take a look at the sheer amount of this thing……!!!」


  The place that the maid group managed to arrive after being guided by the small group of manjuus was a small cave just a short walk from the sandy beach near the main Home Port facilities.


  What was in front of the maids’ eyes was a literal mountain of stolen sweets and candy. And the sheer amount of it was making it really hard to believe that the manjuus were able to collect all this across the span of one single day.


  「Are you saying that all the sweets and candy in here comes from the children from whom you have stolen it all?」


  Hearing the sharpness in Belfast’s tone, the manjuus started to bow their heads down all at once, to the point where they almost brushed their foreheads against the ground.


  「But I mean seriously, guys…… What were you thinking!? What were you even going to do with all of this!? There’s no way in hell that you would be able to eat all of that all by yourselves!」


  


  

  When Edinburgh shouted those words out loud, pointing out just how weird and thoughtless the manjuus actions were, that caused the group of small yellow creatures to become startled, and in a gesture of apology they started to bow down their heads even lower now.


  But that being said, if they were actually stealing all that candy and sweets just for the sole purpose of stealing, it was a thought that was truly sickening to even consider.


  「Oh…… Look, guys! The sun is all about to set soon! How about some delicious pumpkin cake?」


  Once the entire maid group got out of the cave and was slowly starting to head back to the dormitory, seeing that the sky was already starting to turn dark, Kent dropped such a suggestion completely on the spot.


  「Of course, but we can do that once we get back and properly thank all those girls and children who helped us with carrying out this operation. Besides, we also need to make sure that those guys properly apologize to every single person from whom they happened to steal what was not theirs.」


  Saying that, Belfast cast a quick and sharp glance in the manjuus direction once more, and in response to that the small creatures turned blue with fear, and then they started to profusely bang their heads against the ground in the gesture of apology. It would seem that after receiving quite the earful from the Head Maid earlier, right now they were properly reflecting upon their actions and what they did.


  And then, once the whole group returned to the entrance of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory,


  「…… So it would seem that the operation managed to end in a success, I take it?」


  Repulse said that while smiling all broadly and happily. Behind her were the rest of the Maid Corps and the various girls from all around the dormitory who agreed to help them out with capturing the thief, including Nelson and Rodney as well.


  Belfast smiled back at her and nodded her head with an elegant grin.


  「Yes, that’s right. Thanks to your assistance, the matter at hand has been properly resolved. Thank you very much for your help. We couldn’t have done it without you.」


  It was a sincere thank you, coming straight from the heart.


  At that moment Javelin let out a sigh of relief, and it was also the signal for everyone else that the operation was now over, and that it managed to end in a success. At that time it felt like all the gathered tension in the dormitory dissipated without a trace.


  Belfast then turned towards Edinburgh who was standing right by her side.


  「Everyone really did a great job during this little operation.」


  While looking at everyone gathered in front of her, Belfast thought back to a little while ago, when the contents of the operation were being fleshed out and brought into action.


  At first glance, it seemed that the patrols were being carried out completely from the entrance to the dormitory to its very rooftop. But in reality it was only a clever trick, an elaborate ruse for the thief to think that way and to pull them as far away from the dormitory as possible.


  From the outside the dormitory might have looked like an impenetrable fortress, but if only the thief went inside of the building through the door or a window, they would be able to see right through the maids’ strategy.


  「But even so, some of the kids were really doubting that a strategy like that would be able to succeed.」


  After all, even the most solid strategies do not always succeed. Theory is never truly equal to practice.


  That was one of the things that Belfast told to everyone beforehand.


  That’s why Belfast was wholeheartedly grateful to shipgirls such as Foxhound or Javelin, who although were afraid of ghosts, managed to pull through here and perform their duties splendidly.


  「Bel, you have been a splendid leader this time around.」


  Edinburgh smiled brightly as she looked at Belfast’s profile.


  「Was I, now? Do you really think so?」


  「Yeah, I do. You yourself might not even realize it, since for you this is probably a day-to-day occurrence. But then again, Bel. You are the Head Maid, and the current Maid Corps is the way it is only because of you and the way you made it. So have a little more self-confidence for a change.」


  It was the kind of a feeling that Belfast understood all too well, but at the same time the kind of feeling that she completely did not understand.


  In any case, since that matter was well taken care of, it was time for the maids to go back to the cake-making. That way, they should be able to make it in time for everyone at the dorm to be able to eat it.


  「Nee-sama! How about we go and finish making that cake now?」


  Hearing Bel-chan’s words, Belfast and Edinburgh nodded their heads at the exact same time.


  「Attention! All members of the Maid Corps! Can I have your attention, please?」


  Upon hearing Belfast’s voice, all the maids that were currently present turned around to look her way.


  「Now then, let us hurry up and finish preparing the cake for everyone to enjoy –––––– the best pumpkin cake that we can all think of!」


  With a truly warm and genuine smile now blooming on her lips, Belfast was ready to head back into the kitchen with everyone else and get back to her originally assigned duties.


  The maids’ Halloween was now ready to begin in full swing.


  Chapter 2: The Christmas Worries


  Since ancient times, the waters surrounding this Home Port have been famous for having a great number of islands scattered all over the place.


  The number of islands is actually more than seven hundred, according to the latest research. If you include those whose perimeter is less than one hundred meters, that number would go even higher.


  Those who know the exact number are at least none of the shipgirls currently living in this Home Port. So it was actually no surprise that every time someone would discover a new island during military operations or standard commissions, that matter would instantly become a topic of rumors circulating all over the Academy’s grounds.


  In particular, a certain uninhabited island that was just recently discovered this summer made many shipgirls’ hearts flutter with the sight of beautiful coral reefs that were present there.


  The one who found such a beautiful uninhabited island with coral reefs was none other than a member of the Royal Navy’s faction, which only made that camp exceptionally proud of this discovery.


  「–––––– Your Majesty, this is the uninhabited island in question that I was able to discover.」


  The Queen Elizabeth Class Battleship Warspite pointed to an island with a sandy beach in the distance and smiled at Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, who was advancing right next to her in the same way.


  The reason why the two of them decided to go there was very simple, actually.


  That day, the mission at the Naval Port, on which Warspite happened to be accompanying some other shipgirls, ended earlier than expected. And right after that, it was a matter of: “Hey, come to think of it, I’d like to go to the uninhabited island you said you just happened to find”.


  Queen Elizabeth suddenly said so.


  Luckily, the uninhabited island wasn’t too far from the Home Port.


  Even Warspite didn’t have any errands that required her to return to the Home Port early, so she decided that there would be no harm in taking Elizabeth there.


  And she did just that: Warspite decided to take Her Majesty to that uninhabited island without even questioning her reasons for wanting to go.


  As the two reached the uninhabited island, Elizabeth looked back in the direction that they happened to come from.


  「It’s really close to the Home Port, huh? How come that no one managed to find out about it until now?」


  「It just so happens that as per normal return route to the Home Port, this island and its position is a complete blind spot.」


  While talking about such things, the two of them walked along the shallows until they reached the sandy beach.


  「So! Where’s that coral reef?」


  「Actually, that place is on the opposite side of the coast where there are lots of scattered coral reefs.」


  「Hmm, is that so? But since this seems to be a really small island, we can just walk there no problem.」


  Just then, Elizabeth suddenly came to a stop on the spot.


  「But don’t you think that this coast here is also a great location? Hmm, Warspite?」


  As she held her hand up towards the blazing sunshine, Elizabeth squinted her eyes and smiled at the wide ocean visible from the beach.


  「Coral reefs are nice and all, but I also love this place!」


  Listening to Her Majesty’s words, Warspite became extremely happy for some reason.


  「I-Is that so…… You really think that, Your Majesty?」


  Right about now Warspite was so excited that she wanted to pump her fists up and down in a gesture of pure and unadulterated joy.


  For all that she understood, Elizabeth wanted to come here because she heard about the coral reefs and a shore on the opposite side of the island. And that was honestly it. But Warspite understood all that clearly, because upon seeing it for the first time her feelings were exactly the same.


  But seeing Elizabeth so content with this location, nothing could possibly make Warspite feel happier for the moment.


  –––––– As expected of Her Majesty! It was no surprise that this place would be so much to her liking!


  It was a white sandy beach with clear water as far as the eye could see.


  The huge granite rocks that could be seen on the western side of the beach had become a sea cliff that has been eroded by waves over the years, and you could see a spectacular sunset from the sandy beach if you were to wait long enough.


  For Warspite, this place was nothing short of paradise, a place that anyone would come to adore in no time at all.


  From the moment she first found this island, she thought that the scenery was much better than the one around the coral reefs. However, she was unable to explain the charm of the island well to others, so when she tried to explain it to someone in earnest, they would only say something along the lines of: “Oh, how nice! An uninhabited island with beautiful coral reefs!”.


  「For Your Majesty to be able to understand the appeal of this place right from the get go…… That is the greatest form of honor that I could have hoped for.」


  Once again Warspite thought he had done the right thing by bringing Queen Elizabeth here in the first place.


  Ever since she found the uninhabited island, she had always wanted to have it all to herself. Children who heard the rumors and came to the island should not know about this place because they were so distracted by the coral reefs on the other side of it.


  In other words, at that exact moment, this was a special place that only the two of them knew about and would have it all to themselves.


  That fact alone was the ultimate source of pride and joy for Warspite.


  「Y-Your Majesty. I-If you would like, then from now on, m-maybe we could…… here, together……」


  Warspite’s heart was pounding so hard that she was afraid it might actually burst out of her chest.


  –––––– Would you like to take a break together with me in the shade of that Casuarina tree over there?


  Warspite really wanted to say those words out loud, but she just realized that she clearly lacked the courage to do so.


  She also wanted to add something along the lines of: “I-If you would like, Y-Your Majesty, y-you could even rest your head on top of my l-lap!” However, at this rate, even after a hundred years she would be unable to deliver a corny line like that without stuttering and with a perfectly straight face.


  「Y-Your Majesty, m-my lap…… how about……」


  Just when she thought that he would finally be able to say it, something else ended up happening.


  「Oh yeah! That’s right!」


  「Huh?」


  Elizabeth suddenly clapped her hands together as if remembering something important, and Warspite let out a surprised sound out of her mouth like that.


  Elizabeth then began to rummage around her dress’s pockets in search of something,


  「You see, I actually completely forgot that I had that thing in me, and I was waiting for the right opportunity to use it for quite some time now!」


  Saying that, she took out a set of soap bubbles with a triumphant look on her face.


  「……A soap bubbles, Your Majesty?」


  「Exactly.」


  「Why would you even carry something like that on you, Your Majesty?」


  「You see, when I happen to be busy with all the paperwork and I want to take a break, I often just open the window and blow some soap bubbles in the air like that. With this, it’s pretty easy to get distracted and refreshed at the same time. I’ll lend some to you as well, Warspite.」


  Just as she told, Elizabeth handed Warspite a tube of soap bubbles.


  「I wonder if this area is going to be the right place for it? Now, come over here and let’s find out!」


  Elizabeth sat down on the beach where the waves were slowly crashing onto the shore, and she tapped the sand right next to her as if urging Warspite to join her.


  Warspite obediently obeyed the command and sat down right next to Elizabrth.


  「Alright, Warspite! You go first and inflate it as hard as you possibly can!」


  「Huh? You want me to go first, Your Majesty?」


  「We’ll have a showdown to see who can make a bigger bubble! I’ll even let you go first as a handicap!」


  A confrontation using soap bubbles. Warspite, who wanted to spend a relaxing time just together with Elizabeth, felt a little disappointed by this development, but she quickly got over it.


  Since she was going to do it, she wanted to do her best and enjoy it to the fullest.


  So she immediately dipped the hollow straw into the soap solution inside of the tube.


  「Is that… right? Am I doing it right?」


  「It doesn’t really matter how you do it. There is more than one way to go about it.」


  


  

  Elizabeth started to move her palm as if she was chasing after her escort. Her expression at that moment was also pretty smug.


  Warspite would then blow on the straw slowly and gently to create a large soap bubble that just kept on increasing its size.


  A small soap bubble was born from the tip of her straw without much of a problem.


  She thought that she was doing pretty good, and when she blew some more into the straw. Soap bubble was illuminated by the sun’s light, and it grew bigger and bigger while shining in rainbow colors.


  As for the bubble itself, it quickly became larger than Warspite’s head, and then,


  「Ah!!」


  The soap bubble burst into nothingness without making even the slightest of sounds.


  At that moment Warspite regretted that she was so greedy with it. She should have gone much softer on the soap bubble, but now it was far too late for that. She would simply have to pay attention to that next time around.


  「Fufufu, what a shame, Warspite. Such a pity.」


  Elizabeth smiles fearlessly seeing Warspite’s bubble bursting like that.


  「And now it’s my turn. Watch closely! I’ll show you how it’s done!」


  When Elizabeth grasped her own straw with the soap solution, she started to gently blow air right into the middle of the soap-covered ring.


  The soap bubble quickly grew in size, easily surpassing the size of the one that Warspite previously made.


  Seeing the soap bubbles getting bigger and bigger with no sign of it stopping anytime soon, Warspite could only let out a sigh filled with admiration.


  「Amazing…… It’s really amazing, Your Majesty!」


  The soap bubble continued to swell and grow in size, and before the two of them even knew it, it was already spreading across the entire sandy beach.


  「……T-This is.」


  Warspite was actually starting to wonder if this bubble was not actually way too big for its own good.


  Even though it was already an impossibly large size, the soap bubble continued to expand even further, as if there was no cap on just how large it would actually get.


  Before the two shipgirls knew it, the bubble had expanded so much that a few people could have easily fit their heads inside of the hollow space inside of it. And, on the contrary, the bubble was still increasing in size, to the point where it was about to pass the perimeter of the uninhabited island and start to go beyond it.


  Warspite also raised her voice when she realized that the situation with this bubble right here was becoming really abnormal really fast.


  「Y-Your Majesty? N-No matter how you look at it, this is starting to get really weird, don’t you think ––––––」


  Warspite was frantically trying to convince Elizabeth to stop doing what she was doing, but Her Majesty would not show any signs of stopping her endeavor anytime soon, continuing to blow into the soap-covered straw like it was nobody’s business.


  「A-At this rate, isn’t it basically going to explode!?」


  Warspite then had a thought like that occur in her head: what would happen to the two of them if they were right next to the soap bubble of this size when it would finally decide to burst?


  「No, Y-Your Majesty, please stop this immediately…… 」


  Before the two even knew it, the soap bubble was huge enough to easily fit an entire adult person inside of itself, with even some extra space to spare, and –––––– knew it, the soap bubble was big enough to crush one person ——


  POP!


  「Hauah!?」


  It was at that moment that Warspite jerked on her feet and jumped out of her bed involuntarily.


  His forehead was literally drenched with sweat. It took her a moment to calm herself down, but then Warspite realized that she was actually inside of her own room at the Royal Navy’s dormitory. She then realized that everything that was happening up until now was only a really bad dream.


  「Ah. Yeah, go figure. It was way too weird to actually be true. Just like I thought……」


  Warspite then covered her face with both of her hands, partially to wipe the sweat off of her face and partially to cover just how embarrassed she was.


  What a foolish dream to have! She could clearly feel that right now her face was so red with shame and embarrassment that it might have actually been catching fire any moment now.


  「I’m sure…… I’m sure that it must have been because I was so busy lately that I had no time to actually sit back and catch a break…… I can’t think of any other reason……」


  Recently, Warspite has been leaving the Academy frequently due to various military commissions that she was a part of, and she may have accumulated fatigue from continuing to perform missions at sea almost every single day for a prolonged period of time.


  In the first place, it was already four months ago that she went to an uninhabited island and played with soap bubbles together with Queen Elizabeth.


  That invitation wasn’t just a part of a regular mission, or a side activity while being on their way back home from a mission. It was just that one day when Elizabeth was done with another mountain-load of paperwork, she invited Warspite there out of sheer curiosity.


  And besides, at that time, there was no way that Elizabeth would ever propose a soap bubble showdown like that. Not a chance in hell.


  In reality, it was just taking a perfectly normal breather. Of course, Elizabeth had the soap bubbles with her at the time, but she just suggested that they could blow some of them towards clear blue skies as a method of enjoying themselves while they were being at it.


  Elizabeth sat beside her while the two were drinking tea and laughing as she looked at the many soap bubbles that had formed all over them.


  「It was so much fun……」


  It was surely an uneventful time, but Warspite was sure it would be one of the unforgettable memories that would be sticking with her for the rest of her life.


  But why would she even have such a dream now all of a sudden?


  「Could it be because Her Majesty…… is not here at the current moment?」


  At that moment Warspite cast a quick glance at the calendar hanging on the wall.


  It was already three days before Christmas, and Elizabeth had not yet returned to the dormitory.


  Currently, she was busy with her various duties at the Home Port along with representatives of all other factions. Since it was a standard procedure done at the end of the year each year, she told Warspite that there would be a whole lot of paperwork to do. Even more than usual.


  Every year around this time, Elizabeth would not come back home until New Year’s Eve.


  And just like every year before this one, this time around she was gone for about two weeks already.


  –––––– I really miss you, Your Majesty……


  After thinking that for a moment, Warspite was taken aback.


  「W-What the hell am I even thinking!?」


  After smacking herself really good to the head like that, Warspite immediately changed her clothes and headed towards the dining room for breakfast.


  * * *


  In the afternoon of that day, Warspite headed to a certain conference room around the dormitory.


  「–––––– Warspite-sama. We have been waiting for you. Please take a seat.」


  Belfast was standing at the entrance of the conference room, and Warspite sat down at her usual seat to which she was guided by the Head Maid.


  In addition to Belfast, there were many other maids serving the room.


  From now on, the meeting that would be held in this room would be dedicated to picking what kind of Christmas presents they would be handing to the children this year.


  Other participating members included Hood, Illustrious, Prince of Wales, and Duke of York.


  In front of the blackboard at the back of the conference room, Hood, the main facilitator, was lining up large iron boxes one by one.


  Inside the boxes there were Christmas cards written by the girls living in the Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  On those cards, there were various items that the shipgirls requested as the gifts that they would like to receive from Santa Claus this year, and each card had additionally the name of the shipgirls that would like to receive that particular gift.


  The participants of the meeting would look at the requested items written in that way and discuss whether it will fit within the budget. The cards would be then divided into accepted requests and declined requests.


  「–––––– Everyone, I thank you for all of your help and for cooperating with this year’s meeting as well. Without any further ado let’s get started.」


  Shortly after Warspite took her seat, Hood announced that to everyone currently present in the room in an official tone.


  


  

  With that short announcement, the meeting was officially about to begin. Warspite then adjusted her pose in her chair a little bit.


  「Belfast, Edinburgh, can I ask you to lend me a hand with this right away?」


  Called over by Hood, both Belfast and Edinburgh approached the blackboard after they were quietly waiting at both sides of the entrance to the conference room.


  The two of them came towards the blackboard where Hood was standing, and took out the key to the lock on the iron box.


  「–––––– It’s actually like doing a Handler’s Box, but on the Christmas Eve.」


  The one who whispered that was Duke of York, the third battleship of the King George V Class.


  「What remains at the very bottom is always hope, or is it simply that the negative legacy of the Crimson is simply too great……?」


  「What does even a ‘Negative Legacy of the Crimson’ mean? You mean a deficit?」


  Hood glared at the Duke of York for a moment.


  「I’ll leave it up to you to interpret.」


  「There is no need to interpret anything. We do this every year precisely so that we do not end up in the red!」


  While the two were having such a thorny exchange, Belfast and Edinburgh each inserted their own keys into the locks and unlocked the box.


  「Well then, let us begin, shall we?」


  Saying that, the Head Maid thrusted her hand inside of the box.


  In the same way, Edinburgh had another box opened and reached out for its contents.


  After rummaging through the contents of each of the boxes, Belfast and Edinburgh put them on top of the table, and then both of them started to read the cards in their hands roughly at the same time.


  「This one belongs to Beagle-san. She would like to receive a bunny plushie.」


  「Mine is from Bulldog-san. She would like to get a cow-motif mug cup.」


  At the moment when both Edinburgh and Belfast were done reading their respective cards, others started to flip through the data materials that they had from last year’s requests written on cards.


  「One of them asked for something similar last year.」


  After flipping through the materials, the Prince of Wales opened her mouth.


  Warspite also started to flip through her data notes, and last year they each requested a ‘Rabbit Papa’s shirt’ for Beagle-san and a ‘Cow print T-shirt’ for Bulldog. For some reason those requests looked strangely similar.


  「I mean, as long as it goes well within the limitations of our budget, it doesn’t matter what someone wants, right? As long as we can afford it, I mean.」


  Illustrious raised her hand and called out.


  「Maybe both of them just want to collect stuff with their favorite animal motif? If so, then I see no harm in doing so.」


  「More than favorite, aren’t those animals that both of their namesakes would rather prey upon? Wouldn’t you agree?」


  Listening to the words of the Duke of York, some of the people present nodded their heads as if they understood what she was getting at. Because when one was to look into it, both of their namesakes were originating in the breeds of dogs.


  But seeing that there were no other opinions being raised here, Hood looked at everyone and then said:


  「Well then, does that mean that we all agree that those requests can go under the “approved’ category?」


  After waiting for a while and confirming that no one was going to object that, Hood turned towards the two maids.


  「Well then, both of you. Could you pass those Christmas cards to me right here?」


  When Belfast and Edinburgh handed over their cards just as they were told, Hood pushed the large stamp with the letters ‘Approval’ written on them one by one and collected them to place them on a separate pile.


  This was in general just how the flow of this particular conference would go.


  As they were all reading out the requests written on the Christmas cards and comparing them with the data from last year, debating whether or not to approve them, Warspite’s thoughts gradually started to drift off and she began to absentmindedly think about Queen Elizabeth once more.


  –––––– If Her Majesty was in here with them right now……


  It was none other than Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, who originally suggested that such a Christmas present tradition should be held by the Royal Navy every year from now on.


  If she hadn’t been busy with her own share of work at the end of the year, she would surely have been sitting right here with them right now.


  「What a pity…… Haah.」


  「What do you think is exactly “a pity”, if I may ask, Warspite-sama?」


  Illustrious, who was sitting right next to Warspite, looked at her curiously as she unconsciously uttered those words out loud.


  In a panic, Warspite started waving her hand as she answered Illustrious question.


  「N-Nothing! It’s nothing, really! Nothing at all! Just this Old Lady talking to herself, that’s all! Ahahahahahaha……」


  While trying her best to sound truthful and not having to go into the details of what she just said, Warspite came up with a sufficient lie on the spot and laughed a little bit, trying to play it off.


  She certainly needed a well-deserved rest, but for the time being she decided to focus her attention on the meeting at hand. She also reminded herself that no matter what her circumstances might have been, it was by no means an excuse to do her responsibilities half-heartedly.


  「The next card is from…… Abercrombie-san. She would like to receive a set of firecrackers.」


  「「「Denied」」」


  Hearing the contents of the card that Belfast had read, Hood truncated it without a second thought, followed by everyone else in a single-minded decision.


  「The contents of the gift can only be managed with the surplus of the military budget meant for the war operations that is being provided to each faction. But even though we are discussing what things we can and cannot give to others, we also must consider the safety of the gifts that are being requested. But what to do about this one……」


  Hood muttered those words as if she was beginning to have a headache, pressing her fingers against her temples. It was also possible that she could hear Abercrombie’s annoying laugh ringing inside of her head right about now.


  Just as Hood said, gifts are purchased with the surplus from the faction budget after deducting the necessary expenses from it for the purposes of various military operations. So depending on the year, there are times when most of the requests can be safely approved and there are also times when a vast majority of the requests need to be denied. That is also the purpose of the documents containing past requests –––––– so that the budget could be managed responsibly.


  「But somehow, this year’s budget seems to be pretty severe, don’t you think? While it pains me to deny some of those requests, I guess that there is nothing that can be done about it. …… It’s only natural that not everything can be green-lit.」


  As she put her hand on her cheek, Illustrious so with a sad expression. It was only natural that she wanted for everyone to receive the gifts that they wanted, but sometimes the things requested would send them well over the budget. So in those cases they had no choice but to deny them and offer those girls something else as a form of compensation.


  It was a meeting that was somewhat difficult, because you had to determine what can be accepted and what can be denied, and sometimes certain requests would spark a heated debate.


  And if anyone was to ask her why they were going so far for something like this, there would be only one possible answer to give right here.


  —— The smiles of the children who are happy to receive their gifts…… That was the best thing in the entire world to behold.


  Waspite and other attendees who attend the conference each year were hoping to give the same joy to the children year after year. That was the true essence of the Royal Navy’s tradition of “Santa Claus”.


  After that, Belfast and Edinburgh alternately read out the requests for presents one after another, and everyone seriously discussed whether or not to approve them. The meeting seemed to go on until the sun went down.


  「I wonder if we should take a break for the time being?」


  As expected, it was difficult to do so many cards all in one go, so Hood came up with a proposal like that.


  Looking at the clock, two hours have already passed since the beginning of the meeting.


  「Excuse me, you maids over there. May I have a cup of tea?」


  Hearing Illustrious gentle voice and seeing her smile, one of the maids immediately raised her hand in the air.


  


  

  「Me! Me! I will brew it!」


  Warspite stared at the figure of the maid as she walked steadily by.


  –––––– If she remembered correctly, it was someone who Belfast once called Bell-chan.


  Although she was very young, Warspite thought she had a very firm personality for someone of her age.


  「Here you go.」」


  Saying that, Bel-chan handed Illustrious her tea.


  As for Illustrious herself, who was sitting right next to Warspite:


  「Thank you very much.」


  Illustrious accepted the cup with a smile on her face from the hands of the lovely and small maid.


  Seeing that, Bell-chan bowed and left back to her position.


  The members of the Maid Corps served the tea and sweets to the participating members one after another.


  As they have spent their time relaxing and talking amongst themselves,


  「Rejoice, everyone! For I am finally here!」


  All of a sudden, the door of the meeting room was opened with a mighty force.


  「Y-Your Majesty the Queen!?」


  Warspite raised her voice in shock, because standing in front of the door was none other than Queen Elizabeth of the Royal Navy herself, who was absent from the dormitory for so long to tend to her end of the year duties.


  「Y-Your Majesty, how!? Why are you even here…… Usually you wouldn’t be able to come back to the dormitory until the end of the year……」


  Illustrious asked while placing her hand firmly on her cheek.


  「Yes, that’s right. Usually, that would be the case. But! Things have changed this year!」


  “Right, right.” said Elizabeth, while she came to the place where the iron boxes were being kept and fell on top of the seat right next to them.


  「I know that this work is important and that it needs to be done as soon as possible, but come on! Are you kidding me! It’s almost Christmas out there in the world! At a time like this, why should we the representatives of all factions sacrifice our precious day off for the sake of doing some boring work? What a sick joke!」


  「Well, if you are putting it like that, Your Majesty…… I guess that you are right.」


  Hood nodded her head as if it was a completely reasonable and justified reason for skipping important work like that.


  「That’s why, starting from this year onward, we have stopped doing that kind of ridiculous schedule! We are going to do what work can be done there, and what we can bring back with us to the dormitories, we are going to bring it back! And what we can’t do for the moment, let’s put it off! After discussing it with the other representatives and trying to rationalize it some more, I managed to be able to return to the dormitory between today and the end of the year. Which is exactly why ––––––」


  Elizabeth then made a small pause here and deliberately cleared her throat out loud so that she knew that she would have everyone’s undivided attention.


  「–––––– That is exactly why I’m also going to be a part of this year’s Santa Claus operation!」


  A wide smile appears on Elizabeth’s small face as she says that.


  And seeing Her Majesty’s expression become like that, there was no way that everyone else’s expression wouldn’t turn to smiles as well.


  「Your Majesty!」


  Naturally, it was the same for Warspite, and she stood in front of Elizabeth while realizing that her usual sharp expression had collapsed and was nowhere to be seen.


  「Oh my, if it isn’t Warspite ––––––」


  Elizabeth smiled at her wickedly, and then she stared at Warspite as if she was trying to peer deep inside of her soul.


  「–––––– Knowing you, you must have felt pretty lonely all this time, huh? So, did you really missed me that much?」


  Warspite’s expression first changed into that of a complete shock, and then she just started to wave her hands quite frantically to cover her own embarrassment.


  「N-No, that’s not true, Your Majesty! True, I admit that I was feeling a little bit lonely without you, but I was trying my best to endure and not to worry about you that much!」


  「You know, you would sound a whole lot more convincing if you did not have those tears welling up in your eyes.」


  「Huh!? N-No way! N-No, that’s not true, Your Majesty ––––––」


  Warspite then hastily tried to cover her eyes and wipe those tears away, but there were no tears welling up in the corner of her eyes at all.


  「Just kidding. I just thought it might help you loosen up a bit, Warspite.」


  「Huh!? Haa…… Hahaha. Welcome home, Your Majesty!」


  Warspite smiled embarrassedly even though she was completely caught up in Her Majesty’s mischief once more.


  「Alright then, Bel, Edi! I want you to tell me the presents that are written on those cards immediately. Of course, I will also hand out presents on the day of the event itself. What kind of Santa would it be without something like that? I’m really looking forward to seeing all of those smiles on everyone’s faces!」


  「Yes, Your Majesty!」


  Belfast said while bowing down her head in front of Elizabeth, and then she and Edinburgh resumed taking out the Christmas cards from the boxes and reading their contents out loud.


  —— I’m happy. I am so happy for you right now, Your Majesty.


  While looking at the profile of Elizabeth who enthusiastically faced the meeting head on, Warspite thought like that to herself deep inside of her heart.


  * * *


  「–––––– Alright then! It’s high time to disband!」


  With Elizabeth saying those exact words, the long meeting finally came to an end.


  Belfast looked out the window while everyone stood up from their seats. It was getting dark, and she had to start preparing dinner immediately if she wanted to make it in time.


  It was a good thing for her to actually ask Kent and Suffolk to prepare the stew in advance.


  Belfast then turned towards Edinburgh right next to her:


  「Let’s just clean this place up and go rejoin the others right away.」


  「Yes, that’s right, Bel. Let’s hurry!」


  One of them wiped the desk with a wet cloth while the other collected the empty cups of tea.


  「……But I must say, the end of the year is a truly tiring and difficult period. Right after Christmas is over, it’s time to prepare for New Year’s Eve. As maids, this means that we have a very short time period to prepare for everything accordingly, which is making things even harder.」


  Belfast looked up at Edinburgh, who unintentionally started to complain like that.


  「That being said, the Royal Navy’s New Year’s Eve isn’t nearly as busy as the one they have at the Sakura Empire, isn’t it?」


  When Belfast pointed that fact out, Edinburgh’s movements suddenly came to a stop.


  「Huh? Hey, Bel. Come here for a second.」


  With Edinburgh beckoning her little sister with her hand, Belfast approached her quickly,


  「What happened?」


  「Doesn’t this thing belong to Her Majesty?」」


  What Edinburgh was holding in her hand was an expensive-looking fountain pen.


  It was characterized by a copper shaft made of resin with a pattern resembling a marbling print, and Belfast had the feeling that she had seen something similar in Elizabeth’s office before on more than one occasion.


  「I’m sure that you are right about that. I’ll go back to Her Majesty and deliver it at once.」


  「Yes, you do that. This thing looks to be really expensive, and I am sure that Her Majesty must have simply dropped it and failed to realize that it is gone, seeing that she can sometimes be really clumsy for no apparent reason.」


  Edinburgh smiled shyly and scratched her cheek while saying that.


  「That’s why I think it will be best to leave it to you, Bel.」


  As soon as Belfast was handed the fountain pen by Edinburgh, she left the conference room and headed for Elizabeth’s office at once.


  As she walked down the corridor, she looked out the window.


  After Halloween was over, the temperature around the Home Port had started to drop bit by bit every day. She had a feeling that this year would be much colder than usual and that it would start way earlier than usual.


  Even though the leaves on the trees were still red and yellow, there was already frost accumulating on top of the mountains surrounding the Home Port. If this temperature drop trend was to continue, the first snow of the year would be relatively close at hand.


  「At this rate we might even have ourselves some White Christmas, who knows?」


  Then, when the Head Maid took her eyes off the window, she saw Elizabeth and Warspite right in front of her.


  This particular corridor was the place where the children’s rooms and some of the Light Cruisers were located. Elizabeth and the others were standing in front of one of the doors and talking amongst themselves in hushed voices.


  


  

  Warspite’s face, now talking happily, was completely different from the lonely expression she had before Elizabeth’s arrival at the meeting.


  –––––– I knew it. Lately, Warspite-sama was not feeling all that well.


  Seeing the two of them smile just like that made Belfast want to smile brightly as well. Thinking that, Belfast slowly approached the two of them.


  The two were currently having a conversation while pointing to the door of one of the rooms. The room must have been the one that belonged to Shropshire, a Heavy Cruiser from the County Class, London Subclass. While Belfast reminded herself about that,


  「I realize it’s late for me to say that, but I also wanted something like this.」


  「However, she seems to be really busy at the moment. Maybe we should go with that to someone else, instead?」


  Hearing Warspite say something like that, Elizabeth let out a deep and long sigh while at the same time making a disappointed face.


  「Be that as it may, it’s Christmas soon! So we can’t just have it being all empty and unimpressive like that. At least not this time around……」


  Belfast finally understood what the two of them were actually talking about.


  What they were actually looking at was a Christmas wreath hanging on the door.


  It was customary for the children of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory to spend Christmas every year by hanging their own Christmas wreaths in front of their rooms.


  In the exact same fashion, Belfast and Edinburgh also participated in the tradition, by making a splendid wreath and hanging it on the door of their room. As the Head Maid was able to recall, Warspite as well took part in this action, decorating her room with a simple and modest wreath.


  Thinking back, the door to Elizabeth’s room had never been decorated with a wreath before.


  Until last year, she was away from the dormitory around Christmas time, so it was only natural that her room would not be decorated accordingly. But even though it was inevitable that she didn’t have a wreath of any sort, Belfast would always find that fact a little bit pitiful and lonely.


  「They surely look nice…… Wreaths, that is.」


  When Elizabeth said that with a lonely and sad expression,


  「…… Hm? Belfast? What happened?」


  It was also at that moment that Warspite just so happened to have noticed Belfast standing in the hallway, and hearing Warspite say that Elizabeth also turned her head towards the Head Maid.


  Belfast quickly came closer to the two and showed Elizabeth a fountain pen in her hand.


  「…… I was just wondering if that fountain pen happened to be one of your possessions, Your Majesty?」


  「Ah! Yeah, that’s right! This is my pen! I’m always using it to sign various documents since it is so comfortable and reliable!」


  The sad look that Elizabeth had just shown was all gone in an instant, and Elizabeth accepted her fountain pen with a smile on her face from Belfast.


  「Ah! Yeah, that’s right, Bel. I’m going to go to the office and do some paperwork right away. Would you mind making some tea and bringing it to me?」


  「Yes, Your Majesty. Understood.」


  「As for Warspite, you are supposed to go out on a mission in just a short while, yes?」


  Returning her line of sight towards Warspite, Elizabeth asked her that in a nonchalant tone, to which the Old Lady only nodded her head slightly ––––––


  「I know that it’s been a long time since we last met, Your Majesty, so I am really sorry that I am unable to spend some more time with you right away……」


  「No, don’t worry about it. Just take care of yourself out there.」


  Saying that, Elizabeth waved her hand at Warspite as she walked towards her office.


  「Let’s eat together once you get back home! It’s a promise! And you’d better not think about not being able to make it!」


  Warspite sadly waved her hand back at Elizabeth who finally disappeared behind the doors to her office without even looking back at the two even once.


  Belfast quietly bowed her head down before she said her goodbyes to Warspite, and then she returned to the post in the kitchen.


  * * *


  When Belfast entered the kitchen, Kent and the others were already moving around energetically, preparing food that was to be served for dinner.


  「Oh! The Head Maid! Perfect timing! I was actually hoping that you could give the stew a little bit of a taste test to see if it was good enough to be served……」


  Kent, who was stirring the pot quite vigorously, brought the stew that she scooped up with a ladle and then she handed it to Belfast after pouring it into a small plate.


  Belfast gently put her mouth to the small plate and tried the taste of the stew that was presented to her.


  「Yes…… It tastes good. Very good, even.」


  「Oh yeah!! Well then, we are going to proceed with it exactly like that and it will be ready to be served in a short while……」


  When Belfast returned the small plate to her, Kent put it away into the sink and began to vigorously stir the pot filled with stew once more.


  While smiling at her warmly, Belfast went to the cupboard in the corner of the kitchen to prepare some tea for Her Majesty.


  「For Her Majesty who has just returned from her duties, here is the high-class Earl Gray, as nothing short of it would be appropriate ––––––」


  After taking out the can of tea leaves, Belfast suddenly looked around the kitchen.


  The sight of the maids working frantically from left to right was rather bleak and somewhat demotivating, even though Christmas was fast approaching and was just around the proverbial corner.


  While Belfast was staring at the girls working hard on their chores, she heard someone speaking to her directly:


  「What’s wrong, Head Maid? You look really worried.」


  Turning around somewhat startled, Belfast could see that it was Suffolk who spoke up to her from behind.


  「Ah, oh, no, it’s nothing. I was just a little bit dazed, that’s all…..」


  「But for you to feel dazed, that’s also a little bit unusual, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Looking at Suffolk’s smiling face, Belfast thought to herself:


  –––––– Even though everyone seems to be in a somewhat Christmas mood, why does it feel a little bit lonely around here right now?


  After finishing tea preparations while glancing at the kitchen from time to time, Belfast carried the tray with the tea and some snacks back to Elizabeth’s office.


  She stood at the door and knocked onto it,


  「–––––– Please excuse me, Your Majesty.」


  「Come right in!」


  Right away, Belfast heard Elizabeth’s reply in a loud voice.


  The first thing that caught her eye when she opened the door was a large stack of papers piled up on top of the desk, and from the position of standing near the door one was actually unable to see Elizabeth’s appearance from behind that paper mountain-load.


  「That’s actually an amazing amount of paperwork, huh?」


  Elizabeth said to Belfast as if she saw right through what Belfast was thinking deep inside of her heart.


  Pulling the cart inside of the room, the Head Maid immediately tried to place the cup of freshly brewed tea on top of the desk.


  However, there was not even a paper-free space where she could just place the cup without risking it falling over and spilling the tea.


  「Please excuse me, Your Majesty, but you might want to make a little bit of space on your desk.」


  「You don’t have to tell me that. Besides, I need to tidy some of it up, I can’t even work properly like this, anyway.」


  As soon as she was told that, Elizabeth started tidying up her desk.


  It takes two people to quickly put together the documents. First Elizabeth classified them into those that she would work on immediately and those that would be processed later. She placed only the three documents that had to be completed on the work desk, and piled the rest on the reception desk in front of the sofa.


  But Belfast was sure that those documents would need to be classified into even greater detail sometime later.


  Belfast put a cup of tea in Elizabeth’s hand, wondering if this pile of papers would be even finished by Christmas at this rate.


  「Thank you, Bel」


  There, Belfast suddenly found something that caught her attention.


  「Is that perhaps…… a soap bubble, Your Majesty?」


  A straw with a broken end and a soap solution in a plastic bottle were lying around in the corner of her desk. Elizabeth picked them up and showed them to the Head Maid right away.


  「Yeah, if you open up the window and make them fly up from it, it provides a nice distraction from all the work that needs to be done.」


  「That actually sounds like a lot of fun.」


  


  

  「It sounds like fun because it is fun!」


  Elizabeth grinned, showing her teeth in self-satisfaction.


  「I have used those things to pass some time before when I went together with Warspite. But where exactly was that? I cannot quite remember ––––––」


  While she was saying that, Elizabeth suddenly looked at Belfast’s face as if she remembered something.


  「–––––– By the way. Won’t you be giving some sort of presents or gifts to the members of the Maid Corps, Bel?」


  「To the members of the Maid Corps…… Your Majesty?」


  Just like that, Elizabeth picked up the cup and asked while slowly smelling the aroma of the tea that Belfast brewed for her.


  「In the first place, how does the Maid Corps spend their Christmas every year? I don’t think I ever knew anything about that.」


  「E-Even if you say that, Your Majesty……」


  Belfast took a moment to look back on the history of the Maid Corps. Come to think of it, the Maid Corps had never given any presents to one another around Christmas, let alone throw a proper party.


  The Christmas time for the members of the Royal Maids was very similar in schedule to how Halloween was.


  「First of all, we all start by preparing for the Christmas dinner and tea in the morning. Since there are multiple menus for dinner, we will make it all from scratch by dividing the chores evenly among everyone available.」


  「Yeah, yeah, and? What’s next?」


  「Since we are already making every dish in large quantities, we are making sure that everyone on kitchen duty tries the dishes before the Christmas dinner starts. That way, we get to eat it as well, and perform a last taste test to see if anything needs to be adjusted or seasoned some more.」


  Being able to eat the Christmas feast before anyone else was like a privilege meant only for the people of the Maid Corps, and it was also considered to be the Maid Corps’ annual “Christmas Charity”.


  「And that’s about it, really. And every single year the situation looks more or less the same……」


  「Huh? That’s all? That…… honestly sounds a little bit lonely, wouldn’t you say?」


  When Belfast finished explaining the situation to Elizabeth, she let out a sigh and shared her honest impression with the Head Maid.


  「…… Is it now, Your Majesty?」


  Belfast didn’t really understand why Queen Elizabeth would ever think so.


  This was not something that was limited to Belfast alone, it was a common understanding among all the maids of the Royal Navy.


  「Your Majesty. Let me be clear so as to avoid any possible misunderstandings…… We, the maids, are more than happy to serve our beloved Master. And the Christmas dinner is also the same for us. Seeing everyone enjoying the feast and being happy while being together…… This is the best Christmas possible that the maid could possibly hope for.」


  「Yes, yes, I understand. Believe it or not, but after all that time we have spent together, I tend to think that I u understand your way of thinking really well.」


  Elizabeth continued speaking after she raised her hand in the air and stopped Belfast from delivering an even longer explanation.


  「But you know, only having a Charity dinner is not going to quite cut it! Think about it! Wouldn’t it be nice to have a proper party where you hand presents and gifts to one another? Of course, it’s impossible for each individual to have a gift for everyone else, but you get the idea!」


  「A present…… for everyone……」


  Then, Belfast suddenly remembered the kitchen from before, and how she thought that it felt really bleak even though it was the Christmas season.


  –––––– Then how about decorating the kitchen, which everyone would spend a lot of time inside of on a regular basis, with Christmas-like decorations?


  Belfast thought that this would be the perfect gift to send to all the maids working there.


  「Thank you, for your insight, Your Majesty. I seem to have just the idea that should be good for the occasion.」


  「Great! That’s the spirit! Fufufu, as expected of a naturally born genius such as myself!」


  With a satisfied smile blooming on her face, Elizabeth put her mouth on the tea cup once again.


  「But I must say, the taste of your tea after so long is simply the best, Bel! Totally delicious!」


  「I am honored to hear you say that, Your Majesty.」


  But how exactly should she decorate the kitchen for the occasion?


  Belfast immediately decided to give a certain idea that popped inside of her head a try.


  * * *


  The next day, Belfast went to the Department Store where Akashi was located, and received origami paper for the purpose of decoration-making, which seemed like the perfect medium for making some decorations to the Head Maid. Even if she was to make just some paper flowers and put it on the walls, the effect should be quite gorgeous in its own right.


  「The only problem is the place where I can prepare without being noticed by the other maids……」


  For the time being, Belfast thought of a lone warehouse that was not in use for quite a while now. But it would be all dusty and dirty, not your ideal environment for working on delicate things like that.


  Belfast wondered if there was a place where she could work secretly without being discovered by the maids for a while now.


  「In addition……」


  There was one more thing that the Head Maid was being worried about.


  Truth to be told, she wanted to prepare a genuine Christmas tree, but unfortunately, it seems that the time for ordering Christmas trees has already passed even at the Akashi’s Store, so there was no way that she would be able to procure it.


  「Christmas decorations are quite a difficult task, I see.」


  As Belfast walked forward, the skirt of her maid uniform fluttered.


  Looking up at the sky covered in a thin layer of clouds, Belfast exhaled white breath in the cold, dry winter air.


  Just then, at the pier, she saw a familiar figure returning from somewhere.


  「–––––– Warspite-sama.」


  When Belfast called out to her, Warspite, who had been walking along the pier, turned around towards her.


  「Belfast, what are you doing here?」


  「I’m on my way home from the Department Store. Are you coming back from your mission?」


  「Well, yeah…… Something like that.」


  For some reason, Warspite seemed to be in some kind of a daze, as if her mind was not here and was somewhere else for the time being.


  It might have been simply because she was tired right after being back from the mission, but that didn’t seem to be the only reason here.


  「Are you perhaps worried about something, Warspite-sama?」」


  When she asked her that in a casual tone, Warthheit immediately returned to her usual sharp expression.


  「I-It’s nothing, really. I’m just a little bit tired from going on all of those missions on a daily basis, that’s all. I will go back to the dormitory and rest for a bit, that should do the trick.」


  Warspite tried to dodge the question and then pass Belfast by without giving any real explanation, when.


  「Please wait a second, Warspite-sama.」


  Belfast stopped her as she was about to leave.


  Then the Head Maid put her hand into the tiny gap between Warspite’s rigging and her actual body.


  「W-What’s wrong? Doing something like this so suddenly?」


  「Oh, it’s nothing…… It’s just that, there was a seashell stuck around your waist’s rigging, that’s all.」


  Belfast said that while she picked up a large conch shell that was stuck behind Warspite’s rigging. She then opened her mouth once again.


  「It doesn’t really look to me that you are merely tired, Warspite-sama. What seems to be the problem……?」


  Staring at the conch in the Head Maid’s hand for a while, Warspite finally let out a long and deep sigh of resignation.


  「You see, the thing that I am so worried about…… It is the matter of what kind of personal gift I am going to present to Her Majesty for Christmas.」


  「A personal…… Christmas present, you say?」」


  「Yes, that’s right. You know how every single year up until now Her Majesty would only return to the dormitory right before the New Year’s Eve, right? That is way, since this will be the first Christmas that Her Majesty is going to be spending at the dorm, I thought that I wanted to give her an appropriate gift. I wanted to do it before leaving on a mission, but then I got lost thinking of what to give to Her Majesty…… and then it hit me. I shall give Her Majesty a wreath for Christmas!」


  With those words being said, Belfast suddenly remembered the lonely face of Elizabeth that she happened to make not so long ago.


  Warspite then pointed her finger towards the nearby mountain as she continued speaking in a as-a-matter-of-factly tone.


  


  

  「I’m planning to go to that mountain in order to collect some materials for the wreaths after I get some rest once I get back from my mission…… Come to think of it, I am going to make a wreath to decorate the door of Her Majesty’s room, right? So those materials need to be of the highest possible quality. Anything half-baked simply won’t do it here……」


  「But I’m sure that Her Majesty would be pleased with any kind of wreath, as long as it would have feeling put behind it……」


  「We can’t. That’s the only thing that I absolutely cannot do.」
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  Warspite shook her head in denial of Belfast’s words.


  「But, please bear in mind that there is a limit to what the wreaths can technically…… However, something novel, something that is both humorous, but at the same time witty…… I want to give Her Majesty a wonderful wreath that is worthy of her status as the leader of the entire Royal Navy!!」


  「Well, but even if you say that, Warspite-sama……」


  Belfast was honestly quite overwhelmed by the momentum at which Warspite was going with this conversation, but there was nothing that she could possibly do about it.


  「Hmm? What’s wrong? Well, it’s only a given that a gift meant for Her Majesty cannot be an ordinary one! It must be both unique and filled with originality to the brim! …… And above all else, it must be something that I am going to be glad to give to Her Majesty, something I would like to even receive myself! I wonder if there is such a wonderful idea that we can make a reality in here?」


  「B-but! Warspite-sama, I’m afraid that such marvelous ideas don’t come out of nowhere just like that ––––––」


  Hearing that sudden remark coming from the mouth of the Head Maid, Warspite was taken aback for a moment.


  「Hmm, I see, certainly……Yes, you might be right about that. Yeah, it might be power.」


  Perhaps all of that strange tension that Warspite was being subjected to recently finally began to manifest itself as a severe mental exhaustion and stress that was affecting her better judgment.


  「……I’m sorry for that sudden outburst like that. I will make sure that it won’t happen again. Well then, I am going to be best on my way.」


  Said Warspite as if she was going to get away from here, but when she turned around and started walking away, Belfast saw that there was another seashell that was stacked in between the small parts of her body and rigging, this time around her foot for some mysterious reason.


  She wondered just what kind of mission she had to take part in that allowed her to gather so many seashells while she was at it?


  「Umm, Warspite-sama? There’s another seashell that is stuck to your foot and ––––––」


  At that point, Belfast suddenly stopped in her tracks as if she just happened to realize something.


  As she kept on looking at the seashell by Warspite’s foot, she also suddenly remembered a strange kind of wreath that she had seen in some book that she happened to be browsing a while ago.


  「On my foot? What’s on my foot? What are you talking about…… Ahh!」


  Warspite then looked back at her feet and picked up the seashell while letting out an annoyed sigh.


  「How come a seashell found it way even into a place like that, huh……?」


  「Warspite-sama, how about using those shells as a form of decoration?」


  Hearing Belfast’s suggestion, Warspite showed a truly bewildered expression.


  「Huh? Decoration? A decoration for what exactly? What are seashells even good for?」


  「Why, the Seashell wreath of course.」


  「Seashell wreath? Is there even such a thing in the first place?」


  Warspite tilted her head to the side in visible puzzlement.


  「I’ve only seen it in a book before, but it’s about wreaths made out of various seashells and coral fragments. The problem is finding a place to pick up a whole lot of both shells and especially coral pieces…… But since we have the Christmas season right around the corner, if we do manage to find them and create the wreath out of them, it would surely be something that no one else was able to come up with here!」


  When Belfast said so, Warspite’s face, which had a blank expression on it until not all that while ago, suddenly regained all of its vitality and sharpness.


  「Hmm, I see……Shell wreath, huh? Shell wreath…… Yes, I like the sound of that! Sounds like a plan!」


  「Well then, I will try to find out if there is a place nearby where we can easily collect both the seashells and the coral pieces.」


  In order to preserve the natural ecosystem of the waters around the Home Port, it was necessary for the two of them to take procedures to obtain official permission when picking up not only coral but also seashells. But if they were to go through all the official channels and the necessary paperwork, they would never be able to make it in time. But even so, they had to try. So, Belfast was about to make her way to the Administration Building in the main Home Port, when suddenly,


  「If it’s a place like that that we are looking for, then I think I know just the right one that should do the trick here.」


  For some reason Warspite said that with a really confident smile on her face.


  * * *


  After getting permission to leave the port for some “fishing” from the Administration Building, Belfast hurriedly prepared to move across the sea and headed for the pier once again.


  「Looks like you are all ready. Well then, please follow right after me.」


  Following Warspite, who was waiting for Belfast to obtain all the necessary permissions, the two Royal Navy shipgirls departed towards their destination immediately.


  As the two speeded up so as not to lose sight of their target, droplets of water fell on top of their skin and uniforms, and their noses filled with the salty smell of sea water.


  The uninhabited island that Warspite happened to find earlier was much closer to the Home Port than Belfast had previously imagined, so close that you could easily call this excursion a short trip, which was all the more surprising. After leaving the port and moving on the sea for a while, there was a deserted island on their right, and it seems that it was a blind spot because it was located directly behind that other deserted island.


  「In the summer, a lot of school children would flock to that island. There is a rare coral reef located there, so I think it must be because of that.」


  「But since it’s winter now, no one should be there, so we should have no problem with obtaining some corals.」


  The place that they could see right in front of them was the coast with the coral reef on it, so the two shipgirls immediately found a small sandy beach on which they landed, and from there they started to explore the nearby area.


  [That’s quite a number of corals right there.」


  Not only corals, but the area was also quite literally littered with various kinds of seashells.


  「You can even find quite a number of starfish if you were able to look really close.」


  Warspite picked one up from the beach and shows it to Belfast.


  「It looks like a bone fragment.」


  「Sure looks like it. Let’s take it home.」


  Just like that, the two managed to collect all sorts of other things.


  About 10 minutes later, Warspite raised her head after collecting shells and corals.


  「Speaking of which, don’t you want to give a presents to someone yourself, Belfast?」


  Belfast answers as soon as she picked up the brightly colored coral piece that she found.


  「I am actually thinking of decorating the kitchen with Christmas-like decorations for the rest of the maids. But at the current moment I can’t really prepare all that much……」


  As she stood up, Belfast gave a troubled smile.


  「The shells and corals here are also suitable materials for Christmas decorations, but I can only think of plain decorations myself.」


  「Then what about a Christmas tree?」


  Warspite stopped as if she just had an idea.


  「Actually, I was thinking of putting up a Christmas tree as well. There is even a small tree in my room, but since I never actually had the time to properly decorate it, it is still there, unused. Would you like to use that one?」


  「But…… Is that really alright? After all, it’s your tree. 」


  When Belfast asked her that, Warspite simply shrugged her shoulders.


  「Of course I don’t mind. I’m getting help from you right now, after all.」


  


  

  Belfast then said while looking at what she had gathered up until now.


  「If Warspite-sama is making a wreath, then in order not to double the gifts I will make a Christmas tree.」


  「They are all made from sea materials, after all.」


  Hearing Warspite’s words, Belfast chuckled slightly.


  「But for beings such as us, isn’t this a very fitting choice of materials?」


  「Well, usually, I guess that might actually be true.」


  It took longer than expected for the two of them to get the necessary permission to “go fishing” outside of the Home Port, and by the time they were all ready with their gathering, the sun was already starting to set behind the horizon.


  「For the time being, how about we limit the number of materials we gathered to this exact amount and start heading back home, shall we?」


  Belfast looked towards the general direction of the Home Port island as she was saying that.


  If they won’t be back home before the sun completely disappears behind the horizon, Belfast was afraid that they might get late for helping with the dinner preparations.


  「Belfast, do you have a moment before that?」


  Warspite said so and started walking forward without saying anything more. Just when Belfast thought they were going to set for the sea, Warspite turned to the side and started walking alongside the sandy beach. The Head Maid cocked her head in puzzlement and followed right after her.


  Since this island was pretty small to begin with, it did not take long for the two of them to actually end up on its other side.


  When the two of them went to the opposite coast on the island, the sun was just hitting the sea cliff on the right side, and the sky was drawing a very beautiful gradation of blue shifting into purple that was then slowly shifting into orange.


  「I must say, this place is really beautiful. It has a truly cool atmosphere to it.」


  「You are actually the second person that I have brought here to witness that sight.」


  Warspite then informed Belfast about that fact in a very casual tone of voice.


  「This is actually one of my most favorite spots on this entire island. And today it will become even more special to me, since you were here with me to help me out.」


  Saying that, Warspite looked at the slowly setting sun with a somewhat distant look in her eyes.


  Belfast then asked her, after standing side by side with her and being lost in thought for a little while herself:


  「Do you happen to come here often, Warspite-sama?」


  After a short pause, Warspite answered while still gazing at the sun:


  「No, it was only recently that I happened to discover that island…… But for some reason it feel as if it’s been quite a while since I last happened to come here.」


  After saying that, Warspite fell silent for another moment.


  Right above their heads, the stars started to twinkle one after another in the top of the sky that was dyed in a deep ultramarine blue.


  Belfast thought at that very moment that this place must have been a really important place for Warspite for some reason.


  They stayed like that for a little while longer before they decided to go back to the home port on the double.


  After successfully returning to the Royal Navy’s dormitory, Belfast was unable to do anything about the wreath or the Christmas decorations because her usual maid duties would keep her occupied deep into the night.


  Since Warspite also seemed to be pretty tired from her most recent mission, it was decided that the production of their Christmas presents would be postponed until tomorrow.


  「Tomorrow is finally Christmas Eve……」


  Since Belfast was going to make sure that her gift for everyone would be properly delivered shortly after the date already changed, everything would be fine as long as they would be able to finish Warspite’s wreath before that happens.


  「But the real problem lies entirely on my side, huh……」


  To be more exact: the problem here would be for Belfast to be able to bring the finished Christmas tree and the Christmas decorations into the kitchen without anyone else noticing her alongside the way.


  Because as per the usual Christmas tradition, from today until the New Year’s there was always supposed to be at least one maid present in the kitchen on kitchen duty at all times.


  Even though Belfast was only going to prepare some modest Christmas decorations, it was supposed to be a form of a present for everyone in the Maid Corps, so if possible, the Head Maid wanted to make it into a surprise for everyone concerned. That also meant that she had to finish her preparations by the time Christmas would arrive.


  「If there will ever be a good time to actually decorate the kitchen…… It would have to be shortly after 11 p.m.」


  The kitchen was supposed to be empty during that period of time, since Hood and the maids were supposed to go and pick up the presents that were to be delivered to everyone along with the usual Christmas supplies.


  However, at that exact time, of course, both Belfast and Warspite would need to be together with that transporting group as well.


  「Let’s see…… How can I possibly leave from there and go back to the kitchen without arousing any suspicions?」


  Just as Belfast was starting to ponder that problem for real, she could hear Edinburgh toss around in her bed and mumble to herself in her sleep.


  「Hehehe, Bel~…… That turkey surely is delicious, isn’t it?」


  It seems that at the same time as Belfast worrying about her Christmas present for everyone, Edinburgh was having a very happy dream on the lower bunk bed.


  Right next to their usual bunk bed, there was a new small bed, and Bel-chan was sleeping in it soundly.


  「I must say, both of them have such cute sleeping faces that it is unreal.」


  After letting out a small chuckle like that, Belfast climbed up the ladder of their bunk bed and lay down under her blanket.


  * * *


  When it comes to a maid’s duties and chores on Christmas Eve, both of those things are not all that much different from their usual day to day routine.


  After finishing getting the breakfast ready, doing the laundry and cleaning the entire dormitory, the maids would all go to perform their assigned tasks for the afternoon.


  「Nee-san, do you have a moment right now?」


  Belfast called out to Edinburgh like that in the middle of lunch.


  「I will be away from here until dinner time, so I’d like to leave this place to you for a while I’ll be gone.」


  Belfast placed her hand right on top of Edinburgh’s shoulder as Edinburgh tilted her head curiously.


  「Huh? What’s wrong? Do you have some urgent business that needs to be taken care of?」


  「Yes, but it’s just…… It’s just a really small matter. Nothing serious.」


  Said Belfast while letting go of Edinburgh’s arm, and then she looked at Bel-chan who happily rolled up the sleeves of her own maid’s uniform, her eyes all glittering with excitement.


  「For you to actually go out of you way to ask me to be the Acting Head Maid on this particular day, I see that you are trusting me more than anyone else in here…… But I understand! Right now, leave everything to this dependable Big Sister of yours!」


  「Y-Yes, well, umm…… I will be sure to be back before dinner.」


  After getting that matter settled, Belfast left the kitchen and immediately headed to Warspite’s room.


  「Excuse me, Warspite-sama.」


  When she knocked on her door and opened them after a moment of silence, there was already a table in the middle of Warspite’s room and the owner of the room was already being hard at work.


  「Yes, as you can see, I am all ready. We can get it started right away.」


  「Understood.」


  And that’s how the two of them began their secret gift-making session, adding the wreath-making and tree-decorating to it while they were still being at it.


  「First of all ––––––」


  After arranging the seashells, corals and starfish on the table, Belfast looked for an appropriate wreath base.


  「Shall we use this for the time being?」


  Saying this, she cut off several lower branches of a particular tree, gathered them all together, and tried to round them into a ring-like shape.


  「Can you let me do?」


  Warspite then extended her hand towards the wreath. The wreath was indeed the base with which everything would start, so she thought it would be best to leave it to the person who wanted to make it the most, so she gave her the branches she was holding onto.


  


  

  While Belfast was staring at her work, Warspite curled up the branches with all of her might.


  「Ah!!」


  However, perhaps because she had used too much power, some of the branches that she had worked so hard to gather up crunched and snapped in half.


  「Umm…… Please, do try to bear in mind that we only have a limited number of branches that we can use from the tree……」


  「I-I know that! You don’t need to remind me!」


  Hearing Belfast’s gentle reminder, Warspite’s face turned bright red with embarrassment. Then she went on to go towards the tree in the corner of her room and she cut some small branches from the bottom of it.


  This time around all went well, and a well-rolled wreath stand was thus completed.


  「Since shell wreaths tend to have a summery feel to them, we need to remind ourselves all the time that we are supposed to make them into a Christmas-like arrangement.」


  「And how are we going to do that, specifically?」


  Belfast thought for a moment before asking Warspite a question.


  「Since you were planning on making a Christmas tree yourself, Warspite-sama, this must mean that surely you must have some Christmas ornaments on you as well, right? We can make use of those no problem……」


  Warspite then went towards the drawer and pulled out a paper bag containing a number of ornaments that she planned to attach to the tree that she was supposed to make.


  「I also have something like this. Who knows? It might be useful.」


  Saying that, she took out a piece of white and fluffy cotton from inside the bag.


  「It’s simply wonderful. We can make it so that it looks like snow.」


  Belfast gave Warspite some instructions, and according to them, Warspite cleverly sprinkled the sea shells and corals and attached them to the wreath base.


  「When it comes to Christmas-like colors, red and green are the colors that we can safely utilize, so let’s decorate the wreath with that in mind.」


  「Alright. Of course I know.」


  「Also, I actually received something like this from someone a while back.」


  Belfast took a small red ribbon from her apron’s pocket and handed it to Warspite.


  「We can also use this as a finishing touch later on. I think it will look really good with all of the rest of the ornaments.」


  「Thank you so much! With all of those things, I am sure that I will be able to create something that is going to make Her Majesty feel really happy!」


  * * *


  The actual wreath-making process took Belfast and Warspite about an hour to complete from start to finishing touches.


  「Alright…… And that should do it, I think……」


  Warspite let out a happy voice as she raised the wreath she made all by herself towards the ceiling.


  「All that’s left is to wrap it really carefully and ––––––」


  「Is it okay if I leave this to you, Belfast?」


  It was an understandable request. After all, as a Maid, Belfast was pretty good at wrapping various items in a beautiful way and making them look as presentable as they could possibly be.


  When Belfast receives the wreath from Warspite, she quickly wraps it all up in a bright and colorful wrapping paper.


  「I’m not really used to that kind of work, but I can see that for you this thing is like a second nature, Belfast.」


  Warspite suddenly said such a thing while staring at the Head Maid from the side, admiring just how quick and precise her movements were.


  「You can even bake all kinds of sweets and you can brew all kinds of different teas for all those tea parties…… You truly are someone on whom people can depend on in the time of need.」


  「Complementing each other is never a bad thing to do. Above all else, both in the past and this time around, you are protecting what is most important to you and everyone else, Warspite-sama. I think that this in and out of itself is also pretty admirable.」


  「The most important thing to everyone and myself?」


  When Belfast said so, Warspite tilted her head and looked at the Head Maid as if she did not quite understand what she meant by that.


  「You have decided that you are going to give a present to the one who is the most important to you, and you are going to do anything to make that happen. And since you are working so hard to make this gift, I am sure that Her Majesty is going to be really pleased with the result of your actions.」


  Elfast said all those words while looking Warspite straight in the eyes, and as a result the Old Lady’s cheeks became flushed red with embarrassment. She also scratched her cheek as if she had no idea what to do with her hands.


  「O-Oh, s-so that’s what you were talking about, huh…… Y-Yeah, I guess that you might be right about that.」


  At that exact moment Belfast thought that Warspite was really cute, especially with the way in which she was reacting.


  「And here you go, it’s finished now.」


  Seeing that the wrapping was done really neatly, Warspite held it in her hands with apparent satisfaction and fascination.


  「Thank you so much once again for your help, Belfast…… Thanks to you, this is going to become the best gift possible.」


  And now, since the wreath was all done, it was time to start decorating the Christmas tree.


  「Next is the Christmas tree, but what should we do about it?」


  「Please, leave that to me. I am going to decorate the Christmas tree myself. In the meantime, could you please take care of this for me, Warspite-sama?」


  Saying so, Belfast handed the origami paper to surprised Warspite.


  「I would like you to cut all of that paper into long, thin strips.」


  「I got it. Also, about the Christmas tree. Why don’t you try using one of those things, as well?」


  Saying that, Warspite took out another bag from the inside of her drawer, but this time around it was a long and green bag. She then handed it to the Head Maid.


  「Electric lights…… Where did you happen to get your hands on something like that?」


  Warspite grinned wide as she saw that Belfast was unable to hide her surprise.


  At the same time as she was preparing all of those decorations that Belfast wanted her to prepare, Warspite started to explain everything to her.


  「Some time ago, there was a mission to escort a merchant ship as part of a military consignment that I was a part of. There was also a large Christmas tree on board that very same merchant ship. They said they had extra lights to spare and with which they did not know what to do, so I asked them if they would be willing to share some of them with me.」


  While saying that, Warspite took out a whole lot of Christmas lights from that bag.


  「I’m sure that with this, the kitchen is going to have the best possible Christmas decorations out of the entire Royal Navy’s dormitory.」


  Belfast nodded strongly at Warspite’s words.


  「Yes…… Of that, I have no doubt. Once again, thank you so very much, Warspite-sama.」


  Having said that, Belfast started to install the Christmas lights on the Christmas tree.


  While she was placing coral pieces and sea shells all over the tree, Belfast stopped for a moment and murmured to herself:


  「I really hope…… I hope that everyone will be pleased to see it.」


  「Hmm? What’s wrong? Where did that come from all of a sudden?」


  Warspite asked her that, holding back her hand to see just how much she could stretch the paper she was working on.


  Belfast said while placing a piece of a starfish on the upper part of the tree,


  「It’s not that I’m anxious about what I am doing, but…… I have never given the other maids a Christmas present before, so I’m not sure if I will be able to properly convey my own feelings for them that way.」


  Apart from being in contact with her as the Head Maid on a daily basis, Belfast always cared deeply about the children living in the dormitory and her fellow Royal Maids. But whether or not this gift would really convey those feelings, even though she was working on it so hard like this, she wasn’t so sure about that. It was because she had no prior experience with that kind of a thing.
 「Are you going to deny the very words you yourself have said? If you put your feelings into conveying them to your loved ones, they will be conveyed properly and the other party will surely understand.」


  Warspite said so, and then quietly added “……maybe” so that Belfast wouldn’t be able to hear her.


  


  

  But even so, Belfast was able to tell that this was exactly what Warspite was feeling.


  「Please don’t say things like that with such a lack of confidence……」


  「It’s not that I don’t have confidence in this. In the first place, feelings can’t be measured by what you can see or hear, such as words and attitudes! I-It’s just data, so don’t let it fool you!」


  Warspite brought her face closer to Belfast and desperately explained.


  Belfast, staring blankly at the Old Lady, stopped her hands and looked at her face intently.


  「–––––– Fufu…… Yes, yes, it is exactly as you say, Warspite-sama. 」


  「Buh, kukuku…… Well, yeah, that’s exactly it! As long as you understand that, you should be all good! …… Fufu.」


  While turning their faces away, both of them chuckled at each other.


  It was a new thing for both of them, but I was not exactly a bad thing. And so, they both continued to work on the Christmas decorations while laughing for a while.


  * * *


  When the tree was safely completed, it was already completely dark outside.


  「Now the only thing that we need to take care of is to how exactly carry all those decorations.」


  It was already 11 p.m, and it was time to go to the harbor pier to pick up the presents and supplies that were supposed to be there. This meant that Belfast had to go out of the kitchen, go at least part of the way with everyone else and then come up with a decent excuse that would allow her to go back into the kitchen in order to set everything up properly.


  「Anyways, I shall get back to preparing dinner for the time being.」


  「Oh, okay. Well then, see you later, I guess.」


  As soon as Belfast left Warspite’s room, she rejoined the maids who were working in the kitchen, making dinner preparations.


  After that, she was quite busy cleaning up and preparing for tomorrow’s dinner, and the time passed quickly, before she even managed to notice.


  「Bel~! Her Majesty and the others have already gathered in the dining room~!」


  「Understood. I’ll be right there.」


  When Belfast left the kitchen after listening to Edinburgh’s words, Elizabeth and other members of the Christmas presents conference were already gathered in full force. Of course there was also Warspite among them.


  From now on, everyone, including the members of the Maid Squad, would be leaving the Royal Navy’s Dormitory and going to the pier to receive the presents for everyone.


  Currently, they were asked to sort out the supplies and gifts that were in the middle of loading and unloading the goods that the Manjuus had brought, so there was almost no actual work to be done, but they had to check whether there were any mistakes in ordering.


  Once they would be done with that, they would return to the dining hall, where Elizabeth and other members of the conference would change into Santa Claus outfits and hand out the presents.


  This was a series of events that was about to happen.


  「Well then! Let’s go to the pier immediately!」


  Belfast then raised her hand when Elizabeth cheerfully said so.


  「I’m sorry everyone, I’m actually not feeling well after eating the ‘Jelly De Eel’ that’s been way past its expiration date……」


  「Jelly De Eel?」


  Elizabeth blurted out those words.


  The Jelly De Eel was one of the products that has long been popular in the Royal Navy faction


  As it was called jelly, it was a tongue that was boiled with vinegar, lemon juice and water and then melted. It is a jelly-like food that has been chilled while still retaining some of its chewy texture.


  And the eel part was…… Well, an eel.


  In short, Belfast was talking about eel jelly.


  「Why did you even eat something like that now of all times!?」


  Elizabeth asked a pretty obvious question.


  「Yes, please forgive me for making such a blunder. I happened to find it when I was checking the inventory in the refrigerator. And it looked as if it’s been there for quite a while now, so I thought it would be best to just eat it.」


  Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed in that very moment when Belfast finished her explanation. She then asked the Head Maid in a matter-of-fact tone:


  「……Bel, are you hiding something from us?」


  While she was staring right at Elizabeth’s face, a certain thought occurred in Belfast’s head:


  –––––– How did she manage to catch onto her so quickly?


  Belfast thought that the lie she managed to come up with was a pretty good one, but then she just stubbornly shook her head.


  「No, Your Majesty. I’m not hiding anything. I just feel so sick that I feel like I’m going to pass out at any moment now.」


  「I mean yeah, I can clearly see that you look rather exhausted, but……」


  Elizabeth groaned as she stared at the Head Maid, but then, as if she had given up on investigating further, she just said:


  「…… Ahh, alright, I get it. Fine! Go on and take a short break. When you say something strange, Bel, I know that you usually are planning something else behind the stage, but I guess that I am going to ignore it for now.」


  「Thank you, Your Majesty」


  When Belfast lowered her head in a bow, Warspite also raised her hand.


  「Y-Your Majesty! A-Actually, I also…… I forgot some really important piece of equipment that I used for the consignment the other day, and I really need it by the end of the day, so I want to go get it right now!」


  「You too, Warspite!? Okay, but you’ll come back before we are going to be ready for the distributing the gifts, right!?」


  Leaving Belfast and Warspite behind, the members of the Santa Claus party, including some of the Maid Corps, headed for the pier.


  In the large dining hall where the two of them were left all alone, Warspite stared at Belfast as if she was ready to chew her on the spot.


  「Belfast…… you really should have come up with some better lie. That was honestly such a stretch. No wonder Her Majesty did not buy it.」


  「I’m really sorry. It was the best lie I was able to come up with at the spur of the moment.」


  At any rate, they managed to secure some time for bringing the decorations in.


  The two then rushed to Warspite’s room, carried the tree out to the kitchen, and attached the origami loops and lights to the walls.


  「–––––– Belfast, about what I said earlier.」


  Warspite spoke while holding a plug attached to the end of the lights she was holding in her hand.


  「Don’t worry about that “maybe” part. I’m sure everyone will be happy with this gift you made for them.」


  With that said, she turned to Belfast and smiled smirkingly, illuminated by the flashing light bulbs.


  Thinking about what a wonderful smile that was just now, Belfast bowed her head deeply.


  「Once again, thank you very much for all of your help, Warspite-sama.」


  「Hey, that should be my line here. Thank you very much for all of your help, Belfast.」


  * * *


  And just like that, the date changed.


  「Merry Christmas!!」


  Elizabeth, who has already changed into the Santa Claus outfit that she had prepared in advance for this very moment, shouted that greeting out loud that it even managed to reverberate all over the dining room and possibly carry well beyond the room itself.


  「Shhhh! Your Majesty, I know that you are excited to do this, but please be quiet! Please remember that everyone else in the dormitory is sleeping at the current moment……」


  「Ah. That’s right」


  Elizabeth then whispered after she recovered from Hood’s stern reprimand.


  「Warspite, are you ready on your end?」


  「Yes, everything is perfect here.」


  Warspite also changed into a Santa Claus outfit and was ready to go and hand out the presents right now.


  Looking at her like that, Elizabeth hangs the white bag that was her fill of the gifts on her shoulder.


  「And heave-ho…… This is my first time handing out presents, so be sure to escort me properly, Warspite.」


  「Of course! As you wish, Your Majesty!」


  Elizabeth looked at Warspite seriously, but then her expression softened at once.


  「Well, as long as you keep your voice down. So let’s go hand out some presents.」


  After rephrasing that in a low voice, Elizabeth raised her fist slightly and left the dining room.


  With her in the lead, Warspite quickly carried her sack and made her way to the corridor as well.


  When Belfast was watching their backs, Edinburgh approached her with a worried look on her face.


  「Hey Bel, are you okay? I heard that your stomach was hurting?」


  「I’m sorry, Nee-san. I caused you to worry over nothing.」


  


  

  The preparations were then spot on.


  * * *


  In less than twenty minutes, both Elizabeth and Warspite had finished handing out all the presents that were their part.


  After leaving the last room, Elizabeth and Warspite returned to the conference room where they had their gift meeting just the other day. In the meeting room, a laundry basket was prepared to collect all of Santa Claus’s clothes, and there, Elizabeth took off her clothes as if that was the most natural thing to do in a situation like that, and then she turned towards Warspite.


  「There were fewer children to handle than I thought. Maybe it’s because we were the first ones to go?」


  「Well, I’m sure it was actually Hood taking care of that matter.」


  Hearing Warspite’s words, Elizabeth’s temper flared a little bit.


  「I don’t need anyone to worry about the job that I’m doing! I wanted to feel more like a genuine Santa Claus!」


  「Your Majesty.」


  Elziabeth then wanted to storm out of the room and return to the dining room, but then all of a sudden Warspite stopped in her tracks and called out to her.


  「Hm? What’s wrong? Why did you stop there?」


  「Actually, I have something that I would like to give to you, Your Majesty.」


  Warspite then slowly leaned towards the bag she had placed on the floor in advance, and then opened it up.


  Then, she slowly took out the Christmas wreath that she happened to make not all that long ago, and she held it out towards Elizabeth with both of her hands. She then froze in place in that exact position.


  「Uwah…… W-What is this? What’s the occasion?」


  「This is a specially made wreath that I made from materials collected from yesterday’s excursion. Would you please accept it?」


  Elizabeth stood silent for a while as she looked at the Christmas wreath made of colorful sea shells and pieces of coral.


  After a brief moment during which Warspte thought that her heart would burst out of her chest, Elizabeth finally took the wreath in their hands and said:


  「Of course I will accept it. Wow, it’s so pretty…… Thank you very much, Warspite.」


  Elizabeth said those words with her voice clearly trembling from all the emotions that were boiling deep inside of her.


  And it just so happened that her joy was so perfectly visible on her face, that even Warspite started to feel happy and elated because of that. She also felt glad that Her Majesty accepted the gift and did not downright refuse it.


  「Say, Warspite……」


  After saying that, Elizabeth crouched down on the spot.


  As Warspite pondered what it was that Elizabeth was doing, she could see her rummage through the contents of her dack that she put down on the ground after taking it off of her arm. She then took something out of the sack and held it towards Warspite.


  「Huh……? N-no way, Your Majesty!?」


  「No way indeed, it is exactly what you think –––––– This is for you, Warspite.」


  Elisabeth in a Santa Claus costume and with a smile on her face held out her present once again.


  「Huh? B-But this is……」


  Seeing the present held against her chest, Warspite was so taken aback by the sudden excitement that she had trouble finding the right words to describe how she felt.


  It was a cracked straw and a soap fluid.


  Elizabeth then tied her bag back up and stood up.


  「You can tell just by looking at it, right? It’s a set of soap bubbles. Actually, I secretly ordered exactly the same one I have with the current batch of supplies.」


  「W-why did you do something like this for me, Your Majesty?」


  「Why? Why, surely you did not forget, eh, Warspite?」」


  「Huh ––––––?」


  In response to Warspite’s reaction, Elizabeth’s expression sharpened as she reminded her.


  「We went to an uninhabited island together in the summer, didn’t we? It was a wonderful memory, so why would you ever want to forget about it?」


  Involuntarily. Warspite’s entire body trembled.


  「Yes, I…… I remember.」


  She could barely even squeeze those words out of her throat.


  For Warspite, it was a memory she could never forget. Just the other day I had a strange dream about that very same excursion.


  「About that time…… Because it was so much fun for me. While I was wondering if we could do it again sometime, it got completely cold, are you listening to me?」


  「Yes, I…… Yes, I’m listening, Your Majesty.」


  She just thought that Elizabeth had forgotten all about it.


  She was wondering if it would just remain as a one-sided fun memory for her and her alone.


  But that was not the case here.


  Elizabeth did in fact remember about it.


  「Yes, Your Majesty…… Let’s do it. Let go to that island sometimes soon.」


  She was really happy that she felt the same way.


  「Let’s go there again sometime soon. And once we are there, let’s blow the biggest soap bubble that there ever was! Let’s make it so big that it will cover the entire island!」


  「You can’t cover the entire island with it. It won’t get that big.」


  Warspite slowly shook her head as Elizabeth furrowed her brow.


  「No, I will definitely inflate it. This time it’s my turn to surprise you, Your Majesty!」


  「No them’s the fighting words!」


  Seeing Elizabeth’s giggling face, Warspite also laughed genuinely.


  That summer day when they went to an uninhabited island together.
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  And today’s Christmas was also an important and unforgettable day for her.


  * * *


  After everyone had finished handing out the presents, Belfast called out to every single person of the Maid Corps.


  「Everyone, can you come to the kitchen with me for a moment」


  All the maids who heard this followed the Head Maid with a puzzled look on their faces wondering what had happened.


  Belfast slowly opened the wooden door leading to the kitchen.


  Then, a small Christmas tree with electric decorations on the wall greeted the maids with a twinkling glow.


  「Whoa! Amazing!! Head Maid, what is the meaning of this……?」


  Kent, who was the first to enter the kitchen, let out a cry of surprise and her eyes lit up.


  「I was thinking that for this year’s Christmas I would like to give you all a Christmas present for all of your hard work, so I decided to secretly decorate the kitchen like this.」


  After saying that, Belfast paused for a brief moment, and then she also added, but in a much more hushed and barely even audible voice.


  「Because I wanted to deliver a Christmas gift to you all, since I care about you so much.」


  Never before would Belfast even think that expressing her own thoughts like that to someone else would be so hard of a thing to accomplish.


  Belfast wanted to hear everyone’s frank impressions of what they thought of the decorations. That much was true. But at the same time, she was also afraid to hear the other maids speak their mind about it. What if they won’t like it?


  「W-Well? What do you think? Is that something that makes you feel happy?」


  「Well, duh! Of course it does make us feel happy!」


  When Edinburgh said that, those words seemed to be a trigger for everyone else to turn towards Belfast and exclaim all at once in unison:


  「Merry Christmas!! Thank you for all of your hard work, the Head Maid!!」


  Being faced with such genuine words of gratitude and a smile this radiant, Belfast could not really help it but to start feeling embarrassed for some reason.


  Even though those were actually the exact words that she wanted to hear all this time, she was wondering why hearing them right now made her feel the way she was feeling, as if it was something quite embarrassing.


  「Waah! Everyone, please look outside! It’s the snow! It’s snowing outside~!」


  Suffolk then opened her mouth and suddenly said so in a loud and excited voice.


  Curious as to what Suffolk said just now, Belfast went out towards the back door, and indeed, just a little bit of snow had begun to fall from the night sky.


  「The weather has been so gloomy lately, so I didn’t exactly expect it to happen……」


  It may have had something to do with the fact that the weather was much colder right now than it would usually be.


  It wasn’t exactly something that could be called a genuine White Christmas, but it was quite a romantic Holy Night in its own right.


  At that time, Bel-chan suddenly pulled on Belfast’s sleeve.


  「Hm? What’s wrong, Bel-chan?」


  「Did you manage to make this Christmas tree all by yourself, Belfast-nee-sama?」


  Belfast thought about that matter for a moment out there, and then she slowly shook her head in denial.


  「No…… No, that’s not it. I actually managed to receive some help from Santa Claus itself. A very kind and a very clumsy Santa Claus, that is.」


  Chapter 3: Bel-chan and the Little Bird


  A few days after Christmas was over, those truly hectic days finally started to calm down a little bit.


  After successfully surviving a long period of stress, race against time and grudgingly hard work all around the dormitory and its premises, the days of leisure finally came back to the Home Port for the members of the Maid Corps.


  The loose and leisurely mood continued for a while even after the New Year, and finally, in February, various jobs and missions started pouring in once again. –––––– And just like that, on a certain night.


  「–––––– Hey, Bel! Come here for a second.」


  When Belfast and Bel-chan were about to return to their room, Edinburgh suddenly looked out the window and stopped in her tracks.


  「Hm? What happened?」


  「It’s snowing! It’s snowing outside! Snowing!」


  「Ahh, so it’s about the snow, huh?」


  In contrast to the very high-spirited Edinburgh, Belfast replied curtly, keeping her enthusiasm on a relatively tight leash.


  After all, it was only a little bit of snow, the amount which could at best turn the ground white with a thin layer of frost for a little bit, and nothing more beside that. And besides, it was not the first time that it was snowing since the New Year, actually it was a fairly common occurrence as of late. On a side note, even the snow that fell around Christmas was unable to stay for long and accumulated to cover the entire port with a thick white blanket for a prolonged period of time. So there was no basis for hoping that this particular snow would stay for long, either.


  All the snow that flickered in the middle of the night would surely melt before noon in its entirety. All that would be left of it would be a café-au-lait-colored puddle, just like any other time that has happened, and even then, even if it was to stick for a little bit longer it would be rather unusual.


  During that time, Belfast would usually go back and forth outside of the Royal Navy’s dormitory many times to replenish daily necessities as the need would arise for that.


  That’s why she fully understood the difficulty of walking on muddy roads after the rain or snowfall, and that’s why she could hardly help it but to react in such a way, with a moderate lack of enthusiasm.


  After all, during the last two months they were able to witness only a little bit of powdered snow, and nothing more besides that.


  Thinking that, Belfast approached the window just like Edinburgh did,


  「Oh my, this is ––––––」


  Contrary to Belfast’s expectations, the amount of snow that fell from the sky was simply unbelievable.


  In a moment of sudden panic, Belfast cursed her own hubris. There was almost no wind present at the moment, but the size of the snowflakes was really huge and they would remain where they fell.


  But maybe there was no need to panic just yet. However, it was not unusual for snow to fall down overnight to some extent. However, she has never seen snow like this before, so it might just be something that settles a new record around the home port for sure.


  「–––––– It will be wise to prepare some snow shovels in advance.」


  Closing the door and heading towards the cleaning utensils closet that was in the corner of the kitchen, Belfast took out several snow shovels that could be used for shoveling snow and set them upright near the back door.


  「This should be more than enough for shoveling snow in the morning.」


  「Hmm, I see, snow shoveling, huh…… Haah, just trying to imagine that makes me tired already.」


  Edinburgh’s face, which had been so happy to see snow until a while ago, suddenly turned all dark and grumpy.


  「If it’s only snowing for one night, it should be fine, but if it continues until a day after tomorrow, we’ll have to think about removing the snow for real this time around. And maybe think of some methods of preventing it from accumulating too much.」


  「Uheeh…… Ah, that’s right. We should prepare some cold resistant gear for the maids that will be working outside. There should be more than enough of those in the warehouse to cover all of the maids that are stationed here ––––––」


  At that point, Edinburgh’s gaze shifted towards a space behind Belfast.


  「What’s wrong, Bel-chan? You keep on gazing out the window for some reason……」


  When Belfast turned around hearing Edinburgh’s concerned voice Bel-chan was still looking out the window with her back turned to the other two maids.


  「The snow, it’s so beautiful ––––––」


  Neither Belfast nor Edinburgh could see just what kind of expression was painted all over Bel-chan’s face.


  However, hearing her say that just now, Belfast thought that it was the voice of someone who was completely enchanted by the sight that they just happened to see, that it managed to completely ensnare her heart and would not let go that easily. That is also why she said something so uncharacteristic of her without slightest concern for her surroundings.


  Belfast then gently put her hand on the shoulder of Bel-chan, who was still standing still and showed no intentions of moving anytime soon.


  「Bel-chan. I know that you would like to keep on watching the snow, but the hour is already late, so how about we go to bed for now and look at the snow sometime later tomorrow?」


  After Belfast said that, there was a brief moment of silence for a few seconds.


  Could it be that Bel-chan was making her mind up about something? Thinking about it so deeply and so long?


  「–––––– Yes, Nee-sama.」


  Bell-chan slowly turned her face away from the window and faced Belfast, the expression on her face being exactly the same as usual.


  * * *


  It was early in the morning of the next day, but the area around the Royal Navy’s dormitory was still covered in pure white.


  Belfast, who had already changed her clothes and got out of bed and gotten all ready for work, quietly went out into the hallway so as not to wake Edinburgh and others who were still sound asleep.


  Quietly, as to not make even the slightest sound, she closed the door behind her –––––– And it was precisely at that moment when it happened.


  Bel-chan’s eyes opened up wide all of a sudden.


  She got up and jumped out of her little bed at once.


  Then, in a still pitch black room with the curtains drawn, she began to change out of her pajamas.


  Lately, Bel-chan has been waking up for some reason the moment her elder sister Belfast would leave the room.


  When someone leaves the room, it feels like the air inside has strangely changed for some reason. With the same reasoning, if someone walks into the room, they would cause anyone who was still asleep in there to wake up.


  –––––– She knew what needed to be done now. Somehow, but she was able to just know it.


  While thinking that, when she was finished changing into her usual maid outfit,


  「Uuuhhh, nnh, Bel-chan…… That’s not fair~. How about you feed me some as well~…… Munya~.」


  Edinburgh’s sleeptalking echoed through the entire room.


  Bel-chan thought that the one who she was feeding in Edinburgh’s dream must have been Belfast herself, and that the thing she was feeding her must have been some sort of a rare delicacy.


  「But there is no way that Belfast-nee-sama would let someone feed her, right? Much less with an “Aaahh~” of all things.」


  She muttered after looking at Edinburgh’s sleeping face while crouching in front of the fence on the lower bunk bed.


  Edinburgh was always begging Bel-chan to let her hold her hand all the time, and she was the big sister type who wanted to take care of her everyday needs.


  On the other hand, Belfast is an older sister type who would teach you various things very politely and gently every day, in order to raise Bel-chan to be a perfect maid.


  Belfast never said, “Oh, I’m going to do everything for you, so you just sit back and relax, you don’t have to do anything at all. She just wasn’t that kind of a person.


  「I saw the definition of that word in a dictionary once, but I do believe that Edinburgh-nee-san is just the kind of person who we could call being “overprotective” or “helicopter”. And it surely looks that way to me.」


  “Overprotective” in a sense that she was also way too clingy with Bel-chan at all times.


  On the other hand, Bel-chan knew that Edinburgh’s actions were due to her love for her little sister, so there was no way that she could actually get mad at her for being that way.


  


  

  「Seriously, what a troublesome elder sister you are……」


  Bel-chan let out a deep sigh out of her mouth and looked at the alarm clock that was on top of the night table.


  It was almost time for Edinburgh to wake up and get out of her bed as well.


  「Nee-san, please wake up. It’s morning already.」


  When she called out to her like that, Edinburgh only let out a long groan and showed no signs of actually going to wake up anytime soon, even covering her head with her blanket.


  She reluctantly shook her several times, and finally Edinburgh’s eyelids, which seemed to be opening ever so slightly, showed some signs of her finally coming back from the dreamland into reality.


  「Nmuh……… Huh? Bel-chan…? But it’s still…… Buwaaaaaahhhhhh~~~…… so early in the morning……」


  「…Nee-san, just how long are you going to be asleep…… and you are way too sloppy in the morning, you know……?」


  When she saw that Edinburgh was finally awake enough to be aware of her own surroundings, Bel-chan walked over to the window and slowly pulled back the curtains from over it.


  The faintly brightened morning light flooded the room right away.


  The window glass was covered with frost due to the temperature difference with the outside air, making it look like some sort of fantastical frosted glass.


  「Uuuhh…… I know that it’s still February, but why does it have to be so cold the very second that you come out of your blankets and sheets?」


  Edinburgh’s trembling voice could then be heard coming from somewhere behind Bel-chan.


  Suddenly, Bel-chan remembered last night’s snow.


  And seeing how it was most probably snowing throughout the entire night, she was very interested in what kind of scenery she would be able to witness outside of the window.


  It had snowed so much last night that she was curious about what was going on with the outside of the dormitory, and the fact that she couldn’t see anything because of the frost also encouraged her to make the move that she decided to do.


  Because she took a wild plunge forward towards the window, ready to unlock it all at once.


  Unlike the kitchen windows, the windows inside of the dormitory’s rooms were double doors and opened inwards.


  So Bel-chan put both of her hands firmly on the window handle on the left and right wing and……


  As soon as she pulled it out with great force, a powerful gust of cold air suddenly blew right into the room.


  「HIIIIIIIIIYYYYYYYYYAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!????????」


  And right after Bel-chan did just that, a loud and long scream could be heard coming straight out of Edinburgh’s throat.


  「Wha!? What the, what the, what the, what the!? What the hell!? What happened!? Why did you do that!?」


  Not knowing why the inside of the room got so freezing cold all of a sudden, Edinburgh started to frantically look about the room, finally spotting Bel-chan standing right next to the opened window.


  「B-Bel-chan!? What are you doing!? Why did you even open that window!?」


  Unlike last night, where there was no wind outside whatsoever, today it was pretty windy outside, and the cold air, mixed together with some fresh snow, rushed in through the opened window.


  「B-Bel-chan! The window! Close it! Close it, close it, close iiiiiitttttt!!!!!! Please, I beg of you, just close it already!!!!!!」


  Edinburgh tried desperately to appeal to the little maid, but for some reason Bel-chan acted as though her older sister’s pleas could not reach her ears at all. She just stood there right next to the opened window.


  For the eyes of the little maid were glued to the sight that was spreading right outside of the window, and it was something so fantastical and magical that it virtually made her ears closed for any interference from the outside world.


  「White…… It’s so white out there!」


  In fact, Bel-chan was so enticed by the sight that was right in front of her eyes that she didn’t even notice that the fine snow falling in from the outside was turning her eyebrows and bangs pure white as well.


  The scenery as far as her eyes could see was unified in pure white. Various things such as benches and flowerbeds that should have been outside were buried under the thick blanket of fresh snow, and the place where they should have been changed into mere mounds and pyres of white snow that did not even manage to retain their original shape, looking all distorted and uneven.


  Being able to witness something like that, one could really start to wonder if the scenery that they were looking at was really that of the Home Port that they knew and loved, and not just some completely different place whatsoever that just got here overnight.


  Bel-chan was just so overwhelmed by that new and fresh sight that she could simply gaze at the shimmering silver world in a daze, feeling as if she had come to a brand new world.


  「B-Bel-chan, seriously now, I really beg of you…… Close that window…… Just close it already! Bel-chan, please…… Uuuhhh~……」


  Edinburgh’s voice was trembling and sounded as though she was about to break into tears from all the cold that was coming into the room from the outside.
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  And hearing her older sister plea like that, it was at that exact moment that Bel-chan finally managed to come back to her senses.


  「Oh my. Yes, that’s right…… I am really sorry for that, Edinburgh-nee-san. I seem to have completely forgotten that you were in here with me in the first place…… Please forgive me……」


  Bel-chan then closed the window in a hurry and looked towards the bunk bed.


  And surely enough, Edinburgh was right there. Completely wrapping her whole body in the futon under which she would normally sleep and her teeth chattering like mad.


  「S-Starting from tomorrow…… I am going to wake up just like I am supposed to wake up, without any help or assistance…… so please, Bel-chan, really…… There is no need for you to wake me up using such drastic measures…… I promise…… Higuh……」


  「Y-Yes, I am really sorry about that……」


  Bel-chan said and then she deeply bowed her head down in apology.


  And, out of self-discipline, she brought Edinburgh her maid outfit to the bed instead of leaving it to her sister to just get it herself.


  * * *


  They often say that curiosity is the thing that killed the cat. In that sense, curiosity is truly terrifying.


  When it snowed before, Bel-chan had some powdery snow on her cheeks.


  When she wiped it with her finger, the snow quickly turned into water droplets, and for the first time she said, “Snow turns into water as soon as it touches something!”


  However, the reality proved to be entirely different from what she would imagine.


  Because at the current moment, snow was everything that Bel-chan could possibly think of. It occupied the entirety of her mind, leaving little to no room for anything else.


  Even though she was serving breakfast, she couldn’t help it but worry about what was going on outside. Because of her fidgeting like that, she turned her attention to the window again and again.


  It was like the first time she had seen the phenomenon of snowfall, so it was understandable that she was so fascinated and distracted by it.


  「Ah ––––––」


  And that is exactly why Bel-chan right now was prone to making mistakes of various kinds.


  By the time she managed to notice it, the dishes that she was carrying managed to slip from the tray she was holding in her hand.


  As she was about to pick up the shards of the plate and tidy the remains of the dish from the floor,


  「Are you okay?」


  Belfast and Edinburgh heard the noise and rushed out of the kitchen to see what exactly happened.


  「I’m really sorry…… but I broke the plate.」


  Seeing the pieces of the plate littering the floor, Belfast seemed to immediately sense what the situation was.


  「Bel-chan, please go back to the kitchen for the time being.」


  「Y-Yes, Nee-sama……」


  After watching someone clean up the mess that she created with a broom and dustpan, Bel-chan bowed her head decisively to the children of the dormitory who were still eating their breakfast.


  「I’m sorry for making such a commotion.」


  Everyone immediately spoke to her kindly and assured her that no real harm was done here.


  Every girl smiles at the small maid’s clumsiness, saying, “Don’t worry about it. The meal was good today.”


  –––––– A prim and proper maid should not let herself be distracted by something like this and make mistakes like that.


  Bel-chan returned to the kitchen with a gloomy look on her face, still holding her finger in her mouth like she was a little child who just got scolded.


  


  

  She had just come towards the open door leading into the kitchen when she saw Sheffield burst out into the dining room in a hurry with a pot of tea in her hand.


  But when Sheffield herself realized that she was on a collision course with Bel-chan, she dodged her at the last possible moment.


  Seeing how Sheffield effortlessly managed to avoid even such a sudden crisis, Bel-chan, who was thinking about just how amazing that feat really was, let out a sigh of admiration out of her mouth.


  「What are you doing?」


  Asked Sheffield while looking at Bel-chan, her eyes covered with her bangs.


  As for Sheffield herself, she had no intention of saying anything particularly blaming those words.


  However, because of her usual impression that she was giving off to others, the way she said those words sounded like she was trying to condemn Bel-chan for not paying close enough attention to her surroundings.


  「I-I’m really sorry…… Please forgive me, Sheffield-san.」


  Acting in an unnecessarily bashful way, Bel-chan bowed down her head and trudged back into the kitchen in a hurry.


  Not knowing why the little maid was acting so depressed, Sheffield twisted her neck to look after her, but in the end she left the dining room without saying anything at all.


  In the kitchen, the maids were already preparing to do some post-meal clean up.


  Breakfast time would soon be over.


  As for Bel-chan, she simply went into the corner of the kitchen and she just stood there for a while, clearly at a loss for words.


  When Belfast returned with a dustpan and a broomstick in hands, Bel-chan, who was still standing in the corner of the room, hurriedly corrected her posture.


  「Bel-chan.」


  Belfast said so quietly as she put away her cleaning tools back into the cleaning closet.


  –––––– I knew it. The Head Maid surely must be angry about that plate that she happened to shatter just now……


  Realizing that she was about to receive an earful from Belfast, Bel-chan mentally prepared herself for what was about to come. But she was not going to make any excuses here. It was clearly her fault for being too preoccupied with all that snow outside, so she was going to accept her punishment.


  But even though she steeled her heart for the scolding of a lifetime, the seconds would pass by as she was waiting patiently, but no scolding would start coming her way.


  「Did you perhaps think that I was going to get mad at you, Bel-chan?」


  Belfast asked her that all of a sudden with a huge smile on her face.


  She then slowly crouched down and gently stroked Bel-chan’s head and said the following:


  「How about we call today your special day off? Hmm? What do you say to that, Bel-chan?」


  「Huh……?」


  For a moment out there Bel-chan was clearly in a daze.


  「You seem to be really curious about the scenery just outside of the Dormitory, so how about we go there and check it out now, shall we?」


  Belfast tilted her head and looked right at Bel-chan’s face, her smile still as radiant as ever.


  「Edi is currently picking up a winter suit that is going to fit you just fine. It’s been a long time since we last saw that much snow accumulation overnight, so go out there and play to your heart’s content.」


  「B-But still…… What about……」


  「You don’t have to worry about work. Just please remember to be more careful next time…… Can you promise me that, Bel-chan?」


  Having said that, Belfast’s smile became even more radiant than ever before.


  Bel-chan thought about this for a little while, and then she looked Belfast straight in the eyes and said:


  「Thank you very much for letting me do this…… Belfast-nee-sama.」


  Just then, Edinburgh returned to the kitchen with a large zipper bag in her hands.


  「Is this size going to be okay? I searched and searched everywhere, but I couldn’t possibly find anything smaller than this, unfortunately.」


  When Edinburgh said that, she opened the zipper of the bag, and inside of it there was a red fur coat and trousers. All of them seemed to be suitable for snowy mountains and for activities such as skiing.


  There was also a pair of thick fluffy gloves and boots that seemed to go up to about halfway up the shin.


  Bel-chan immediately decided to try it on over her maid outfit.


  「H-How it is?」


  In terms of pure comfort and nothing else, those winter clothes felt to be a little bit too big.


  Bel-chan then tried zipping her front all the way up, hiding the bottom half of her face underneath a puffy layer of warm clothing.


  「Yes, it’s definitely too big ––––––」


  Edinburgh nodded her head after giving Bel-chan a proper look-up.


  「But at the same time, it seems like this is more than enough to let you move around quite comfortably. So isn’t that okay?」


  Belfast said so and opened the back door leading outside of the kitchen and right into the open field of pure white.


  「Wow……」


  Bel-chan let out a sigh of excitement from her mouth, and then she watched it as it turned into a trail of hot mist that was carried into the distance.


  When she opened the door, in front of her was pure white snow land that no one had stepped on yet.


  Wearing her high boots and warm snowsuit, Bel-chan slowly tried to put her feet on the fresh and unobstructed whiteness.


  Then, the snow became softer than she originally thought, and her feet started to sink deeper into it in no time.


  As soon as her feet landed deep in the snow without feeling any opposition at all, she heard the sound of the snow being compacted under her weight and crunching.


  「Uwah……!」


  For some reason, doing that felt really good to Bel-chan at the current moment.


  Bell-chan turned around to face Belfast and the others who were still in the kitchen.


  「This is a small step for mankind, but a great leap for a maid……」


  「I-Is that so? Is that how much you are excited to do this……?」


  Edinburgh gave a vague smile when she saw Bel-chan, who was deeply moved by being able to play in the snow to her heart’s content for the entire day.


  「Just try not to leave the dormitory’s premises too much, okay?」


  Saying that, Belfast handed Bel-chan a scone wrapped in cloth and the jam in the small bottle as a form of something that she could later snack on.


  「This is a form of a snack for you, but be sure to come back home when it will be time for a proper meal. Can you promise me that?」


  Bel-chan’s cheeks blushed with excitement at that very moment.


  「–––––– Yes, Nee-sama!」


  She said so cheerfully, and stepped into her first silver-white world ever.


  * * *


  The road from the Royal Navy’s dormitory on the loft to the center of the Academy was originally a meter-wide downhill road with a gentle slope.


  But for today, however, that road was completely buried under the huge pile of fresh snow.


  And of course, there were no footprints on the loaf. None whatsoever.


  As far as the eye can see, everything was covered with fresh snow.


  Bel-chan didn’t hesitate to leave footprints on that road that no one had traveled yet.


  Every time she stepped on the new path, the squeaky sound was so beautiful that it was almost addictive to listen to it.


  「I feel like I’m the owner of this hill! It feels like I’m the very first one here!」


  While Bel-chan was thinking of pushing more and more forward just like this, she then came to a sudden stop.


  「This place right here…… If I go all out any further and fall down…… I wonder what would happen then?」


  She already understood the softness of snow, so now she wanted to test it to its very limits.


  The monster called curiosity once again attacked Bel-chan’s heart with all of its might.


  「There we go!」


  Holding her breath and diving face-first into the snow, Bel-chan let out a vigorous cry like that.


  She sprawled out and her whole body was buried in the snow. Her face was so cool that it felt really good to be just like that.


  「Fuwah!」


  Raising her head and standing up, she shook her whole body and brushed the snow off of her face.


  「It is…… so much fun!」


  The pleasure of having her body wrapped in snow. There was a beautiful human-shaped hollow where she fell just now.


  It is quite a work of art, if she was to say so herself.


  「Let’s make one Mo ––Fuh!」


  Next to the sprawled human-shaped depression, there was still a blank canvas of snow.


  


  

  This time around she tried jumping from her back.


  Bel-chan laid down on her back and looked up at the sky.


  The snow that had been falling since last night, which had covered the sky with gray clouds, had now turned into nothing but powdery snow.


  Maybe it was the result of the snow, but it hit the tip of Bell-chan’s nose.


  「But I must say, it’s so very quiet here right now……」


  After that Bel-chan was lying on her back and dazing off for a while,


  「Looks like that we are the first ones who managed to get here!」


  All of a sudden, a loud voice could be heard somewhere from the lodge, and Bel-chan jumped up in panic upon hearing that voice.


  「No, Comet! That’s not it at all! Look! Look carefully just over there! There are footprints here and there in the snow! Someone already beat us to it!」


  「Fuehh…… Wait for me, guys…… Comet-chan and Crescent-chan, you are way too fast for me……」


  Hearing the voices of the three people that could be heard in close succession, Bel-chan realized right away with whom she would be dealing with here.


  「……Are they the three C-Class destroyers, by any chance?」


  When Bel-chan looked up the small hill that was nearby, she could indeed see the three C Class Destroyers that were having fun over there while making a whole lot of noise. All three of them were wearing long and fluffy winter coats, but aside from that they were wearing their usual attires underneath them, such as short-sleeved shirts and skirts.


  Looking at the three of them being dressed just like that, Bel-chan wondered if they were not actually cold, especially in this type of weather.


  「Alright then! Without any further ado, let’s have ourselves some proper snowball fight, shall we!?」


  Having said that, Comet, while wearing a thick and warm glove on her hand, bent down and picked up a huge portion of the fresh snow that was right under her feet, and then she quickly began to form a huge ball-shaped object with it using both of her hands to speed up the process.


  「Ahh, umm, but…… didn’t you say that we were going to make a snowman just now, Comet-chan……?」


  While Cygnet looked somewhat flustered by the fact that her Comet first said one thing and then she started to do something completely different right away, Crescent, who was listening to the two of them having their exchange only raised her eyebrows first in surprise, and then being visibly angry.


  「You both! You are wrong, both of you! I remember something completely different! You were saying that we were going to start building an igloo!」


  Bell-chan, who was listening to the conversation of the three of them at the bottom of the hill, murmured to herself at that moment:


  「As always, the things that those three want to do are oh so splendidly disjointed.」


  At that moment, Comet swung a snowball that she had made herself in a hurry.


  「Are you joking!? We need to have the snowball fight right now! If we were to have a snowball fight later on when we have already built something, we would run the risk of accidentally destroying it! That is why there is no better time than the present!」


  「Wait just a moment, Comet-chan, please listen to me ––––––」


  「Alright! Ready or not, here I go!」


  Seeing Comet being all ready for a snowball battle, Crescent, who was about to say something, decided to temporarily retreat and fled the scene in a hurry.


  The only one left on the battlefield was Cygnet at the current moment.


  It seemed that she still couldn’t quite comprehend the situation that was going on here, and she couldn’t keep up with organizing her own thoughts and deciding what to do herself.


  「Huh!? Hmm, what…… So, in the end, what are we going to do now?」


  「Hey, Cygnet! You are wide open! Now brace yourself!」


  「Huh…? Umm, what the…… KYAH!?」


  And just like that, Comet managed to hit Cygnet straight to the head with a large snowball at a fairly close range. With a soft popping sound, the snowball-covered Cygnet started to wobble on her feet as her eyes filled with tears.


  「Uuuhhh…… Comet-chan, that was so terrible of you! Why did you even do that……!?」


  But seeing that Cygnet’s crying face was not really sad and miserable but rather a sight of seething anger, Comet started to run away without a second thought.


  「Ahahaha! Next time, you’d better watch yourself some more Cygnet…… WHOA!? A demon! Cygnet has become a raging demon!」


  「Huh? Wait just a moment! What did you mean by that!? Comet, get back here……!! Hold on! Why are you even running from me……!?」


  The three of them then started to throw snowballs at each other while screaming at the top of their lungs while going down from the top of the hill.


  Even from Bel-chan’s point of view, there was something funny about all three of them acting in such a way.


  「But…… The road……」


  The road she had just walked on had been completely messed up by the footprints of the three girls that were running all around it just now, and for some reason Bel-chan felt an overwhelming sense of a loss looming over her.


  The humanoid-shape hollow in the snow she just made will soon be gone by someone stepping over it over and over again as well.


  「…… But if I go to a less crowded place, I might be able to leave something permanent after my visit.」


  Bel-chan was completely captivated by the joy of making footprints in fresh snow by now.


  「…… Aaahh, great. So good. So precious……」


  All of a sudden, Bel-chan heard a voice coming from behind a rock in the nearby forest.


  The rock was big enough to hide the whole person’s body behind it no problem. Wondering who that someone who was hiding there was, Bel-chan circled around the rock.


  「Aaahh, oh Cygnet-chan…… You seem to be unable to keep up with the other two, but you are still trying your very best at it! …… Aaahh! I want to pet you! I want to pet you so bad! I want to stroke your head and hug you and…..!」


  Bel-chan was vaguely able to spot a person behind that rock, and at the same time as she was approaching the one hiding there was seemingly oblivious to her presence.


  A person who hides behind a rock only mutters all those strange things to themselves, oblivious to their surroundings.


  That person was none other than Ark Royal, an Ark Royal-Class Aircraft Carrier belonging to the Royal Navy.


  「Precious, so precious…… Ooohh, you are so precious, Cygnet-chan! Ah! But Comeeeeet-chan! If you are going to run around so excitedly like that, you might end up flashing someone your underwear by accident! Ohhh, and that smile! I just can’t seem to get enough of it!」


  Without even having time to put on her winter clothes, she must have rushed outside as soon as she saw some Destroyers leaving the dormitory.


  And even though her entire body was shivering from the immense cold of the outside, she was rubbing her arms on her shoulders as her eyes were fixated on the Destroyers of the C-Class at all times.


  「I can’t believe I get to see the precious little Destroyers playing in such a silvery world! Fufufu, they’re like angels playing amongst the clouds…… T-This is pure bliss……」 they’re the tallest…」


  And while Ark Royal was still like that,


  「What are you doing?」


  Bel-chan asked her that while standing right behind her.


  At that moment, Ark Royal jerked her shoulders and turned her back against her rock.


  「W-W-W-W-Who’s there!? Huh…… Oh? B-Bel-chan!?」


  For some reason, Ark Royal seemed to be really upset.


  For the time being, she seemed to be aware that Bel-chan knew that she was spying on other Destroyers.


  And precisely because of that…… Ark Royal started to make various excuses on the spot.


  「N-No! That’s not it, Bel-chan! This isn’t what it looks like! Umm, you see…… I was just doing some preliminary survey of the athletic performance of the C-Class Destroyers for the sake of the tests that will be run on Royal Navy’s ships in the future! It’s good to have concrete and detailed materials, but I promise you that I was not doing anything bad or suspicious! I would never do such a thing! When I saw them going outside, I didn’t think they would rush out in such a hurry! So I just followed them without thinking and……」


  Honestly, she pretty much exposed herself in the second half of that convoluted explanation.


  But for someone who was supposedly acting before she even managed to realize what she was doing –––––– Thinking that, Bel-chan looked at Ark Royal’s footprints, which were going all the way towards the other end of the small forest.


  Bell-chan suddenly remembers that Belfast had told her that there was a way down the hill behind the dormitory.


  


  

  「Did you come out the back door by any chance, Ark Royal-san?」


  Bel-chan asked her.


  「Huh? A-Ahh, y-yes, that’s right.」


  Ark Royal nodded her head.


  「So why didn’t you just accompany them all the way back from the dormitory? You could have gone together.」


  「No, you see, that’s because…… if you come out together, they would be wary of my presence, and just like that I can witness them in all of their energetic glory!」


  Ark Royal then made a face that seemed to be saying: isn’t that only natural?


  Bel-chan then asked another question, even though Ark Royal’s behavior was already quite strange as it was.


  「Why do you like Destroyer girls so much, Ark Royal-san?」


  「Well, it’s because they are so cute! That’s why!」


  Ark Royal excitedly spread her hands and answered immediately.


  「Of course, compared to the Destroyer girls, your charm and cuteness are also the best, even though arrived here only recently, and Bel-chan, I am sure that someday……」


  Then, after thinking about it for a while, Ark Royal raised her head, the expression on her face looking as though she just managed to come up with something really great, at least in her own opinion.


  「Alright then, how about I introduce you to each of the Destroyers that are currently living in the Home Port and talk about their good points and charms in a really magnificent and romantic way!」


  「Huh?」


  Unfortunately, before Bel-chan managed to snap out of the shock that this statement caused her and urge Ark Royal to stop and not do that, the Aircraft Carrier already started explaining each and every single Destroyer from the Home Port in great detail.


  And what was even worse here was the fact that it was the kind of story that took a REALLY long time to actually wrap itself up properly.


  At first Bel-chan intended to listen to Ark Royal’s story from start to finish while paying attention at all times, but soon she found out that her consciousness turned somewhere else entirely and would refuse to focus on that subject once again.


  –––––– But the road that Ark Royal used to get here…… It seems that there was still some of the fresh snow over there.


  Right now completely ignoring Ark Royal’s impassioned speech, Bel-chan stared at the forest road. She thought that if she was to follow that path right to the end, perhaps she would leave footprints that would not be trampled with.


  On their way back, the two followed the footsteps of Ark Royal and returned to the back door of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  Bel-chan then managed to slip away from Ark Royal, who was still chattering all the time, and she stepped steadily into the forest where the fresh snow still remained mostly untouched.


  It was only sometime later that Ark Royal was able to realize that she was ditched.


  「–––––– And just like that, this is the exact reason as to why I love the Destroyer girls so much, and…… Huh? Oh my? Bel-chan? Where are you?」


  * * *


  As Bel-chan walked through the woods, she came across a road that split into two different paths.


  Ark Royal’s footprints were left on the sloping road on the right split path.


  It would seem that the right path continued slightly uphill and led right back into the Royal Navy’s dormitory, and that no one passed by the left split path.


  「Alright then, left side it is!」


  Immediately, Bel-chan stepped on the fresh snow with no footprints let on it and started walking straight ahead.


  Not even noticing that she had already gone way beyond the grounds of the Academy, Bel-chan continued to go deeper into the mountain while staying in a relatively good mood.


  「It is so very quiet here.」


  The snow-buried forest was even quieter than the hill of the Academy where Bel-chan was not all that long ago.


  –––––– Please, don’t stray too far from the Dormitory’s grounds. Can you do that for me?


  At that time, Belfast’s words from right before she was about to go out suddenly crossed Bel-chan’s mind.


  And at last she has come to realize just how far she managed to stray from her original place where she was supposed to be.


  「Let’s go back, everyone must be worried……..」


  If possible, she wanted to explore a little bit more before going back, but she felt that it would be dangerous to proceed any further than this.


  The reason for this was that the snow, which had been flickering until just a little while ago, was starting to get stronger again.


  Now she was still able to retrace her steps back to the forked path a while back. Giving up was something that could not really be helped here and Bel-chan turned the way she came with a determined look on her face.


  But it was then that,


  「–––––– The singing of……a bird……?」


  Bel-chan lifted her head up and started to listen intently.


  In the middle of the quiet snowy mountains, she thought that she could hear the voice of a small bird coming from somewhere.


  「I think I also heard the meowing of cat.」


  Those were actually two different voices that Bel-chan could hear coming from the same general direction.


  Normally, she wouldn’t pay all that much attention to it, but since she has been walking in the quiet snowy mountains all this time, the new sound that could be heard all of a sudden picked her curiosity.


  The direction she heard the noise coming from was in a forest where no one had set foot yet. Bel-chan decided to go back just now, but she wondered if it was really okay for her to continue on like this.


  After worrying about this and that for a short while,


  「In the end, I am still confused about what to do……」


  In the end, Bel-chan could not help it but to worry about the little bird and its cries. Bel-chan then stepped on the fresh snow and walked through the trees in a rather hasty pace.


  And just like that, before long Bel-chan was able to identify the owners of the two cries.


  「This is……」


  She could see a small bird perched on a nearby tree’s branch.


  And right at the foot of that same tree as the branch on which the bird was sitting, for some reason there was a round cat that was trying to cling to the tree’s trunk, as if it was going to climb it up and get the bird.


  「Why are you doing this? Are you perhaps trying to eat that bird……?」


  At that moment, the little bird kicked the branch on which it was sitting and moved its wings to fly away.


  However, for some reason, the little bird landed back on the branch, or it was more accurate to say that it fell right back on it. And then it lost its balance and fell towards the ground.


  The place where the small bird fell was on the snow less than a meter from where Bel-chan was standing right about now.


  And seeing the bird fall down to the ground, the cat tried to move away from the tree’s trunk and come right towards its prey.


  「Oh no, you won’t!」


  When Bell-chan shouted that out loud, and then the cat jumped back as if it was startled.


  「Do you want to eat that poor thing? Go away!」


  When Bel-chan shouted those words out loud with clear hostility behind them, the cat kept shaking its head and hissing frantically.


  Something was wrong with that cat. Thinking that, Bel-chan glanced at the little bird next to her.


  That’s when Bel-chan finally took notice of something.


  The bird’s left wing has not moved at all since a while ago.


  「No way… are you injured, little one?」


  When Bel-chan asked that out loud, the cat then ran up to some object that was now on the ground, and which it was holding in its mouth a second ago. That object was actually a small hat. So, could it be that the cat was actually trying to help the bird get of the tree without getting injured?


  「Sorry for the misunderstanding, little kitty. Anyways, this little one need to seek treatment immediately……」


  Bel-chan held the little bird in her arms and started running as the round cat still with the hat in its mouth started to lead the way.


  Her destination was the direction from which she had come here.


  Bel-chan was running at full speed, knowing that time was of the essence here.


  The little bird seemed pretty weak. It must have exhausted its strength trying not to fall from that tree or trying to fly away. Looking at its limp body in her hands, Bel-chan picked up her pace even more as she grit her teeth.


  Despite her frustration, she managed to find her way back after a while.


  「The footprints that Ark Royal-san left are……」


  She hurriedly searched for them, but the snow had already managed to cover them completely, and the footprints had already disappeared.


  


  

  However, the round cat would still go forward without showing any sign of hesitation whatsoever.


  As if it knew the way towards the Royal Navy’s Dormitory, Bel-chan saw the round cat advancing without hesitation, and the little maid believed it was a right choice to follow it until the very end.


  Although she nearly tripped over the snow many times now, Bel-chan managed to pass the remote hut where Erebus and her other friends were staying at, and she reached the backyard of the Royal Navy’s dormitory before long.


  「Thank you very much…… Little Kitty.」


  After saying words of gratitude while being out of breath at the same time, the round cat simply looked at her as it cocked its head slightly.


  「Oh yes, that’s right. Here, you can have this……」


  As a token of her gratitude and appreciation for everything that the round cat has done, Bel-chan took out the scones wrapped in cloth and gently placed them right in front of the round cat on the ground.


  After seeing that the round cat seemed to have accepted the scones and started to slowly eat away at them, Bel-chan pushed open the back door leading to the Royal Navy’s dormitory.


  「I’m sure that Belfast-nee-sama is going to be able to do something about it!」


  The snow that was still on Bel-chan’s shoes melted away due to the temperature difference between the indoors and the outside, leaving small puddles of water on the ground and carpets with every step that she took.


  Dropping water droplets from her winter clothes onto the thick carpet, Bel-chan hurriedly ran towards the kitchen.


  「Just a little more…… Hang in there just a little bit more, little birdie……」


  Bel-chan spoke to the little bird in a calming manner to cheer it up, and she reached the door of the dining room in what seemed to her like a record time.


  With all of her weight on her, she pushed the door inside and she ran straight to the open wooden door leading into the kitchen.


  Beyond the opened door, Belfast and Sheffield were just talking about something.


  「Nee-sama! Belfast-nee-sama!」


  Hearing Bel-chan cry out like that, Belfast looked at her as she just barged into the kitchen.


  「What’s wrong, Bel-chan? Why are you in such a hurry?」


  Before she even managed to properly talk about the situation she was in, Bel-chan thrusted her hands straight out in front of Belfast’s face.


  「Oh my, this bird……」


  After taking a serious look at the bird, Belfast raised her head.


  「It looks like a redstart to me. It must have probably migrated here from the north.」


  「Red…… start……」


  Belle tilted her head, seemingly confused by Belfast’s words just now.


  「That’s the name of this bird. But even so, looking at the way its feathers are on that wing…… I think it is most certainly broken.」


  Belfast stared at the feathers on the bird’s wing with a serious look, and she took the bird from Bel-chan’s hands and slowly laid it down on the table.


  After that, she went towards one of the shelves at the wall and came back right after that with a first-aid kit in hand.


  「My knowledge on treating animals is fairly limited, as I have only read about it in literature in the past, and only a little bit, but…… it seems that I have no other choice but to give it a try right here and right now.」


  Belfast then put the first-aid kit next to the little bird lying on the table, and she said to Bel-chan in a calm voice.


  「Bel-chan, could you please step back a little bit so that I can try to treat that poor thing?」


  However, Bel-chan refused to leave the place where she was standing, shaking her head.


  「Hm? What’s wrong?」


  「I can only watch from the side like this…… I really am no good, aren’t I?」


  After she said that with a weak voice and a frown on her face, Bel-chan looked directly at Belfast.


  By the time she returned to the kitchen inside of the dormitory, Bel-chan had been able to realize just how worthless she really was.


  She was unable to do anything when she saw the injured and weakened bird, so all she could really do right about now was to sympathize with it and let Belfast take care of its treatment. That was very painful and pathetic for her to experience.


  「I… I… I can’t really do anything for the little birdie here…… if only there was some way with which I could be useful……」


  After thinking for a moment about what she heard just now, Belfast opened her mouth and spoke up.


  「That’s not true, Bel-chan.」


  「Huh ––––––?」


  Opening the first aid kit, Belfast pulled out a disinfectant and gauze from it.


  Belfast then took out a single match stick from inside of her apron, tore off its head, and then passed it onto Bel-chan.


  「You are going to treat this poor thing right away. Just follow my instructions and everything should be fine.」


  「I…… am going to do it?」


  「Yes, that’s right.」


  After saying that, Belfast chuckled a little bit.


  「Knowing you, Bel-chan, you will surely be able to do it. Because you’re the head maid, and you’re a fine maid who teaches me directly.」


  Those exact words slowly permeated Bel-chan’s mind.


  Bell-chan then nodded her head, and tightened her expression, which had been pretty bleak and without a spark up until just now.


  「Right! As you wish, Nee-sama!」


  「Now that’s the spirit. Now then, please come over here.」


  As Belfast told her that, Bel-chan stood in front of the little bird that was lying on the table.


  「Originally, bone fractures in birds’ bodies require a procedure called “pinning”, in which a pin is inserted into the bone to keep it together and intact, but there are no tools here that can perform such a full-scale and precise operation. All we can do now is to apply some basic form of first aid. Please keep in mind that it may not be possible for the bird to make a full recovery with just that alone.」


  「I-Is that so……?」


  Hearing that lackluster reply, Belfast quickly scolded Bel-chan.


  「Please, don’t make such a pained expression, Bel-chan. It is the duty of a maid to never waver in her actions and convictions, no matter what the circumstances might be, and to provide the best possible service to the person she devotes herself to.」


  「…… Ah.」


  Immediately reflecting upon those words, Bel-chan looked at the bird once again.


  「If…… If that wound does not heal, I will definitely take care of it until the very end.」


  Belfast nodded her head slowly, then pointed to the matchstick from earlier.


  「We are going to use the matchstick instead of the splint here, so let’s first disinfect the injured part of its body properly, and then fix the broken wing with it and tie it all really nice and tight to keep it firmly in place.」


  * * *


  As Belfast told her what to do at every step of the procedure, Bel-chan applied a splint to the wing of the small bird, and once that was done she could finally let out a small sigh of relief as she raised her face.


  「Good work, Bel-chan. Very well done.」


  After saying that and handing her a towel with which she could wipe her face, Bel-chan noticed something.


  Her forehead was drenched with sweat, and it must have been that way throughout the entire procedure just now.


  「–––––– I have also found something like this.」


  Turning around, Sheffield was standing in front of the wooden door. She seemed to have left the kitchen completely unnoticed, holding a small birdcage and a book in her hand.


  「I saw the bird cage in the warehouse a while ago. I also brought a book about wild birds. I think it will be helpful because it describes their ecology and diet in great detail.」


  「Ah, thank you very much, Sheffield-san.」


  Bel-chan then bowed her head deeply, but seeing that Sheffield just turned her face away from her.


  「Well then, I will just leave it here.」


  After saying that and placing both items sloppily on the table, Sheffield disappeared from the kitchen again.


  「Did I made her angry by any chance……?」


  Bell-chan raised her head and stared at Belfast, having a hard time figuring out what exactly happened here.


  「Don’t worry about that, Bel-chan. It’s just the way in which Sheffy is all the time.」


  Belfast said so with a laugh as she gently put a redstart inside of the birdcage.


  「Now then, Bel-chan, please carry this bird cage to our room. I still have my duties to fulfill for today, so for the rest of the day you will have to take care of the bird on your own.」


  


  

  「Understood, Nee-sama!」


  Holding a birdcage and a book in her hands, Bel-chan left the kitchen.


  Bel-chan could not simply leave the bird alone and go outside to play once again, so she decided not to go out for the rest of the day, and when she went out into the hallway, she noticed that it was snowing heavily outside the window, just like it did last night.


  「Fuaaah…… What an incredible blizzard out there……」


  A voice came from the direction of the entrance, and when she looked that way, the three C-Class Destroyers that she happened to see earlier were all here, covered in snow from head to toe.


  It seems that the weather took a drastic turn for the worse while the maids were busy with treating the little bird’s injury.


  「Geez! I was thinking of making an igloo back there, but it ended up with a snowball fight and nothing else!」


  Crescent puffed out her cheeks as she stepped on the ground in anger, while Bel-chan walked up the stairs in a hurry.


  She reached her room, and when she was safely inside, she immediately looked for a place where she could put the birdcage.


  She caught a glimpse of a table with a vase by the window. The vase has never been decorated with flowers since Bel-chan first came to this room, so it was a perfect location.


  「Besides, I can always put the vase somewhere else. So it’s really okay.」


  Bel-chan then quietly placed the birdcage on top of the table.


  The redstart was no longer lying down as before, but was curled up in its cage and didn’t move at all. Wondering if it was because it was cold, Bel-chan looked around the room for something to warm the poor thing up.


  「How about something like this?」


  What she found was a desk lamp. It was battery-operated, and if you were to place it near a birdcage, it would surely make it very warm.


  Next, she tried covering the cage with an unused blanket, which should trap the heat inside of it and make it even warmer.


  She also had to prepare some water and something for the bird to eat. So she took a small bottle, removed the cap from it, filled it with water and put it inside of the cage.


  Next, I looked at the book that Sheffield brought her, and started to skim through its contents. What she was looking for was the section that would tell her what particular food the redstarts eat. She then found out it eats mostly small insects such as spiders, and a red fruit called Vilacanthus (photo attached). It also said that it eats various kinds of nuts.


  When she saw that information, Bel-chan remembered something that she happened to see when they went to pay a visit to Erebus’s hut around Halloween’s time.


  She then spoke out loud to herself: “I think that I saw it near that hut…… there were clearly some nuts over there, and I vaguely remember some fruits as well!”.


  Bel-chan then decided to leave the room right away. She had to make sure about that.


  When she opened the back door of the dormitory, snow rushed inside with the sound of a ripping wind.


  She zipped up her coat halfway up her face and put the hood on. Then she made sure that only her eyes would be left unobstructed from the elements outside.


  The distance towards the Erebus’s hut was not all that great to traverse.


  「Alright then –––––– Let’s go!」


  With that small shout to keep herself motivated, Bel-chan ran outside. She hurriedly held down her hood, which was about to be blown away by the strong wind, as she jerked forward on the snowy road, seeing that the footprints she had left when she passed through here not all that long ago disappeared.


  「This is…… Yes! That’s it!」


  When Bel-chan came towards the secluded hut, there were certainly viracantha fruits and some nuts growing there.


  She brushed off the snow from them and she returned to her room again and put the nuts and fruit in a small cup and placed it inside of the birdcage, right next to the cap filled with water.


  「…… But for some reason you still won’t eat, huh?」


  On the contrary, even though she had created a warm environment, the redstart was still curled up in front of the pitcher of water.


  Seeing that, Bel-chan was starting to become anxious. And after a long while of her pondering and pondering what she should do now, she heard the sound of the door opening and saw Edinburgh coming inside of the room.


  「I have heard the news. Bel-chan, is it true that you are taking care of a small bird?」


  「Edinburgh-nee-san, this is ––––––」


  When Bel-chan told Edinburgh that the little bird did not want to eat anything, Edinburgh nodded her head and peered at the redstart inside of the birdcage.


  「Well, maybe it is something that can’t be helped for now, because it is still too weak. Maybe it will start eating the nuts after it has recovered a little more of its strength.」


  「But if it won’t take in any nourishment, it won’t be healed!」


  「Fufufu! Well, about that……. Just leave it to your Edinburgh-nee-san! I will take of that!」


  Edinburgh then removed the bottle that was placed in the water pitcher of the cage. She then left the room in a hurry, and Bel-chan was sure to follow right after her.


  The two of them came back into the kitchen.


  Suddenly, for some reason, a burst of cold air rushed in.


  「–––––– Bel-chan, what happened?」


  Kent was standing in front of the back door leading outside of the dormitory, which had been opened wide. Her whole body was tightly wrapped in winter gear, and she even had goggles on her eyes.


  「What happened? Why are you being dressed like that?」


  When Bel-chan asked her that, Kent raised her goggles to her forehead and laughed out loud.


  「Snowsuit! As expected, if we let the snow pile up like this, soon the dormitory would be buried under all that snow! So I am going to start shoveling it away together with the Head Maid!」


  「I was just about to tell Bel-chan the very same thing. I also wanted to ask for her help with wrapping up the remaining work inside of the dormitory. It is kind of a drag, but what cannot be helped cannot be helped, as unfortunate as that might sound.」


  Edinburgh started to dig through the cupboards without making any excuses. Bel-chan looked back at Kent, thinking that there was not really any reason to make a fuss quite like that about such a matter.


  「Please be careful, so that you won’t slip outside.」


  「OK! I have heard it earlier, but Bel-chan, do your best to take care of that little bird!」


  After saying that and putting on her goggles again, Kent dashed outside of the dormitory.


  「Oh! There it is, there it is!」


  After seeing Kent off, Edinburgh brought a sugar pot in front of Bel-chan.


  「If it won’t be drinking any water, please try to give it some sugar water. Just by putting sugar into your body, you can recover your physical strength, you know?」


  Edinburgh then also added: “Add a little water and heat it to about 40 degrees before adding the sugar for the best effect.”


  「No matter how warm the place where you are staying is, if you drink all of the water you want, your body temperature will be at or below it, right? That’s why I thought it would be better to let it stay like this until it feels better.」


  Somehow, she said so with a smile, but what she said made a lot of sense.


  After returning to her room and giving the redstart a drink of sugar water, Bel-chan brought her chair in front of her birdcage and continued to watch over the bird. When it was time for her to eat, Belfast, who knew about her situation, took the trouble to bring her food to her room as well.


  Even when night fell and everyone was about to fall asleep, Bel-chan continued to watch over the weakened redstart sitting on her bedside.


  「It’s okay…… Everything will be, okay……」


  Bel-chan spoke softly.


  「Because I will be…… watching over you…… this entire time……」


  Bel-chan shook her head and slapped her cheek when she almost lost consciousness more than once, telling her that she couldn’t sleep just yet.


  But a few hours after the date changed, she had reached her limit.


  Bel-chan fell on top of the table and fell into a deep sleep, and in her fading consciousness she felt something warm lay upon her back. .


  * * *


  When she woke up in the morning, there was already no one in the room.


  


  

  Normally she would wake up as soon as someone left the room, but since she had stayed up so late last night and fell asleep on the spot, her fatigue prevented her from waking up at normal hour.


  While she was still in a daze, Bel-chan called out to the small bird sitting in a birdcage that was still wrapped in a blanket.


  「Little…… birdie?」


  「Pii…… Pii……」


  She then heard a faint whisper coming from inside of the cage.


  When Bell-chan heard that, her drowsiness was blown away all at once in an instant.


  She hurriedly removed the blanket from the birdcage and found the redstart, which had been so weak the day before, poking at the nuts and fruit that had been left in the birdcage the day before.


  「What a relief –––––– So you are feeling better after resting for a while.」


  Bel-chan was about to jump up from joy when she realized a blanket had been placed over her shoulders. And she did not remember putting it on her shoulders herself.


  「Thank you very much…… Nee-sama.」


  While thanking the two of her older sisters from the bottom of her heart, Bel-chan stood up from her chair.


  After getting properly dressed and heading towards the kitchen in order to help and prepare the breakfast, she could see that the maids had already begun the necessary preparations in earnest.


  「Good morning, everyone.」


  She bowed down her head deeply, and then Suffolk appeared right in front of Bel-chan, who was just about to carry the dishes on a serving cart into the dining room.


  「Good morning, Bel-chan.」


  「Suffolk-san, please let me help you with that.」


  「Okay, if you want to help, can you push the cart from behind me?」


  Bel-chan nodded her head and pushed the cart from behind Suffolk in order to carry it to the dining room.


  「By the way, how is the little birdie doing?」


  When Suffolk asked her that question, Bel-chan was in the middle of arranging the knives and forks from the cart on top of the table, and she answered while not even stopping her work.


  「It seems to be feeling a little bit better. It is even eating nuts and fruits that it would not even eat yesterday.」


  At that time both Belfast and Edinburgh also came out of the kitchen.


  「Good morning, Bel-chan. Did you sleep well?」


  Belfast stood up and called out to Bel-chan like that.


  「Yes, Nee-sama. There was no problem at all.」


  「I am glad to hear that. Now, as for your duties for today, I would like you to stay with that little bird after breakfast and keep on watching after it, just to be on the safe side.」


  Listening to Edinburgh’s words as she was telling her that, Bel-chan cocked her head a little bit.


  「Huh? But I thought that my vacation lasted only for the duration of the day yesterday, right?」


  「Yes, that’s right. …… Or at least, that was supposed to be the case, anyway.」


  When Edinburgh laughed a little bit after saying that, Belfast who was right next to her took over and answered Bel-chan’s question.


  「From now on, it will be your responsibility to take care of that redstart and nurse it back to full health, Bel-chan. But you must also remember that taking care of something or someone is also a very important duty for a maid.」


  「So…… Does that mean that for now I am required to stay by the little birdie’s side at all times and make sure that it is getting better?」


  「Yes. That is exactly right.」


  Belfast so while slowly approaching Bel-chan and placing her hand atop of her shoulder.


  「I shall leave that matter in your capable hands, Bel-chan.」


  ––––––– Being entrusted with an important task.


  Being told something like that struck a certain chord inside of Bel-chan’s heart.


  「Understood! I will do my best to take care of the little bird and nurse it back to health, Nee-sama!」


  「Yes, that’s what I thought, I would expect nothing less out of you, Bel-chan.」


  Then, when breakfast time finally came about, Bel-chan started working even harder than usual. She’s been taught many things as a maid when it comes to her duties, but she’s never been entrusted with anything to do completely on her own.


  That is why at the current moment her small heart was filled with an unlimited amount of motivation to meet Belfast’s expectations.


  After tidying up after breakfast and returning all of the dirty dishes back to the kitchen, Bel-chan stood in front of all the other maids here and addressed them.


  「Now then, I am going to go and take care of that little birdie.」


  Hearing Bel-chan say that, the gathered maids all said “Have a nice day, Bel-chan! Best of luck to you!” the little maid then bowed her head deeply and went out of the kitchen, immediately going back to her room.


  Once she arrived there, she went towards the birdcage to check up on it right away.


  「Little birdie, how are you doing?」


  Bel-chan took off the warm blanket that was covering the birdcage up until now, and once she did that the redstart cried out when it saw Bel-chan’s face. For some strange reason at the current moment Bel-chan felt just like a parent who was looking after their small baby.


  「How about I give you some delicious cucumber to eat for now? And once you are finished with that, I can take you out of the cage for a while.」


  Thinking like that, Bel-chan gave the redstart the round slice of cucumber for it to snack on, and then she opened the birdcage’s door in order to let it out for a bit so that it would experience some open space outside of the cage.


  「Hmm?」


  But then, the moment the redstart was let out of its birdcage, it started to bang its small head up and down repeatedly, as if it was bowing down its head right in front of Bel-chan.


  「–––––– It seems to be doing a whole lot better than yesterday, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Hearing a voice speaking up completely all of a sudden from the direction of the door leading outside of the room, Bel-chan turned around to see what kind of visitor would pay her a visit at this strange time. But the one she saw at the door was none other than Belfast, standing straight while holding some spare sheets in her hands. She then pointed towards the redstart and ask:


  「But why do you keep on bowing your head like that, little birdie? Could it be that you are still in pain somewhere?」


  「Bowing its head?」


  After Belfast asked the redstart that question, Bel-chan asked her that question in turn, not really able to quite follow the Head Maid’s words.


  「You see, Bel-chan, redstarts are the kind of birds that can bow their heads.」


  「So, is that really a genuine bow?」


  「Wasn’t any information like that written in that book that Sheffield gave you yesterday?」


  As soon as Belfast spoke those words, Bel-chan went towards the book that she left on top of the table right next to the birdcage.


  And surprisingly enough, the information was written right there: “Redstart, a bowing bird”, alongside many different pieces of information.


  「It seems just like…… Just like the way in which us maid curtsy from time to time.」


  「Yes, it certainly looks like that.」


  Said Belfast and then she grabbed the dirty bed sheets from the beds, replaced them with new and fresh ones, and then she left the room just like that.


  「Little birdie, could it be that you know how to curtsy properly?」


  When Bell-chan asked the little bird about that, it’s only reply was that it started to chirp rapidly in a lively manner.


  「It is just like a form of a greeting for a maid. You see? You pinch the hem of your skirt just like that, and then you bow your head just like this.」


  In order to actually show it to the little bird, Bel-chan stepped back a little bit and did the best curtsy that she could possibly perform. Then the redstart bowed at exactly the same time as if trying to imitate the moves that the little maid just did.


  Surprised to actually see the bird do that, Bel-chan curtsied once again, and the redstart bowed its head once more as well, wagging its tail at the same time.


  「Little birdie, you are so clever! That is really impressive!」


  Bel-chan was really surprised and could not contain the excitement in her voice any longer.


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  「Ah! Oh no, you can’t! You still need to rest!」


  The little bird’s wing was still held in place with a matchstick, and more importantly, its bones surely did not manage to heal throughout a single night.


  「I know it’s a pity that you can’t fly on your own right now, but please! Don’t move that wing until it is properly healed! It’s for your own good!」


  


  

  The redstart started to flicker wildly at the same time as it started to chirp without stopping.


  However, in reality, it would be boring just to stay inside of the room like this all the time and do nothing besides sitting in a chair.


  [Oh yes, that’s right! How about I show you around the dormitory? That should be more than enough to cheer you up, right?]


  Bel-chan said so and put the redstart back into its cage, and then she took the cage with her as she immediately left the room and walked down the corridor.


  ***


  And so, Bell-chan took a walk around the dormitory while taking care of the redstart every day from now on, and talked to it about various maid manners, duties and casual daily events. As she continued to take care of the small bird, she gradually felt like she just managed to get herself a junior maid all of a sudden.


  [I can see it now that you are indeed very smart.]


  When Bel-chan would praise the bird and gently pat it on its head, the redstart would wriggle in a very pleasant way, as if it was satisfied by that action.


  And seeing it acting in such an adorable way was more than enough for Bel-chan to fall head over heels with the bird all over again.


  –––––– Even if it turns out that you will no longer be able to fly, I will keep on taking care of you, until the very end.


  It had only been a couple of days since they had met, but before long, this small redstart bird that Bel-chan decided to call Durian had become such a big part of her heart that she no longer even knew how she would go on without it.


  And before anyone was able to even notice, February slowly started to approach its end.


  [I do believe that its bones must have joined back by now, given how well-rested and well-fed it is.]


  Bel-chan was just on her way back to bed when she heard Belfast addressing her in such a way.


  [Tomorrow, how about we shall remove the splint and see how its wing is doing?]


  […… B-But, will it really be alright?]


  Bel-chan furrowed her eyebrows in a clear display of uneasiness.


  [Of course, we won’t be throwing it into any deep water or forcing it needlessly. We will see if it will be able to fly off from the table, and if it will start to fall down, we will be able to catch it before it is going to hurt itself again.]


  Listening to Belfast’s words, Bel-chan still could not help it but to worry about the little bird.


  [Alright then, it’s decided. We are going to see how the little bird is doing tomorrow, as soon as we finish cleaning up after breakfast.]


  [Understood, Nee-sama!]


  After covering the birdcage with a warm blanket, Bel-chan crawled inside of her futon again.


  –––––– Huh? What’s this?


  For some reason, Bel-chan could feel that the inside of her chest felt strangely fuzzy for some reason.


  She did not know why that would even be in the first place, and even after that, Bel-chan could not fall asleep no matter how hard she tried, and she continued to toss and turn several times under her blankets in a vain attempt.


  The next day, right after breakfast, Bel-chan removed the matchstick that had been used as a splint for the small bird’s broken bone, and wondered if its wing had grown back to normal after all this time. Then it was finally the time to see if the little bird would be able to fly on its own.


  Bel-chan sat by the table while holding a redstart and taking it out of its birdcage, and then gently holding it in her own small hands.


  [Well then, let’s go.]


  Kneeling on the floor, Edinburgh and Belfast were standing by at the ready. They both held out their hands to catch the redstart if it was actually about to fall down after taking that risky test flight.


  [There we go!]


  Bell-chan then released the redstart from her hands at the height of the table.


  If its wings were not fully healed it would –––––– for a moment out there Bel-chan watched with her heart stopped frozen and still, as the redstart was falling towards the ground, only for it to start fluttering its wings all of a sudden and be on its way up.


  […… It flew.]


  Durian the redstart certainly flew, moving its left and right wings neatly, and landed on top of the dresser in the corner of the room, where it eventually came to a halt and started chirping away.


  [Wow, that was amazing……]


  Excited beyond all belief, Bell-chan unintentionally shouted in a loud voice at the top of her lungs.


  [So, it was able to make a full recovery…… Even though you were so weak the moment you were brought in here!]


  The redstart fluttered its wings from the closet and flew around the room, finally landing with grace right on top of Bel-chan’s head.


  [Nee-sama! Nee-sama! Look! Please look, Nee-sama!]


  [Yes, I’m watching. I’m watching closely, Bel-chan.]


  The only thing that Belfast could do in that situation was to smile brightly.


  [I am so happy for you, Bel-chan. I really am.]


  Even Edinburgh, who was watching all the time from the side, also put her hands together in front of her face and smiled in delight, happy for the happiness that the small maid was feeling.


  [It also looks like its bones are sticking correctly to one another. There are no defects as far as the eye can see.]


  After Belfast said that, all three of them let out a long and deep sigh of relief.


  It was none other than Bel-chan who managed to fix the little bird’s broken wing. And right now she was extremely happy, even though all this time she was being struck with a heavy doubt all this time. She was always thinking that she might have made a mistake somewhere along the way.


  But right now all of that doubt and anxiety was gone, seeing just how well the small bird was able to fly.


  She did it. She did a good job at nursing this small creature back to health. And she was irresistibly happy to think so.


  Bel-chan caught the redstart that was still sitting atop of her head with both of her hands and she gently put it back into its birdcage.


  [Let it rest for a while. It made so much progress today that it clearly deserves it.]


  Belfast said so while looking at the redstart sitting obediently inside of its birdcage.


  [For the time being, let’s be grateful that nothing went wrong and that the bird made full recovery.]


  [Understood, Belfast-nee-sama.]


  Durian the redstart was moving around inside of the cage energetically. It seems like it was okay now, but it was still too early to judge wheatear or not it was healed properly all the way through. So for the time being the three maids decided to observe it a little bit more and see how its situation would develop.


  Just then, when Durian the redstart met Bel-chan’s eyes, it bowed its head politely once more.


  And the way in which it was wagging its tail was just so downright adorable.


  […… Huh? Oh my?]


  Again, Bel-chan could feel that strange, fuzzy and restless feeling inside of her chest.


  As Bel-chan held her hand clutched at her chest tightly, she tilted her head in apparent puzzlement.


  [Bel-chan? What happened……?]


  Somehow, Bel-chan felt as though there was something deep inside of her that was making it unable for her to enjoy that feeling of happiness she was feeling just now.


  ***


  And just like that, yet another week has passed.


  [Alright then, we are going to talk again sometime later. See you!]


  When Bel-chan smiled at the redstart, it bowed its head politely.


  It was that time of the day for the sky to gradually lighten up. Belfast has already started preparing breakfast in the kitchen as per usual.


  Belle quickly opened the curtains in the room and called out to Edinburgh, who was still fast asleep in her bed.


  [Edinburgh-nee-sama, hurry up and wake up already!]


  [Uuu, uuuhhh~…… Okay, alright…… just five more minutes……]


  Edenburgh was still as weak as ever in the morning, and she was the only one who was still in her pajamas when she finally pulled herself together and crawled out of her futon.


  Reluctantly, Bel-chan stared out the window while waiting for Edinburgh to get changed into her maid uniform.


  The weather has been sunny all the time for a while now.


  The snow that had been falling intermittently since the day she rescued the redstart has now almost melted to the point of being hardened as a blackened remains in the corners of the roads.


  Before anyone was able to realize it, the month was already about to change from February to March.


  


  

  On that particular morning, Bel-chan was suddenly informed about a certain thing.


  「–––––– Kent-san? And Suffolk-san?」


  After breakfast was finished, Bel-chan was told by the two maids in the kitchen about the military consignment that was due to start tomorrow.


  「Yes! Starting tomorrow, everyone will be away for a while due to the military consignment.」


  「Well, we are telling it like that, but truth to be told, we are going to be back before you even know it. But still, the fact remains that we will be gone for now.」


  It would seem that the place where the two of them were going was quite far away from here, and it seems that they would be away for at least a few days.


  「Is that so?」


  In fact, ever since Bel-chan first arrived at this Home Port until just now, the two of them had never been out on commission as much as the little maid could remember.


  A thought suddenly occurred inside of Bel-chan’s head: is the kitchen really going to be alright without those two being around? Because as far as she was concerned, both Kent and Suffolk were pretty much synonymous with the kitchen.


  「Alright then! So without any further ado, let us depart right away! Energetically and bravely!」


  「And I am going to go now as well. Take care!」


  The two maids then walked out of the kitchen, waving their hands at Bel-chan all the while. From now on, the two of them would prepare to go to the commissioned work, so they would leave the dormitory and go to check on their equipment to see if it was in top shape.


  「Well then, I will clean more carefully than usual for today, since there will be even fewer people than usual.」


  Sheffield said so while taking out a bucket and started to fill it with water and various cleaning detergents.


  「And I’m going to do the laundry.」


  Edinburgh then collected various clothes from the kitchen and put them in the laundry basket that was to be taken out.


  Bel-chan was also on duty to clean the windows in the hallway for today, so she immediately started to prepare her rags and cleaning utensils to see the job done.


  It was then, at that exact time that,


  「Bel-chan.」


  While in the middle of cleaning the dishes, Belfast suddenly called out to the little maid.


  Bel-chan, who took the cleaning rags and was just about to leave, stopped on the spot, wondering what could have happened for Belfast to call out to her like that.


  「I think it’s the high time to return the redstart to the wild where it belongs.」


  For some reason, it took Bel-chan a good moment to actually process the meaning behind Belfast’s words, even though they were pretty short and on point.


  「……………… Huh?」


  That was all that Bel-chan was able to spit out of her mouth at the current moment.


  Belfast continued the conversation while looking down at the tableware order form that she shifted her attention towards after getting the dishes done.


  「Since redstarts are a migratory species of birds, I think it’s probably best for us to release it before spring arrives.


  After saying those words, Belfast finally lifted her head.


  「…… Bel-chan?」


  Noticing that something was strange about the little maid, Belfast gently touched her shoulder.


  「What’s wrong?」


  At the Head Maid’s gesture of concern, Bel-chan was finally startled and raised her face towards her in a hurry.


  「N-No, it’s nothing, really……」


  It was not that Bel-chan had forgotten all about it. No, it was not that at all.


  All this time, she was carrying out her responsibilities while pushing that matter to the side, trying her best not to think about it.


  The redstart came here only because it was injured in the first place. And once it would make a complete recovery, it would have to be returned to the wild, where it naturally belonged.


  It was something completely natural. And it was something that Bel-chan was perfectly aware of ever since she first protected the small bird and brought it here.


  At that moment Bel-chan instinctively pressed her hand against her chest.


  There was this vague feeling of uneasiness in her heart once again.


  Yes…… That’s right.


  She was finally able to understand the identity of this strange feeling of uneasiness that was clutching at her heart from time to time recently.


  「That’s right……I guess that you are right.」


  She was only able to mutter those words vaguely.


  The hand in which she was holding her rag loosened its grip and the rag fell down onto the floor.


  「We have to return it to where it belongs…… right?」


  Sheffield, who has been standing there and looking at the whole exchange while holding onto her bucket and cleaning utensils, stares at Bel-chan’s face really intently.


  「Belfast.」


  As she called out to her softly, Sheffiled also glanced at Belfast.


  Edinburgh then made a similar kind of expression, adding a small wink to it as well.


  But even if the two of them did not do that and made it so painfully obvious for the Head Maid, Belfast herself already knew what was going on here.


  Looking at Bel-chan’s expression right now, it was more than perfectly clear what was going on inside of her head.


  In other words,


  「Yes,that’s right…… Let’s not do that today. We can still wait for a little bit.」


  Saying so quietly, Belfast once again looked down at her purchase order and counted her tableware as if this whole exchange did not even take place.


  When Sheffield finished ordering all the detergents inside of her cleaning bucket, she grabbed the mop and left the kitchen without saying a single word.


  Even Edinburgh herself, she looked for things to wash and threw them into the basket in a hurry and then she left the kitchen.


  Bel-chan was the only one who stood still there for a while, unable to move and even think straight.


  ***


  Later on that same day, in the middle of the night.


  「——— Huh!?」


  For some strange reason, Bel-chan happened to wake up in the middle of the night, and she sat up on her bed instantly.


  Soon enough, the little maid was overcome with a powerful sense of uneasiness that she could do nothing about. She jumped out of her bed while still wearing her pajamas, and approached the birdcage on the table by the window.


  Sitting calmly inside of the birdcage, the redstart was looking up at Bel-chan.


  When she saw it so peaceful like that, she was relieved from the bottom of her heart. In the dream she had just had, the redstart had disappeared from the birdcage before she even knew it, and was nowhere to be found no matter how hard she looked.


  「I don’t want you to leave, little birdie……」


  Bel-chan then put her hands on the birdcage and hugged it tightly to her chest.


  But staying awake in the middle of the night like that would not solve anything here. It would be best for Bel-chan to go back to sleep again.


  But if she was to fall asleep while being so worried and anxious, she was afraid that she might see the same dream once again.


  “Pii, pii, pii……” the redstart cried from the inside of its birdcage.


  「Little birdie, could it be that you are worried about me?」


  Bel-chan saw the redstart bowing its head over and over again inside of the cage, as if it was trying to console her sad and lonely companion.


  Still unable to fall asleep, Bel-chan gently opened the door of the room while still in her pajamas, holding a birdcage firmly in her hand. She then took the steps down the corridor and staircase, in order to get some warm milk for herself from the kitchen.


  「—— And just where do you think you’re going, huh? This late at night without even turning on your lamp or any source of light?」


  When she was called completely out of the blue like that, she was startled and nearly dropped the birdcage to the ground.


  She looked in the direction of the light that appeared just now and said in a startled voice,


  「……Sheffield……-san?」


  It was Sheffield who was standing there with a bright red hand lamp in her hand.


  「I was just about to go to the kitchen to pick up something I forgot in there…… But what about you? Where were you going? And with a birdcage in hand, at that?」


  「I just wanted to go and get some warm milk for myself.」


  「Right. So, why are you going there with the birdcage in hand?」


  「This is……」


  For a moment out there Bel-chan clearly hesitated with her answer, but then she decided to tell Sheffield the truth.


  


  

  「—— Because I don’t want it to leave……」


  She said while hugging the birdcage tightly to her chest.


  Seeing this, Sheffield let out a deliberate sigh and walked ahead.


  「If it’s some milk you want, I’ll get it for you. Follow me.」


  Bel-chan silently followed her as she walked to the kitchen after saying that.


  Sheffield did not say a word as she lit the stove and warmed some milk on it. She just checked the fire from time to time, and then just looks somewhere else for something.


  Bel-chan then for some reason remembered those words that Belfast spoke to her sometime before, the ones regarding Shieffield and her way of being.


  —— You see, Bel-chan, when it comes to Sheffy, she is just naturally like that. So there is no real reason to read too deeply into it.


  「Umm.」


  Bel-chan sat down on a chair near the stove and raised her voice slightly while still holding the birdcage tightly to her chest all the time.


  At that moment, Sheffield looked at the little maid with her eyes wide open in surprise.


  Seeing her look like that, Bel-chan became surprised as well. Because she never would have expected for Sheffield of all people to be able to make an expression quite like that.


  「Sheffield-san, you see…… I had a dream. Or it was more like a nightmare that I was separated from the little birdie here.」


  And there, for some reason that was still unknown even to Bel-chan herself, she started to explain to Sheffield her reason for being awake this late at night, bit by bit.


  As for Sheffield herself, she was listening to Bel-chan in absolute silence until the little maid was finally done speaking.


  Since Sheffield’s eyes were hidden behind the veil of her long bangs, Bel-chan had no idea where it was that Sheffield was looking at the current moment or what her current expression was, but after another moment or two the maid handed Bel-chan a black mug with lots of warm milk poured inside of it.


  「It’s just that…… I don’t want the little birdie to leave. That’s all.」


  While receiving the mug filled with warm milk from her, Bel-chan said so in a quiet voice.


  After those words came out of her mouth, it was once again time for the silence to beset the empty and dark kitchen.


  As Bel-chan stared at the birdcage she was holding in her hands so closely to her chest, Sheffield looked as though she was pondering her head about some mysterious matter for quite a while.


  Then she slowly opened her mouth and spoke up:


  「The Redstart is the kind of a bird that lives alone in the winter season and pairs up with a mate during the mating season to give birth and raise offspring.」


  Bel-chan, who was about to put her mouth on the milk mug and take a sip from it, lifted her head up right away upon hearing those words.


  At that moment she wondered why Sheffield would bring that topic up now of all times. Perhaps she thought that her words might have come as too cryptic and too sudden for Bel-chan, who understandably looked really surprised. After thinking her own words over again, Sheffield began to speak once more:


  「In other words —— what I’m trying to say is that this bird must return to the north in the spring, where its family awaits its return.」


  「Its family……」


  Sheffield nodded at Bel-chan, who could only repeat those words in a quiet voice just now.


  「Let’s assume that, hypothetically speaking, if both Kent and Suffolk, who are going to be gone tomorrow, haven’t returned from the military commission……」


  Saying that with a low, deadly serious tone of voice, Sheffield stared directly into Bel-chan’s eyes.


  「—— Could you be able to say with all honesty that you wouldn’t mind that fact?」


  At that moment, suddenly understanding the meaning behind Sheffield’s words, Bel-chan clearly looked into her eyes.


  Sheffield’s eyes, normally hidden behind her bangs, shined golden and looked at the little maid very gently. Her eyes were so beautiful that she couldn’t understand why up until now she thought that she was coming as cold, emotionless and indifferent.


  「Let us release it into the sky, where it naturally belongs. I believe that this will be something that will make the bird happy as well.」


  Hearing Sheffield’s soft-spoken voice made Bel-chan lower her head down softly.


  —— After all, this is…… This is for the sake of the little birdie’s happiness……


  Bel-chan then took a really long time trying to sort out the feelings inside of her heart. So long, in fact, that she managed to drink the entirety of the milk that Sheffield poured her into the mug cup. She knew that she was going to feel lonely without the little birdie being around her anymore. She knew that it would be something that she would not be able to get over in a span of a day or two.


  But if it was for the sake of the little bird, it was something that had to be done, no matter how hard she would try to oppose it.


  What followed after that was once again a prolonged period of silence that lasted even longer than before.


  During that time, a number of thoughts came and went through Bel-chan’s mind, some of them staying in there, and some of them disappearing into thin air.


  Bel-chan then took a long look inside of the birdcage.


  Then, the redstart stared at Bel-chan with its round and adorable eyes.


  Seeing its cute eyes that were staring right at her all this time, Bel-chan had a hard time trying to hold her tears back. It was then that she was finally able to make up her mind.


  「Sheffield-san…… Thank you so much. For everything.」


  Once again, what occurred now was a long period of silence.


  All the while Sheffield was waiting patiently. But after some time, seeing the resolve that suddenly appeared on Bel-chan’s face, she finally asked her:


  「……Are you really prepared to do this?」


  Bel-chan only nodded her head in response.


  She didn’t say a word here, afraid that it might shake her resolve.


  Because if her resolve was to waver here, the loneliness she had suppressed for so long now would certainly overflow her heart once again.


  * * *


  When finally the dawn broke, Bel-chan said to both Belfast and Edinburgh first thing when the both of them awoke.


  「I think it’s high time for us to let the little birdie go.」


  “Are you really sure about that, Bel-chan……?” Edinburgh wanted to ask the little maid that question, before she eventually swallowed those words and remained silent. No matter how you look at it, it would be inappropriate to ask her that now, when she resolved herself to do it.


  Belfast only nodded her head slowly and stroked Bell-chan’s head in a loving manner..


  「Let’s wait until it gets a little warmer before releasing it. About past noon should be idea. What do you say to that?」


  Bel-chan only nodded her head in response.


  Since her decision was so firm, Bel-chan headed to prepare breakfast with the faint chirping sound coming from the birdcage, which she never would have thought she would come to care about so much.


  Under the cover of the usual hustle and bustle of the breakfast preparations, Bel-chan decided to just focus on her work and use that as a sort of distraction for the time being. By doing so, she consciously tried to get the redstart out of her mind.


  But it was to no avail. The more she consciously tried to drive the redstart out of her mind, the more unconsciously she started to think about it.


  The appointed time was gradually approaching in a merciless manner.


  The clock struck noon and it was already the time for lunch.


  Shortly after lunch was over and the dishes had been cleaned and put away to dry, Bel-chan began to do the laundry.


  After all that was done, the dreaded time had finally come.


  「It’s certainly nice weather we’re having today.」


  Bel-chan unintentionally agreed and nodded her head without really knowing what she was doing.


  The sky was so clear and beautiful. It was a little bit windy, but it was a pretty warm day compared to the cold yesterday.


  Bel-chan decided to release Daurian the redstart from the roof of the Royal Navy’s Dormitory. From here, you have a great view and there were no obstacles to get in your way, so you could fly in any direction you wanted to fly.


  Besides Bel-chan, the people present on the roof of the dormitory were Belfast, Edinburgh and Sheffield.


  「You can certainly feel the spring being just around the corner, huh?」


  While Belfast opened her mouth to say that, she held her hair and looked towards the sea.


  


  

  「In less than a month the cherry blossoms will bloom on the mountain over there.」


  Bel-chan then asked Edinburgh, who pointed towards the mountains in the east.


  「Are cherry blossoms beautiful, Edinburgh-nee-samal?」


  「Ah. Well, you see, Bel-chan, it will be your first time ever seeing cherry blossoms in full bloom, right? Let me say this: it’s really beautiful. If you don’t mind, shall we go on a picnic together next time?」


  「I would definitely like to go if it is supposed to be so beautiful .」


  Bel-chan laughed as said so, and she finally put her hands on the birdcage.


  「This is it, little birdie —— Off you go! Safe travels!」


  When the birdcage was opened, the redstart flew out of it, spreading its left and right wings cheerfully. As if it’d been waiting for this moment for a long time, it flew around the dormitory a few times and chirped loudly.


  「Bel-chan.」


  Belfast slowly opened her mouth while looking at the redstart that behaved as though it did not want to leave Bel-chan’s side either.


  「You were the one who saved it, and you have nursed it back to health with all the love that you could give it to this very day…… I’m sure it must be grateful to you for that.」


  Many times the redstart would fly around the roof of the Royal Navy’s dormitory where Bel-chan and her sisters were standing and observing it. Then, Bel-chan slowly raised her hand up and started to wave it at the bird.


  While looking at her own waving hand, Bel-chan’s eyes started to get all watery and before she was even able to realize it, she was already crying. She knew that the moment of parting would be hard, but she never knew it would be this hard.


  What started as a small waving motion gradually increased, and right now Bel-chan was waving her hand at the bird in such a way as if she wanted to convey her emotions to someone she was never going to see again.


  「……Goodbye.」


  It’s okay. It was a decision that she herself made and steeled her heart for.


  「Goodbye…… little birdie.」


  So why? Why was it so hard now?


  「…… stay safe……」


  At that exact moment, all of the emotions that she should have been firmly blocking inside of her heart seemed to have overflown outside of it, and Bel-chan was unable to contain them any longer.


  However, no matter how hard it was for her and how much it was tearing her heart apart, she had to see this through to the very end. She had an obligation to do so. And just like that, Bel-chan tried to hold back her tears as best as she could, and raised her face towards the sky.


  「…… Please take care of yourself out there, little birdie!」


  As if those words were supposed to be some sort of a signal, the redstart made one last lap around the Royal Navy dormitory’s roof and then it took off into the distance.


  The figure of the redstart started heading for the distant mountain, and gradually it became smaller and smaller, until eventually it completely disappeared over the horizon.


  「And just like that…… It’s gone.」


  When Edinburgh, who was also waving her hand at the departing redstart, said those words with a quiet voice, Bel-chan turned around towards everyone present on the roof beside her.


  「I must say, I feel like I was able to learn a whole lot from that little bird.」


  Bel-chan said so with a huge smile on her face.


  「I really feel like I was able to grow as a proper maid in the last couple of days. No matter if it comes to helping someone who was injured, or if it is about helping someone who is in need of assistance in general, and also…… and also……」


  For a really short moment out there Bel-chan seemed to be at a loss for words.


  「—— That no matter how well you think you have prepared yourself for it, saying goodbye and coming apart when the time comes is so excruciatingly hard…… 」


  It was at that moment that tears started to spill from the corners of Bel-chan’s eyes in earnest, as if a floodgate of some sort had been opened..


  It was also then that Bel-chan finally came to her senses and realized something very important.


  What she thought had been firmly blocked inside of her own heart just now hadn’t been blocked at all, and that she was always wearing her heart on her sleeve all this time.


  「Uuuhh…… Uuueeehhh…… Eeehhhnn!!」


  No matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried, she simply could not stop the large tears that were overflowing from her eyes and coming down her cheeks.


  「Hhhnnn… *Hick*…… Uuueeehhh~nnn!!!」


  It was the first time ever in her life that she cried aloud in such a manner in front of other people.


  Right about now Bel-chan could only stand there atop the dormitory’s roof with her face distorted by the tears and sorrow, knowing full well that those days that she had spent together with the redstart came to an end and that they would never come back.


  Seeing Bel-chan crying her heart out like that, Edinburgh gently covered her eyes and rubbed her head affectionately.


  Sheffield had been facing the wall all along, pretending that she did not actually see anything out of sheer courtesy.


  「Waaahhh… Ugh… Aaaaaahhhhhh~~nnnnnn!」


  Belfast gently hugged the crying Bel-chan closely to her chest.


  Although it was faint and barely recognizable, Belfast’s shoulders were also trembling ever so slightly.


  Bel-chan continued to cry like that for a while. And even when all of her grief and all of her sadness and sorrow were already long gone from her heart, she was still crying in earnest and just would not stop.


  Because of that, no matter how much time passed, Bel-chan’s sobbing never stopped and refused to die down for a long time.


  
    [image: ]
  


  Chapter 4: An Irreplaceable Place


  The time was now mid-March, that time of the year where spring started to settle in, but you could still feel some traces of winter left ——


  Two shipgirls were currently sailing over the blue seas that were spreading in every direction around them, as far as the eye could see.


  One of them, the Light Cruiser Belfast, suddenly noticed a shadow that was being cast over her head and she started to gradually slow down.


  Slowly losing her momentum, she finally came to a stop and stared at the sky that was starting to get really dark and cloudy, even though it was so clear just a moment ago.


  「…… It’s getting really cloudy really fast.」


  Even though the two shipgirls were on their way back home from a military consignment, both of them were extremely unhappy. Considering the time it took them to get there, it looked like it would be a long time before they would be able to get back to their beloved Home Port.


  Feeling that their surroundings were getting dark and gloomy and a stormy weather was about to come rapidly, Belfast called out to the other shipgirl who was cruising slightly ahead of her.


  「Dorsetshire! I’m afraid that the seas up ahead are going to get really rough from now on! In the worst case scenario, please keep in mind that we might even get moored somewhere!」


  Hearing her voice, the Second Ship of the Norfolk-class ship, a Heavy Cruiser Dorsetshire, who was sailing up ahead turned her head back and looked at Belfast.


  A moment later, she also slowed down and after losing her momentum for a bit she came to a full stop as well.


  「I don’t mind getting soaked in the little rain, you know!」


  Still, the position where Dorsetshire came to a stop was far away from where Belfast was.


  Reluctantly, Belfast put both of her hands on her mouth, creating a small tube with them, and called out to her comrade. Normally she would never do something quite like this, but at this distance separating the two of them Belfast seriously doubt that Dorsetshire would be even able to hear her if she spoke normally.


  「If the storm hits us out of the blue, the waves might swallow us up before we even know it! Since we are on our way back home, shouldn’t we prioritize safety over recklessly rushing up ahead?」


  Slowly picking up speed again, Belfast moved forward little by little, shortening the distance and approaching Dorsetshire.


  「But if that’s the case and we decide to take it slow and steady, it will be no good as well!」


  「And why do you even think that?」


  「Because…… That’s because…… That’s because I……!」


  Belfast did not miss the clenched fist of Dorsetshire, a pretty desperate gesture that she did over there. Just when she was wondering if something serious was going on on her end, Dorsetshire took a deep breath and said out loud:


  「I…… I…… I don’t want to cause my dear sister unnecessary worry! She must be anxiously awaiting my return back home……!」


  After exhaling all the air from her chest, she exclaimed like that with an embarrassed look on her face.


  「……Come again?」


  For a moment out there, Belfast wondered if she might have actually misheard her.


  「My dear sister is waiting for me back home! When I told her when I was supposed to return to the port this morning, she told me that she would come to the pier and wait for me at that precise time so ——」


  Unfortunately, it looked like Belfast did not misheard her comrade’s words.


  Stopping right next to Dorsetshire, Belfast opened her mouth, choosing her next words as carefully as it was possible.


  「…… If Norfolk-san really is awaiting your return to the Home Port, then we especially ought to not be in any kind of a haste, risking ourselves getting injured on our way. And I know that if I were in her position, I would have hoped for my sister to do a good job on the mission AND come back home in one piece, alive and well!」


  Dorsetshire let out a groan, hearing words that she could not really hope to argue with.


  「But…… But! What if Nee-san is going to get angry with me for making her wait like that!? I would never be able to pull myself back together if something like that was to happen!」


  「Personally, I don’t really think that Norfolk-san is the kind of person who would get angry over a trivial matter like that, but……」


  「No! That’s not the problem here! It’s about me! I would never be able to live with the shame of having my sister go through something like this!」


  Dorsetshire then covered her face with both of her hands in the ultimate gesture of despair. And seeing her become like that, Belfast……


  「Well now, this is…… This is really troublesome, I must say.」


  Belfast could only drop her shoulders in a gesture of giving up as she muttered those words to herself.


  Today was exactly the second week since she was assigned for a commissioned military mission together with Dorsetshire.


  At the end of February, both Kent and Suffolk were dispatched to a distant military consignment. Belfast and the others decided that it should be the Head Maid that would join in on this particular commission while everyone else were to stay behind.


  As a side note, this was the first time that Belfast has been paired up with Dorsetshire for commission work like that……


  And throughout the duration of this particular commission that the two of them were obliged to accomplish, Belfast managed to learn that Dorsetshire “loves” her dear sister, Norfolk. Maybe even a little bit too much.


  In fact, the phrase “I love you” was truly inappropriate in her particular case. If anything, the word “worship” would be the closest one to the truth, but not entirely able to describe the amount of her affection.


  At first, Belfast was quite puzzled because of that fact, since Dorsetshire rarely showed such an attitude in any normal conversation, but after witnessing it a couple of times throughout the last two weeks, Belfast was pretty confident that she was able to deal with her companion’s “devotion” and “affection”. At least to a certain extent.


  —— But for her to actually suffer one of those “affection outbreaks” of hers at such an unfortunate time, just my luck……


  Thinking something alongside those lines, Belfast chose his next words even more carefully than before.


  「…… Dorsetshire-san. If anything were to happen to you while we are together on this mission, I don’t know how I would be able to face Norfolk-san once we would be back. They say that the best thing to do when you are in a hurry is to slow down, so let’s go slow and steady about this. Is that alright with you? What do you say?」


  Dorsetshire remained silent as she looked up at Belfast.


  And once again, her expression was utterly unsatisfactory.


  For a moment out there Belfast thought that her words might have not been persuasive enough to reach her, but,


  「Well, I mean…… I don’t want to be a bother to my dear sister, so……」


  She nodded her head in agreement, although really reluctantly.


  But for the time being, it would seem that the two of them managed to reach and understanding.


  「Shall we go, then?」


  Belfast was relieved to see that that particular matter managed to get resolved without any further problems, and the two of them resumed their course towards the Home Port.


  「By the way, you have a sister yourself as well, right, Belfast? Edinburgh, I believe was her name?」


  Since Belfast has been leading the way once again, Dorsetshire has stopped talking about her sister for a change, but now she suddenly started talking about Belfast’s sister. It was certainly surprising, but because of that the calm atmosphere of a normal conversation managed to return to them once more.


  「Yes, you got that right.」


  「Frankly, what do you think of Edinburgh? As your sister, that is?」


  With her fluffy hair blowing in the sea breeze, Dorsetshire asked her a question like that.


  「No matter what I would say here, that question is really troublesome for me.」


  Belfast smiled in an ambiguous way, and then Dorsetshire hurried with a follow up for the question that she asked.


  「I have been working with you for the past two weeks, Belfast, and I must say that to be perfectly honest with you, I have never met someone who does their job as perfectly as you do. That’s why I thought, ‘You’re the perfect sister that someone can ask for.’ How does an older sister like Edinburgh appear in your eyes, I wonder?」


  


  

  「Yes, when you put it that way, it makes it even more difficult for me to answer it.」


  Even as she tried her best to evade the question, Belfast pondered that question in a serious matter.


  Edinburgh was currently acting as Acting Head Maid Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  This was the first time ever that she’s left everything in her care for the entire two weeks, and by her nature, it was hard for her to manage and organize things properly and without issue.


  Belfast replied, imagining Edinburgh’s face rolling her eyes as she was giving it her best to work hard.


  「My sister is not very good at doing her maid work. However, as a maid, my sister has many things that I do not have, and I am very envious of her because of that.」


  It was just what she had at the top of her mind, without any lies or deception to it.


  But for some reason, Dorsetshire twisted her neck while making a difficult face.


  「……Hm? What’s wrong? Did something happen?」


  Belfast peered into Dorsetshire’s face, wondering if something was wrong with her for her to make such an expression.


  「No, it’s nothing like that, rest assured. It’s just that, you know…… I kind of expected to hear a much simpler answer from you, that is all.」


  「A simpler answer?」


  For a moment out there Belfast was wondering just what exactly was that supposed to mean.


  「Well, to put it simply, I was wondering on what part of the Love-Hate spectrum you would place yourself when it comes to your sister. Something like that.」


  「Well, if it is something like that, then of course I like my sister very much. That should go without saying.」


  「No, no, no, that’s not it. That’s not it at all. Like, do you love her? Or perhaps do you hate her? That kind of thing.」


  「Well, of course I love her dearly.」


  「Hmm, that’s kind of different ‘love’, isn’t it? I still don’t think we are talking about the same thing.」


  Belfast cocked her head slightly, clearly at a loss about what to do here.


  Despite her utmost sincerity when it comes to her sister Edinburgh, Dorsetshire still seemed to be largely unconvinced.


  「I don’t know how to say it, but…… You see, Belfast, even the answers that you are giving me seem to be…… well, way too perfect, you know?」


  「So, does that mean that you find it hard to resonate with them?」


  「It’s more like, hmm…… Your answers seem to be lacking something? Like, passion, for one? You just can’t seem to feel any feeling behind your words.」


  「Passion? You mean, like, they lack a sufficient amount of heat?」


  「It’s more like, your words are really low on calories.」


  「Low on calories……?」


  Belfast immediately took another sigh of frustration, wondering what exactly those cryptic words were supposed to mean.


  「Could it be that…… You want to know if I feel about my sister the same way that you feel about yours, Dorsetshire-san? Because if that is the case here, then I’m afraid it would be really hard to relate to the way in which you are feeling, and……」


  「N-No, no, no, no! That’s not it at all! And besides, can we drop that matter for the time being!?」


  Dorsettshire shouted those words while blushing furiously.


  「But, it’s just that…… I thought that since Belfast would always feel so calm and composed and rarely shows any emotions during her work, I was convinced that at least when it comes to your sister Edinburgh that you might be different ——」


  At that exact moment, a loud rumbling sound resounded somewhere in the distance and way above the two shipgirls, effectively cutting their entire conversation short.


  As expected, it looked like it was going to rain and that the storm would approach them at any moment now.


  「Let us hurry for now! We might be able to get a little bit further before we get completely soaked, and ——」


  But before Belfast could finish saying those words, huge raindrops started to hit her cheeks.


  Apparently, the weather was not even going to give them enough time to talk leisurely and discuss some more things in greater detail, but Dorsetshire must have noticed this as well, because she raised her cruising speed and turned back towards the Head Maid in an instant.


  「Belfast! At this rate we won’t be able to make it through! We must hurry!」


  Belfast nodded her head at Dorsetshire’s words.


  A moment later, a bright flash of lightning ran across the sky, followed by a loud roar of thunder.


  Gradually, the rain became more and more intense, and before both of the shipgirls even knew it, large raindrops began to hit their skin and clothes painfully, and in no time, their bodies were completely soaked from head to toe.


  Drops of water dripping down from their drenched hair ran down their temples and were falling into their eyes. Both of them advanced at maximum speed across the dark waters with their field of vision becoming more and more blurred, a feeling really similar to when you would open your eyes underwater.


  For the sake of Dorsetshire, the two shipgirls decided to move on in a hurry.


  「…… It would seem that luck is really not on my side today, seriously now.」


  ***


  By the time they could finally see some small island where they could possibly take shelter from the rain, the storm had already passed and the sun was shining from behind the thick veil of clouds once more.


  The two of them thought of mooring somewhere in order to dry their clothes, but since they were already in the waters controlled by the Home Port, and in just a little while they should be able to see the Academy building becoming visible in the distance.


  Belfast glances at Dorsetshire who was right behind her.


  「……Ugh… It’s so cold…… W-wait for me, Nee-san. Nee-san…… Nee-san…… Nee-san, Nee-san, Nee-san!!!」


  Dorsetshire was saying that like a mantra over and over again, even though her teeth were cluttering because of her wet clothes and her whole body was shivering strongly. It was starting to get a little warmer with each day now, but the mid-March period was still a time of chilly winds being present more often than not.


  And seeing Dorsetshire muttering the word “Nee-san” to herself over and over again like a maniac, it was not a sight that was making Belfast become able to relax and be at peace for the rest of the voyage back home.


  Belfast, who thought so to herself like that, was also quite cold, and her drenched maid clothes were finally starting to become heavy and hinder her movements.


  「Achoo!」


  Unable to hold back a sneeze like that, Belfast let it out without any prior warning. She thought that she should wipe herself and change her clothes as soon as she gets back home, so that she would not catch any nasty colds.


  After passing many smaller islands along the way, the two shipgirls were finally able to get a full view of the Home Port island.


  「That is…… 」


  Dorsetshire cried out loud at the sight of a little girl in the red hood waving her hand in their general direction while standing at the end of the pier.


  「Aaahhh!! Belfast, you see this!? That’s my sister right there!! She came to greet me on coming back, just like she said she would!!」


  Dorsetshire, who had been in fairly low spirits up until just now, suddenly got excited and way livelier when she saw her little sister Norfolk waiting for her at the pier, so she waved her hand back at her while Norfolk herself smiled at them with all of her might. It was truly touching to see the two sisters being so genuinely happy to see one another after such a long time.


  As Belfast and Dorsetshire climbed up the pier in the harbor, Norfolk saw the two of them being all soaking wet and hurriedly handed them some towels that she happened to bring with herself, clearly anticipating that they would be needed..


  「W-Welcome back……Y-you must be really cold from all that rain, so…… H-Here, have this.」


  「Thank you, Nee-san! You’re the best!」


  「Thank you very much, Norfolk-san.」


  Dorsetshire and Belfast both expressed their gratitude towards Norfolk, and Norfolk’s cheeks blushed strongly in red in reaction to that.


  「Y-You’re welcome……」


  Seemingly embarrassed from being shown so much gratitude for such a small gesture, Norfolk tugged at the strings of her red hood and hid her face inside of it so that the two shipgirls would not be able to see her beet-red face.


  「Belfast, let me introduce you to my little sister, Norfolk! Let’s have her accompany us next time we are going to be paired up for a mission, shall we?」


  


  

  Belfast thought that it was really weird for Dorsetshire to introduce her little sister to her in such an official matter like that, especially since Belfast knew all too well who Norfolk was since they had met many times before around the dormitory, but right about now Belfast could not see her face at all.


  「Oh! Of course, I would be there with you all the time if that was to happen! I am the only one who can be allowed to have some quality time alone with my Sister!」


  「Yes, of course. Of course I am aware of that fact, so rest assured.」


  Belfast then laughed because Dorsetshire had said something that was so utterly absurd that it was actually amusing.


  However, today was the end of the commission that the two of them were originally assigned. For now they would be allowed a short rest, and tomorrow a group from another faction would undertake any new commission that would appear.


  So, even if the three of them really wanted to go on another commission together, they would have to wait for another opportunity for that to appear.


  Belfast looked back at the pier where she saw Dorsetshire frolicking with excitement on the spot.


  —— Oh well…… Yes, I guess that it’s about right.


  The only one who was present at the pier in the harbor was Norfolk, waiting for her elder sister to make her return to the Home Port. As for Belfast…… there was no one who would restlessly await her return here.


  After all, this time of the day was especially busy and hard for all members of the Maid Corps, when they had to prepare the meal for everyone to enjoy. So it was only natural that no one would be waiting here for the Head Maid to return.


  「Well then, I will excuse myself for now. Once again, thank you very much for the towel, Norfolk-san.」


  Returning the towel back to Norfolk, the Heavy Cruiser shipgirl loosened the ties around her neck and revealed her face once more, previously hidden deep inside of the confines of her hood.


  「Y-Yes, don’t mention it…… And, umm, t-thank you so much…… for taking care of Dorsetshire for the past few days……」


  Smiling and waving her hand for goodbye, Belfast went up the uphill road leading to the Royal Navy’s Dormitory.


  As she walked up the front door of the dormitory, she wanted to change her clothes first and foremost, before doing anything else.


  As she walked up the stairs leading to her room, seeing Belfast someone suddenly came to a stop while walking alongside the corridor.


  「…… Nee-san?」


  Belfast could see Edinburgh standing behind the glass door leading to the courtyard. When she gently touched the round table used in the tea party with her finger, she muttered something under her nose with a faint smile present on her lips.


  「What are you doing, Nee-san?」
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  Curious about her sister’s odd behavior Belfast opened the glass door leading into the courtyard.


  Hearing the sound of the glass door being opened all of a sudden, Edinburgh jumped up on the spot while at the same time letting out a high-pitched “Hyah!?” scream out of her mouth, and then she stared at Belfast who was still standing in the door.


  「B-Bel? W-When did you come back home? And wait! Why are you so drenched!? What the hell happened out there!?」


  She then rushed over to her younger sister’s side, and she hurriedly pushed Belfast back into her hallway, all the while scolding her about catching a cold if she will stay outside while drenched like that. As she was pushing her back, she also let out an exasperated voice.


  「We need to get you a spare change of clothes, on the double! If you don’t change quickly, you are bound to catch a cold for sure! Did you come back in the middle of that rain just now?」


  「Yes, that’s right. But more importantly, Nee-san, what were you doing in the courtyard all alone just now ———— 」


  「N-Nothing! Nothing at all! It was no big deal, anyways! So don’t worry about that!」


  That answer was obviously a blatant lie, and a rather poor one at that.


  Belfast was wondering what her sister was doing on her own in the middle of the courtyard, but if Edinburgh herself was going to such lengths to hide that fact, it might have been better to just leave it at that and not press her for answers any more than this. With that thought, Belfast twisted her body to slip away from her sister’s hand that was still pushing her back.


  「W-Whoa, what the hell!? Don’t do that!」


  Edinburgh stomped on the spot and glared at Belfast, waving her hands in apparent protest of her current action.


  「Hey, come on, what gives!? Don’t do that so suddenly, Bel!! I almost fell over just now!」


  「…… Nee-san.」


  「W-What? What do you want, Bel?」


  「I have returned home.」


  Belfast said after bowing her head down.


  When she slowly raised her head, for some reason Edinburgh was looking away from her with her arms crossed at her chest.


  「…… Hmmm. As usual, you are always doing things at your own pace, Bel. You never even care about how your big sister is feeling.」


  While puffing out her cheeks in apparent dissatisfaction, Edinburgh mumbled those words and glanced at Belfast’s face.


  There was a brief moment of silence. Then Edinburgh uncrossed her arms from her chest and burst out earnestly:


  「Welcome back, Bel.」


  Edinburgh’s voice was once again soft and gentle, and she answered her little sister’s greeting with a big smile on her face.


  The two of them then returned to their room and quickly got Belfast changed into a fresh set of clothes, and then Edinburgh and Belfast left the room and went back to the kitchen to help with the ongoing dinner preparations.


  Descending down the stairs, they pushed open the large door leading to the dining room, they went through the wooden door at the back of the room and entered the kitchen.


  「Everyone, I have just returned.」


  When Belfast called out to everyone in the kitchen, the maids who were working inside turned around all at once towards the entrance.


  「Oh my, well, isn’t that the Head Maid?」


  「Wow! Welcome back home!」


  In an instant, both Kent and Suffolk rushed towards the Head Maid.


  「Kent-san! How was it when you were away? Anything out of the ordinary or exceptional ended up happening?」


  When Belfast asked about that, Kent cheerfully gave her a thumbs up.


  「Nothing! Nothing out of the ordinary ended up happening!」


  「I’m glad to hear that. And how about you, Suffolk-san?」


  Belfast then turned towards Suffolk, who was right next to Kent, and she smiled with her usual gentle and warm smile..


  「No problem at all! The only extraordinary thing that I ended up seeing were some extraordinarily beautiful seagulls~.」


  As Belfast listened to what both of the maids had to say about the mission on which they were delegated, she just so happened to turn her attention towards the cooking table, and saw that both Sheffield and Bel-chan were busy at work there, peeling the skins off of the vegetables.


  「Belfast-nee-sama.」


  Bel-chan put her knife on the table and as she ran towards the newly arrived Head Maid her shoes clapped against the tiled floor.


  And when Bel-chan approached Belfast and courtesied in front of her with her fingers pinching the hem of her maid apron and skirt,


  「Thank you for all of your hard work during your mission.」


  She said the following phrase after lifting her head and looking her elder sister straight in the eyes.


  「Thank you very much, Bel-chan.」


  Seeing her staring at her with her round eyes, Belfast involuntarily smiled at the little maid in a gentle and warm way.


  「Were you in the middle of peeling the skins off of the vegetables over there?」


  「Yes. I was actually giving Sheffield-san a hand with that.


  Hearing Bel-chan’s words and turning her attention back to the cooking table, Belfast saw that Sheffield only gave her a brief glance and then she just continued to peel the skins off as if nothing ever happened.


  Recently, Belfast has often witnessed Sheffield and Bel-chan performing their duties together just like right now.


  All this time Belfast was sure that the relationship between Sheffield and Bel-chan was somewhat awkward, but then she realized that ever since that time when Bel-chan was taking care of that injured little bird their relationship changed for the better. It was certainly mysterious, but at the same time really reassuring.


  「Shefi. Thank you very much for watching after Bel-chan while I was gone..」


  Sheffield must have been taking care of Bel-chan like she was doing now, even while she was away from kitchen duty or on military consignment. Knowing this, Belfast expressed her sincerest gratitude to Sheffield.


  


  

  She then glanced at Belfast again,


  「I haven’t done anything that would be deserving of praise.」


  After saying that, Bel-chan went silent again for a moment and then ran towards Sheffield.


  「…… you’re not being honest with yourself really, Sheffield-san.」


  As Bel-chan muttered those words in a voice so quiet so that only the two of them would be able to hear it, Newcastle looked up at Belfast just as she closed the lid on the pot that was simmering on top of the stove.


  「…… Belfast. As the Head Maid, I would like you to give everyone their instructions now that you are back at the dorm.」


  「Yes, of course, Newcastle-san.」


  Belfast nodded her head, and she immediately started to help with the preparations for the meal alongside Kent.


  「Huh, I knew it! Unlike the careless Acting Head Maid, having the Head Maid by your side really gives you a sense of security and makes the work easier!」


  「Hey now…… I think I did my best as an Acting Head Maid, thank you very little!」


  Edinburgh shouted those words at Kent while her face became beet-red with embarrassment, and as a result a wave of laughter erupted across the entire kitchen.


  「Well then, everyone. Let’s proceed with our respective work and continue to do our very best.」


  Saying so, Belfast walked around the kitchen, giving every single maod present a set of precise and personalized instructions. Even though she had just returned to the dormitory from the military commission, she was actively moving around herself, raising the level of work efficiency by a huge margin.


  It’s been a long time since she has been working as a proper maid, so maybe that was the reason why she was so enthusiastic right now about returning to her usual set of responsibilities.


  In the kitchen, just after all the food had been served, Belfast was wiping the sweat from her forehead as the fatigue from all the events thus far finally started to catch up to her. She could feel that her body was becoming increasingly hotter from all that running around, and additionally she was starting to feel severely out of breath.


  「That’s strange…… I don’t feel like I was moving anything more…… than usual.」


  But even so, maybe she was a little too tense throughout the evening preparations just now.


  At that exact moment Edinburgh went back into the kitchen.


  Immediately after seeing that, Belfast pushed her body from the wall that she was leaning against, and asked her sister:.


  「Has everyone in the dormitory already eaten?」


  「Yes, everyone finished eating their meal a while ago.」


  Edinburgh then took a replacement teapot out of the cupboard while answering Belfast’s question, thinking that it was actually kind of strange for her to ask her that, while Belfast glanced at her wrist watch.


  「…… It’s been that long, huh?」


  She should have just leaned against the wall for a little while, but in reality it took her much longer than she would have thought.


  「Aren’t you tired, Bel? After all, you just got back from a commission. Shouldn’t you take it easy for a while?」」


  Belfast looked at Edinburgh, and she could see that her face was distorted with worry all over.


  She must have been just a little bit tired, that’s all. Belfast thought to herself while going towards the sink and pouring some tap water into a glass cup. It was just now that she noticed just how thirsty she was.


  At the moment when she poured water into the glass halfway through and turned around towards Edinburgh again,


  「*Cough*, *cough*, *cough*!Kehokke heh!」


  She started coughing involuntarily and put the glass on the table, afraid that she might spill its contents all over.


  「H-Hey, Bel! Are you okay?」


  Edinburgh hurriedly approached her sister seeing what just happened, but Belfast held her hand out and managed to pull herself together.


  「I-It’s fine, Nee-san. It’s just that…… Something must have become stuck in my throat. That’s all. Now that I managed to get rid of that something, I’m all better, you see?」


  「I-Is that so? W-Well, if you say so, I guess that’s fine.」


  With a worried expression still on his face, Edinburgh returned to the dining room with a teapot in her hand.


  Following her older sister, Belfast straightened her posture and tried to leave the kitchen. At that time,


  「Hey, Bel.」


  Suddenly Edinburgh stopped in front of the wooden door leading to the dining room.


  When the Head Maid was wondering what happened, Edinburgh turned around and asked Belfast the following question:


  「Soon, it will once again be the time for “that question” appear once more.」


  「…… Ah, again with “that”, huh?」


  Even though Belfast seemed to be slightly off-put by Edinburgh mentioning that matter, she still answered her in her usual dignified tone..


  「The answer is still a “No”. And as a matter of fact, I don’t think that it will ever change to “Yes”. Not now and not ever.」


  「Tsk….. Oh well, not that I expected anything else.」


  Edinburgh smiled wryly as she said those words, at the same time putting her hand on the door’s handle and opening them up.


  「But you do know that right now you are not lonely, right?」


  「Nee-san.」


  Hearing that, Belfast tone had become a little bit more stern than usual, Edinburgh laughed slightly viciously and walked out of the kitchen just like that.


  Being left behind, Belfast held her head in disappointment.


  「Seriously now, what a troublesome Elder Sister she can be at times.」


  As Belfast was able to recall, every now and then Edinburgh would come over to her and ask her “a certain question”. The content of that “certain question” was so ridiculous that after having said “No” to it a couple of times already Belfast got so tired of hearing it that she wanted to make Edinburgh stop asking that in the first place, but her sister just wouldn’t stop at all.


  As expected, seeing that there was no longer anything that could be done inside of the kitchen for the time being, Belfast went out into the dining room so that she could shift her focus on serving the people who were still there and eating.


  After that, Belfast was swarmed with work, from cleaning up the dinner tables and washing the dishes, to preparing for the next day’s meal.


  In the end, all the work was finished around the time the date was about to change, and when Belfast returned to her room, Edinburgh and Bel-chan were already sound asleep.


  Seeing the two’s sleeping faces, Belfast chuckled slightly and went up the ladder of her bunk bed.


  When she went to bed thinking that the next day would be really tough for some reason, she was overwhelmed by the fatigue of the day and fell asleep in no time at all.


  * * *


  When Belfast woke up in the early morning, as usual, she found herself more tired than she had been the night before, which was already strange.


  Right now it was not only her face that was hot, but her entire body seemed to be burning up.


  It was hard for her to breathe because her head was hurting and her nose was all stuffy and clogged up, and her whole body was being rocked by cold chills.


  Still, when she got off of the bunk bed to get ready for today’s work,


  「…… Nee-san?」


  Edinburgh, who was supposed to be still sleeping on the lower bunk bed, was nowhere to be seen.


  Belfast wondered where she had gone off to when she almost always slept until the very last minute.


  For the time being, she also looks at Bel-chan’s bed.


  Then, this one was asleep as usual.


  She was so dizzy at the moment that she was barely even able to think about what she was going to do this morning.


  She could barely stand while she was changing into her usual maid outfit, but when she managed to get ready and leave the room,


  「…… This is,」


  All of a sudden, the world around her started to spin in an uncontrollable manner.


  Becoming unsteady on her feet, she staggered in the middle of the corridor and ended up leaning her body against the wall..


  Her breathing was becoming rough, and she had a suffocating cough that followed right after that, but that was different from the one when she needed to drink some water yesterday.


  「What in the world is…… *Cough*, *cough*!」


  She thought that maybe Edinburgh had woken up earlier and was preparing breakfast right about now.


  Even if she couldn’t remember the exact date, Belfast remembers that there have been some rare days like that in the past. And it’s already been a few days since she had returned to the Home Port from her military commission.


  


  

  —— But when…… when was it?


  Finally, Belfast was no longer able to support her body to stand straight, and she could also feel that her consciousness was starting to gradually slip away. Then next thing she knew was that her knees were already on the floor. But even so, the only thought that was inside of her head was this: I should hurry it up and go and prepare breakfast for everyone.


  「—— Belfast!」


  Suddenly, the Head Maid could hear a voice calling to her from the back of the corridor.


  Without even having time to wonder who it was, the owner of the voice immediately rushed over to her and called out her name over and over again.


  「Belfast. Belfast, can you hear me, Belfast?」


  「That voice…… Is that you, Sheffi?」


  Trying to get up from her knees, Belfast could see Sheffield’s face right in front of her eyes.


  She crouched down and wrapped Belfast’s arm around her own shoulders in an attempt to get her back up on her feet.


  「Yes, that’s right. But what are you doing in a place like this —— 」


  It was then that Sheffield peered right into Belfast’s face.


  「……! You are burning up! What the hell happened to you?」


  Belfast, who borrowed Sheffield’s shoulder in order to stand up, thought of one thing that was still pretty clear inside of her dizzy head.


  「Yesterday…… We came through the storm on our way back home and we came back home to the port being completely drenched…… So maybe that’s why.」


  「Coming straight through the storm like that…… Talk about thoughtless and reckless behavior, seriously. And from you of all people.」


  Sheffield said those words in amazement, carrying Belfast on her shoulder and slowly walking down the hallway little by little.


  「You are so hot that I can tell just by standing right next to you. It looks like you are unable to even stand straight for the time being, so I’m taking you to bed right away.」


  「But…… I have to…… get ready for breakfast,」


  Breathing heavily, Belfast said that, and Sheffield immediately shook her head in refusal.


  「Don’t you worry about that, Edinburgh can take care of it in your stead. I’m sure that she is still sleeping in her bed, anyway. I will put you to bed and wake you up as soon as something comes up ——」


  「Nee-san…… She’s not in her bed… I don’t know where she’s gone……」


  When Belfast said those words, Sheffield came to a sudden stop.


  She looked as if she was considering something or wondering about something for a moment out there, and then she just said quietly.


  「—— Then in that case, both Newcastle and I will prepare breakfast in your stead.」


  「Sheffi……」


  She suddenly realized that something was clearly wrong here and raised her voice to raise an objection, but then Sheffield started walking again as if nothing had happened.


  Then Sheffield carried Belfast right back to her room.


  When she opened the door and went inside, Bel-chan, who had just woken up, was in the middle of changing into her maid outfit. Seeing Belfast coming back while leaning on Sheffield’s shoulder, Bel-chan’s eyes widened in surprise.


  「……Belfast-nee-sama!? What’s wrong!? What happened!?」


  「I think that she must have caught a cold, so I brought her back so that she could rest properly.」


  Sheffield announced that in a matter-of-fact kind of way.


  「Think you can stand properly on your own?」


  「Yes, thank you……」


  Belfast nodded her head and lifted her arm from Sheffield’s shoulder.


  「For the time being, just go back to bed and try to get some proper sleep. I will bring you some food sometime later.」


  After saying that, Sheffield turned to Bel-chan next.


  「As for you, you are to stay here for the duration of the day and take care of Belfast. Can you do that?」


  「Understood!」


  When Bel-chan answered Sheffield while clenching her tiny fists in front of her chest, Sheffield quickly turned on her heels and looked about ready to leave.


  「Well then I will excuse myself for now and be on my way.」


  The door to the room slammed shut behind her and Sheffield disappeared just like that.


  While holding her throbbing head in her hands, Belfast said to Bel-chan.


  「Excuse me, Bel-chan, but…… can you bring me my pajamas? I would like to get changed as soon as possible.」


  Right after she was told that, Bel-chan headed towards the closet in the corner of the room.


  In the meantime, Belfast began to take off her maid clothes from his shoulders. When she took off her apron and took off her corset, Bel-chan brought her the pajamas that she asked her for and slowly changed into her sleepwear.


  And then it was time for her to climb the ladder of the bunk bed.


  「Ah, watch out, Nee-sama! That’s dangerous!」


  Bel-chan then hurriedly supported Belfast’s staggering body as she tried to climb her way up onto her bed.


  If she had done anything wrong right now, or if Bel-chan was not here at the current moment, the Head Maid would most probably slam her back against the room’s floor in a matter of seconds..


  「Are you okay, Nee-sama?」


  Bel-chan looked into her face with a worried expression present on her face.


  「I’m really sorry about that, Bel-chan……I just felt a little bit dizzy, that’s all.」


  When Belfast tried to extend her hand towards the ladder of the bunk bed again, Bel-chan’s hand squeezed really for some reason. When she suddenly wondered what happened,


  「…… Then how about I stay right here? It should be way safer, wouldn’t you agree?」


  Saying that, Belfast let go of her grip on the bunk bed’s ladder and stepped away from it, pointing her finger towards the lower part of the bed right after that, the ground bed in which Edinburgh would usually sleep.


  「Yes, that is a very good idea. I am sure that even if you were to use her bed for today, Edinburgh-nee-sama surely won’t mind that in the least.」


  「Yes, you might be right about that, Bel-chan…… But in any case, we should change the sheets, just to be on the safe side.」


  Belfast was just about to go out in order to get herself some fresh bed sheets, when Bel-chan again grabbed her by the hand and stopped her in her tracks.


  「Please be seated while I take care of you for the day, Nee-sama.」


  「…… Oh my, you are so reliable, Bel-chan.」


  Belfast gave the little maid a weak smile, and Bel-chan said with a serious expression still present on her face:.


  「For today, I shall spend the entire day looking after you, Nee-sama. No matter if it’s changing the sheets, wiping your body or feeding you. Because that’s the duty of a maid.」


  * * *


  —— Now that she has been entrusted with looking after Belfast for the duration of the day, Bel-chan was going to do her very best in order to accomplish that task.


  Bel-chan then proceeded to change the bed sheets of the lower bunk bed in an enthusiastic way, and Belfast just sat in a chair while she was waiting for Bel-chan to finish her task.


  Seeing the perfect figure of her beloved Belfast-nee-sama, the perfect Head Maid whose white cheeks were all red and puffy now, and her eyes vacant instead of their usual gentle look, Bel-chan, who was perplexed by seeing her future self looking like that, remembered what her job was right now and she put those feelings aside.


  When she was looking at her while thinking that she seemed to be in pain, their gazes overlapped there for a single moment.


  「…… Bel-chan?」


  Seeing Belfast tilt her head while presumably trying to ask her what happened, Bel-chan shook her hands in a panic.


  「……N-nothing! It’s nothing!」


  Before she knew it, her hands had stopped and Belfast started coughing again, so Bel-chan hurriedly finished making the bed.


  「There! All ready!」


  Hearing Bel-chan’s proud words, Belfast rose to her feet. She moved towards the bed and sat on the futon, and Belfast said while touching her forehead.


  「Bel-chan…… Can you bring me something cold with which I could cool my head? And also…… something to drink? I’m really thirsty right now.」


  「Something to cool your head and a drink. Right away, Nee-sama!」


  After running out of the room, Bel-chan hurriedly headed for the kitchen.


  She arrived in the kitchen to find Sheffield alone in there while cooking something with an open fire.


  It seems that no one else has come to the kitchen yet.


  「Do you happen to have something cool in here, Sheffield-san? And something to drink as well?」


  When Bel-chan called out to her, Sheffield stood up from her crouched position and headed for the cupboard.


  「If I remember correctly, there must have been an ice pack somewhere around here.」


  Taking an ice bag out of the cupboard, she handed it to Bel-chan, with a whole lot of ice inside.


  


  

  「Please try to keep an eye on the Head Maid as much as possible, because she is that kind of person who is going to try and do her work even when she has a severe case of cold.」


  「Understood, Sheffield-san!」


  With the cooling pack filled with water and something to drink being placed in Bel-chan’s hands, Sheffield started to look after the open fire again. Bel-chan left the kitchen while looking back at her when she was at the door, and immediately ran back to Belfast just as she was told.


  「Belfast-nee-sama, are you still awake?」


  When she reached her room and opened the door with a quiet click, Belfast was lying on the bed with only her head peeking out from the blanket that she covered herself with, looking rather pitiful and distressed.


  Bel-chan immediately offered Belfast the ice-filled cooling pack and let her drink some water from the cup through the attached straw..


  「Here you go, Belfast-nee-sama.」


  「Thank you so much, Bel-chan.」


  Belfast sat up with a pained expression on her face and started to drink some water through the straw, knowing that a proper hydration was key when you were struck with a cold.


  After a while, when she was about to lie down again, Bel-chan quickly took out the ice bag and got it ready to be used again.


  She then gently put it back on top of Belfast’s forehead.


  「How is it? Do you feel any better?」


  「Thank you so much, Bel-chan. It already feels a whole lot better with that ice pack on my forehead.」


  「Are you sure that it’s more than enough? You’re not pushing yourself too much, are you?」


  「Yes, I’m sure, Bel-chan. More than one hundred percent sure.」


  Belfast then smiled faintly at Bel-chan. And seeing that smiling face of her elder sister actually managed to make Bel-chan happy and cheered her up a little bit.


  The little maid then gleefully pulled out a book from under the pillowcase of her own bed. And then Bel-chan slipped her chair near the lower bunk bed and she opened the book.


  「I will be sitting right here this entire time and I will be reading a book, so if you have any questions or if you would like me to do something for you, just go right ahead and ask.」


  Belfast just nodded her head with a faint smile, and then she said something as if she just happened to remember something.


  「Come to think of it, Bel-chan…… Have you seen Nee-san around when you went into the kitchen?」


  「Huh? Edinburgh-nee-sama?」


  Bel-chan cocked her head slightly with her book wide open, and then she just shook her head.


  「I haven’t really seen her around. Why? Did something happen? You want me to pass on some message from you?」


  「No, it’s nothing…… Nothing at all.」


  After saying that Belfast laid back on his back on the bed, her face slightly twisted with a frown.


  It was certainly surprising for Bell-chan to hear that Edinburgh was up so early in the morning and nowhere to be seen.


  While reading her picture book, she turned her attention to Belfast and found that she had finally managed to fall asleep.


  For Bell-chan, Belfast’s sleeping face was very fresh of a sight to behold. Looking at her with her eyes closed and breathing softly like that, her beautiful face stood out even more in contrast to her usual clean and dignified appearance.


  「Like this, she looks just like the Sleeping Beauty.」


  Bell-chan, who had just raised her face from reading her book, leaked such impressions from her mouth while looking at Belfast.


  She continued to read her book as she sat in her chair, dangling her legs alternately in an overly cute way.


  About an hour later, she suddenly heard loud and fast footsteps coming from the direction of the hallway.


  「Bel! I have heard that you are down with a sickness! Is that true!?」


  The one who vigorously opened the door leading into the room in one fell swoop was none other than Queen Elizabeth.


  「Your Majesty, please keep your voice down.」


  But even if Warspite was trying to reprimand Her Majesty about that, it was already far too late.


  Belfast’s eyelids had already begun to open when Bel-chan shifted her gaze back towards her.


  「Ah, are you awake, Nee-sama?」


  When Bel-chan spoke to her while Belfast was slowly opening her eyes, Elizabeth lined up right next to Bel-chan and brought her face closer to the Head Maid.


  「I have heard from Sheffield that you had a cold and you needed to lie down. How are you feeling?」


  It was at that moment that a certain thought occurred inside of Bel-chan’s mind.


  —— If you get too close to Nee-sama, Your Majesty, you might even catch her cold by accident.


  She then closed her book in an attempt to stop Elizabeth from coming any closer towards Belfast, and soon after she thought the same thing and saw what Bel-chan was trying to do, Warspite stepped in and pulled Elizabeth away to a safe distance.


  「Hey! What the hell!? What do you think you’re doing, Warspite!? Let go of me this instant!」


  「Your Majesty, it might be a far better idea to just give the sick person some space and do not pester them needlessly. The proper rest is an important part of the recovery process, after all.」


  「But I’m not doing anything at all here!」


  「Yes, I do realize that, but…… Umm…… I’m afraid Belfast won’t be able to rest properly if I get so close to her, you see……」


  Warspite was doing her best here to choose her words as carefully as it was humanly possible. Seeing that Warspite was doing her best here, Belfast, who had just woken up, slowly opened his mouth to speak up.


  「Your Majesty…… I appreciate your kindness, I really do.」


  Belfast’s voice seemed to be a whole lot more horse than before.


  「However…… I don’t really want to infect you with my sickness. So, Your Majesty, if it was not too much to ask of you…… For now, could you just do what Warspite-sama is saying…… Please……」


  Elizabeth then groaned in dissatisfaction for a while and turned her face away, but eventually she seemed to be convinced by Belfast’s words, and she opened her mouth again.


  「Okay, if you insist……But just to let you know! I was really, really worried when I heard that you had a high fever!」


  「…… I’m sorry. I know that you must have been worried sick about me, Your Majesty. I’m sorry from the bottom of my heart.」


  「I even brought you some apples so that you could get better soon! So here you go!」


  Saying this, Elizabeth showed Belfast the apple that she was carrying in her hand.


  「Your Majesty, what happened to make you do something like that?」」


  When Bel-chan asked her that, Elizabeth stroked the apple in front of her chest and said,


  「I usually don’t go and buy things like this from the Purchasing Department, but this time the circumstances were quite special. So there you have it!」


  And then Elizabeth placed the apple loosely on Bel-chan’s hand.


  「You must be Bel-chan, correct? I want you to peel this apple and cut it nicely so that Bel can eat it without any problems!」


  「Y-Yes, Your Majesty! Right away!」


  Knowing that there must have been a fruit knife in here somewhere, Bel-chan jumped off of her chair and headed for her cupboard right away.


  「Where are the plates?」


  Warspite followed right after her, and suddenly peered into the cupboard.


  Inside of the small cupboard that was in Belfast’s room, several teacups and small plates were neatly lined up. Bel-chan pulled out one of the plates from the inside of the cupboard where they were stacked, and she passed it onto Warspite’s hands.


  And then, after Bel-chan managed to find that fruit knife, she started to peel the apples smoothly, the way she was so used to after all of her kitchen work.


  「Hmm, I see that both Bel and Bell-chan are not all that different when it comes to being dexterous like this about their work, huh?」


  Elizabeth whispered to herself while she was observing Bel-chan peeling the apples.


  「Umm…… Your Majesty…… If you don’t mind…… would you like to share some of those apples with me right now?」


  Seeing Elizabeth looking at Bel-chan at work, Belfast proposed such a thing in a bashful way.


  「No, I think that we are going to pass. But thank you for the offer, though. When we went to that store, we asked for the most nutritious of the apples that they had there, so I will have you eat all of those apples by yourself, Bel! Eat it all, get the proper nourishment, and get better soon!」


  After smiling kindly, Elizabeth turned towards Bel-chan and said:


  「Bel-chan! Peel those apples off in the most delicious way possible!」


  


  

  The taste of the fruit doesn’t really change depending on how the skin is peeled, but for some reason Bel-chan simply nodded her head without trying to voice that thought out loud in front of Her Majesty.


  「I’m honored for you to give me this important task…… Your Majesty, please just sit back and wait! I shall prepare the best meal ever in a short while!]


  When Belfast spoke weakly from inside the futon like that, Elizabeth only nodded her head in apparent satisfaction.


  Then, as if she suddenly remembered something important, Warspite looked down at tucked away Belfast.


  「Speaking of which, it seems that Dorsetshire, who was your partner during that last military commission, also came down with a severe case of cold. So you are not the only one who was affected.]


  「Is that…… Is that so?]


  Belfast had an expression on her face as if she wanted to say something here, but Bel-chan did not quite understand what was going on here and what could the significance of Warspite’s words really be.


  It was then that Elizabeth raised her voice a little bit.


  「Oh! That’s right! Today I have to attend the meeting of the entire Home Port’s factions as the representative of the Royal Navy! I’m afraid that I have to go now, but when the meeting is going to be over, I will come visit you again, Bel! And with that being said, we are leaving, Warspite!]


  When Elizabeth left the room while waving her hand at the sickly Belfast, Warspite immediately followed right after her after bowing her head to the two maids a little bit.


  Just then, Bel-chan also finished peeling the apple that she was working on for a while now.


  She then put the sliced pieces of the apple on the plate and she asked while looking at tucked away Belfast.


  「Do you think you can eat it like this, Nee-sama?]


  「Yes, of course. Just…… Just give me a moment.]


  Belfast said so as he sat up on the bed, her expression becoming rather painful.


  Seeing her quite like that made Bel-chan’s chest fill with the feelings of anxiety and uneasiness.


  Perhaps she wasn’t able to take care of her elder sister as properly as she thought she would, and her symptoms were getting worse little by little instead of getting better? Bel-chan was sure that it was the case here.


  Unbeknownst to Bel-chan, Belfast picked up one of the pieces of the sliced apple and placed it inside of her mouth.


  Bel-chan then could hear the sound of chewing quickly and judging from the expression on Belfast’s face, that apple must have indeed been very delicious.


  「How about you, Bel-chan? Would you like to have a slice as well? It’s very sweet and very delicious, I assure you.]


  When she heard Belfast ask her that question, Bel-chan quickly shut the cover of the book that she was reading and shook her head in a panic.


  「T-Thank you very much, Nee-sama, but I will have to refrain…… I am the one who should be taking care of you here, after all.]


  「Oh, no need for you to worry about it. Here, just take it and see for yourself.]


  But even if Belfast herself was saying that it was okay, it was Bel-chan who was reluctant to accept something that was supposed to help her elder sister to feel better.


  At that point, Bel-chan suddenly wondered if Belfast was showing her concern for her because maybe she was having a rather gloomy expression on her face? Was that it? She could think of no other possible reason as to why Belfast would suddenly want to share like that..


  「Hmm? What’s wrong? Did something happen?]


  Looking at Belfast tilting her head in puzzlement like that, Bel-chan could only smile faintly in defeat.


  「Well then, since you insist, Nee-sama, I shall help myself to one piece.]


  Bel-chan then picked up a small piece of the sliced apple in one of her hands and carried it towards her mouth.


  The moment she took a quick bite out of that slice, she could feel the sweet and slightly tart taste spreading inside of her mouth, carried by the rich apple juices.


  「Hmmmnnnh!]


  As the little maid smiled and held her cheeks with both of her hands, she couldn’t help it but to move her legs in a flurry of sudden excitement and delight.


  Belfast looked at Belle-chan with a smile on her face as she gently laid her hands down.


  「Excuse me, Bel-chan. I think I will lie down again for a little while……]


  Belfast took one sip from the water cup and quietly closed her eyes, and after a while the only thing that Bel-chan could hear reverberating throughout the room was the soft and steady sound of her breathing.


  「Alright then, in that case I…… I think that I will just keep my watch over you for the time being……]


  As she said that, Bel-chan put the plate with the sliced apples on her lap and then she just continued to watch Belfast’s sleeping face for a little while.


  * * *


  「—— Bel-chan. I have brought you some food, as promised.]


  Hearing that voice made Bel-chan jolt and wake up all of a sudden.


  「I’m really sorry, it seems that I…… It seems that I have fallen asleep here.]


  Rubbing her eyes with her hands, Bel-chan looked towards the door and saw Sheffield standing there with a tray in her hands. Warm chicken soup and rice porridge cooked in a clay pot were placed on top of that tray.


  And much to Bel-chan’s surprise, both Kent and Suffolk were behind Sheffield as well.


  「So? How is the Head Maid doing?]


  「I think that Nee-sama is doing a little bit better.]


  Belfast’s complexion was slightly better than before right now. However, there was no grounds for saying that she had definitely improved her condition, so Bel-chan could only give vague answers like that and hope for the best.


  Sheffield, who had guessed it by looking at Bel-chan’s concerned face, and then said without further questioning.


  「Anyways, let’s wake her up for the time being, or else the soup is going to get cold. And we don’t want that to happen, even if we can wait a little bit.]


  When Bel-chan nodded her head, she gently shook Belfast’s sleeping body.


  「Belfast-nee-sama, please wake up. The food is here.]


  After shaking Belfast’s shoulder several times, Bel-chan could see that her elder sister finally opened her eyes and then she stared at everyone currently present in the room.


  「…… everyone? What are you……?]


  「Oh…… The Head Maid, how are you doing……?]


  When Kent asked that anxiously,


  「Yes, well, you see…… I think I’ve gotten a little bit better.]


  Saying that, Belfast smiled in a faint way.


  Kent smiled happily when she heard Belfast’s words just now.


  「Really…..? If what you are saying is true, then at this rate you should make a full recovery by tomorrow.]


  「Yes, I hope that it’s going to be like that. So please, just let me rest for a little bit longer. I should be fine by tomorrow. And besides, I don’t want either you or Kent to have to see me in such a miserable state.]


  「Yes, we understand that, Head Maid.]


  Even as she nodded, Kent seemed to have a hard time seeing Belfast look so pitiful like this. As if to reflect her mental distress, even her trademark black ribbon was also hanging down a little bit today, as if it was depressed.


  「Head Maid, here. This is my special rice porridge.]


  Suffolk said while pointing towards the tray. She then picked up the rice porridge and a spoon and brought them to Belfast.


  「When you have a cold, you have to warm yourself up and eat really nutritious food! …… Then you should look at the scenery outside to become drowsy, so that you will have an easier time falling asleep……]


  Belfast chuckled a little bit as she watched Suffolk with still sleepily eyes as she spoke up.


  And when she ate a bite of Suffolk’s proud rice porridge,


  「……It’s delicious. It really is.]


  She opened her eyes wide and said so.


  「I tried mixing in various things that I love. Does it warm you up?]


  「Yes, and I love you, Suffolk, more than anything else.]


  「Ehehehe. I will feel embarrassed when you praise me so much like that~.]


  Aside from Suffolk, who was scratching her head with a slightly dejected look on her face, Sheffield brought another chair towards the bed and placed a tray on top of it.


  「Please go back to sleep after you are finished with your meal. Now then, if you’ll excuse us. We still have our chores and duties to fulfill, such as cleaning, so we will be going now.]


  「Um, Sheffi——]


  Belfast suddenly addressed Sheffield and stopped her from leaving.


  「About my sister……Do you happen to know where Edi went?]


  


  

  Come to think of it, even after all this time, Edinburgh did not come to see how Belfast was doing, not even once. Which was already strange enough in its own right.


  「Edinburgh is too busy to come here right now. That’s all there is to it.」


  With a colder tone than her usual voice, Sheffield said so firmly.


  I knew it, Bel-chan thought to herself all of a sudden. Something is seriously wrong here. Everyone is acting so strange.


  And it was not only about Sheffield just now, but Kent and Suffolk as well. They were all acting completely different from the way they would normally act. Am sensing that something was wrong in here as well, Belfat tried to get up from the bed, looking all aloof.


  「Sheffy, did something happen to my sister while I was resting here? Is there something that you are trying to hide from me, or ——」


  「—— For now, just think about getting better. You do not need to concern yourself with that.」


  In response to Belfast’s inquiry, and seeing that she would not let the matter go and would continue to push it further until she would get the answer that she wanted to hear, Sheffield once again responded with an ice-cold tone of voice and said those words in a way that suggested that it was going to be the end of the discussion, and then left the room at once.


  Kent and Suffolk also looked rather apologetic towards Belfast and followed suit right after Sheffield.


  「Nee-sama……」


  Bel-chan cast a quick glance at Belfast, who was still half-sitting on the bed.


  Then, after a moment of silence, the Head Maid let out a deep sigh.


  「I’m really sorry, Bel-chan, but I think I’m going to lie down for a little bit again.」


  She just said that in a flat tone and she covered herself with her futon all the way to her head.


  At first glance, her appearance seemed to look completely normal, and there was nothing out of the ordinary to it..


  Or at the very least, that’s what Bel-chan thought at the time.


  * * *


  Belfast was currently dreaming.


  「This place, it’s……」


  Before she even knew it, she was standing in front of a large river instead of her dorm room.


  「Bel, this way, this way……」


  She heard a voice right behind her and turned around to find herself looking right at Edinburgh, who was drinking tea from a small round glass cup.


  Belfast approached her with a brisk and lively pace and let out a big sigh at her elder sister once she approached her.


  「Where have you been all this time, Nee-san? No one has seen you since the morning, and no one would even tell me anything about it!」


  Edinburgh took the teacup off the table and pointed towards the chair that was placed opposite of her.


  「Well now, for the time being, how about you take a seat first? Then we can talk about that matter.」


  Belfast obediently did what she was told and sat down on the chair.


  Edinburgh then put the teacup on the table and smiled brightly at her little sister.


  「Hey Bel? Do you happen to remember when was it that we happened to see one another for the very first time?」


  「When was it that we first met one another……? The first time…… Wouldn’t it be when I have just arrived at the Home Port for the first time?」


  「Well, of course it would have been at that time.」


  She remembered it clearly, but she couldn’t quite remember exactly what she was thinking at the time.


  Edinburgh thought for a moment before talking to Belfast once more, who was still at a loss for words and trying to recall some details from that period of time..


  「When you first happened to arrive at the Home Port, Bel, you were always performing in such a perfect and spotless way that no one knew how to approach you, and you seemed to be turning away from everyone else. Your words and actions were always so elegant and so perfect all the time, but…… Yes, I am sure that at that time you were the only one who’s grace and elegance could be described as the absolute peak of how a Royal Navy’s shipgirl was supposed to behave. But even though you had all that grace and all that elegance…… That is exactly why no one was trying to get to know the real you better, wouldn’t you agree? And that was the reason why you were always on your own.」


  「Aaah…… Yes, that’s right. Come to think of it, there was really a time like that in the past.」


  Belfast was now finally able to remember.


  In addition to all that, at that time, she was that kind of a person who would show no active interest in her fellow “shipgirls” such as Edinburgh whatsoever. Which at the time was all the more weird, since Edinburgh was supposed to be her “sister” ship.


  Belfast certainly came a long way from that time, and right now she was no longer a shipgril she used to be.


  「And that was exactly why at that time I asked you for a favor, didn’t I?」


  「Yes. I remember that part very clearly.」


  Belfast answers with a stunned voice after a moment of brief silence. That was actually the origin of that “certain question” that Edinburgh was about to ask of her yesterday.


  「However, seeing the way in which you are now, I do not think that we need to have “that question” come to play anymore, wouldn’t you agree? Besides, I think that if after all this time I was unable to squeeze a “Yes” answer out of you, I will never be able to do that.」


  「Yes, that’s right. That will never happen. From now on, I am going to keep going straight ahead without looking back.」


  「……Why are you being so obsessed about that matter? It’s something I was never able to quite understand.」


  「Because of this, I’m sure that you will continue to get along well with those around you, Bel.
 Call it a lucky charm if you will, but I think it does its purpose quite well.」


  「Seriously? Doing all of that for a matter as small and insignificant as this……?」


  Belfast lets out a deep sigh of relief in that very moment.


  But from the very beginning, she sure felt that the situation around her was definitely changing for the better.


  Even just looking back over the past year, Belfast was able to interact with students in the dormitory who she had never had contact with before. Now, I think that not only the Royal Navy’s Dormitory, but everyone in this Home Port had become irreplaceable people who were close to her heart.


  「But if I had to guess, that must have been a trigger for you.」


  Edinburgh chuckled and Belfast shrugged her shoulders and shook her head as if she was surrendering here.


  「…… But be that as it may, my answer is not going to change. I will keep on saying “No” for as long as you keep on asking me that.」


  The words that Edinburgh first said to her when she first came to this Home Port.


  And those would be ——


  There, all of a sudden, everything in front of Belfast became pitch black in an instant.


  * * *


  Bell-chan raised her voice as soon as she saw Belfast regaining consciousness.


  「I think she is starting to wake up.」


  When she looked back at Elizabeth and Warspite who had come to visit her for the second time today, the two of them immediately rushed towards Belfast’s bedside.


  「Good morning Bel! I’m here to visit you again!」


  「We just finished a meeting and came back here in a hurry. So how’s it going? Are you feeling a little bit better?」


  Elizabeth and Warpsite both called out to Belfast alternatively.


  Belfast ate the food Sheffield brought her, and she slept all the way through the day, it would seem.


  During that time, Bel-chan was taking care of her, replacing the ice in her ice bag and wiping the sweat off of her forehead.


  「Belfast-nee-sama…..?」


  But it was actually kind of strange.


  After opening her eyes, for some reason, Belfast continued to look at one point while lying on his back.


  「Bel…… What’s wrong?」


  Elizabeth furrowed her eyebrows suspiciously.


  Belfast suddenly tried to get up from the bed, thinking that she had been asleep for so long, but it wasn’t clear to her just for HOW long she was out.


  「Wait a minute! Are you okay to get up all of a sudden like that?」


  Elizabeth’s face grew more and more suspicious, and at that point, Belfast opened her mouth to speak up.


  


  

  「Where is my sister……?」


  Hearing those words, Elizabeth and Warthheit’s faces stiffened at the same time. Bel-chan did not miss that sudden change of their behavior, and with Sheffield’s sudden attitude change earlier, it was now perfectly clear to her that something was wrong here and that everyone was acting really strange.


  「Everyone…… I don’t even want to think that this is the case here, but…… Are you perhaps hiding something from me? Something that has to do with my sister?」


  Belfast asked that question calmly and quietly. Although she was very calm and composed, there was something extremely cold about the way in which she spoke those words right now.


  「—— N-No? We are not hiding anything from you. And that’s the truth.」


  Elizabeth’s voice suddenly rose up. It was obvious that she was trying to deceive her, and even Bel-chan knew that it was a blatant lie just now.


  「Your Majesty, with all due respect, but what you just said just now only makes you sound like there is something really going on.」


  Warspite panicked when she saw that Belfast was about to leave the bed because of Elizabeth’s words just now. She then tried to hold her back at all costs.


  「Please, let me go, Warspite-sama. I’m going to find my sister on my own.」


  「Oh no, you don’t! You still have a fever! You need to rest and recover!」


  Warspite said so in a stern tone as she tried to press down on Belfast’s shoulder in a vain attempt at forcing her to lie back down..


  While Belfast started to have another coughing fit and sat back down because of that, she then spoke up with a half-irritated look on her face.


  「Then if you want me to stay in bed and focus on recovering, you could at least be honest about the whereabouts of my sister!」


  「That’s why we keep on telling you! It’s nothing! Bel, stop being so stubborn and unreasonable here!」


  Belfast slowly shook her head as Elizabeth tried to answer her quickly.


  「If it is seriously nothing, then please tell me where my sister is right now!」


  「Geez! she’s inside of the dormitory, alright!? So don’t you dare go out into that hallway, Bel! This is your Queen’s order! You hear me, young lady!?」


  Belfast stopped in her tracks the moment she heard her Queen giving her a direct order.


  Elizabeth then signaled Warspite to leave Belfast alone for now.


  「What if you were to overexert yourself and fall down because of it? What would you do if you ended up hurting yourself really badly because of that? I don’t think that I need to order you to stay in your room for the rest of the day and recover from this cold, but if you’ll force my hand, I will do it! So stay inside for the time being and behave like a good maid should! Is that clear?」


  Elizabeth then sent Warspite to fetch some maids who could keep watch over Belfast for the time being . As she put her hand on the door of the room,


  「Bel-chan! You make absolutely sure that Bel won’t leave this room, understood?」


  After saying that, Elizabeth stormed out of the room while shutting the door behind her.


  「Belfast-nee-sama……」


  Bel-chan glanced up at the bed with an upward glance.


  Belfast sat still with only her upper body being upright. The little maid couldn’t even read what she was thinking because the Head Maid was so expressionless right about now.


  Far from being emotional, Belfast could feel that even her very soul fell silent.


  Then she slowly moved her lips,


  「—— Dorsetshire said so to me yesterday.」


  She said so with a hoarse voice.


  「She said that she thought that my actions and words are not nearly “passionate” enough.」


  The Head Maid was holding her futon tightly in her clenched hands.


  「—— But right about now, I’m…… I’m nowhere near cool and composed at all!」


  And just like that, Belfast ripped off her futon from her body and grabbed the edge of her bedsheet and stood up.


  「Wai —!? N-Nee-sama!? You can’t! You must stay here and rest!」


  In a panic, Bel-chan also stood up from her chair.


  Elizabeth and Warspite were surely still somewhere out there. So if she was to go outside right now, it would have been a clear violation of Her Majesty’s direct order.


  「If you go out into the corridor, Her Majesty will scold you for sure, Nee-sama!」


  While listening to Bel-chan’s words, Belfast picked up another sheet.


  「I do not intend to go out into the corridor」


  「Huh?」


  Belfast tied the sheets tightly together, tied one end of the makeshift rope to the leg of the bed, and threw the other out the open window, an action that made Bel-chan’s face turn pale in an instant.


  「It won’t be a violation of Her Majesty’s order because I will come outside through the window!」


  She said something like that, and then Belfast descended from the window to the ground along the rope made out of bed sheets. And at the same time Bel-chan unintentionally opened her mouth wide and her eyes shone bright with this brilliant display of both wisdom and action.


  「…No, it’s not good! This is hardly the time to be impressed like that!」


  Bel-chan instantly came to her senses, and she herself descended through an escape door made out of bed sheets.


  Once she decided to the ground floor, she gave chase after Belfast. It was her duty to take care of her for the day, and she was not going to abandon that responsibility now.


  「Nee-sama! Please come back!」


  When Bel-chan got down to the ground, she saw Belfast heading inside of the dorm from the side of the front door. She rushed after her, went back inside of the dormitory, and ran off without losing sight of her sister’s back.


  Belfast’s destination seemed to be the kitchen. If you think about it normally, it’s the only place where Edinburgh could have been right now.


  Normally, it was around the time dinner was being prepared.


  Thinking so, Belfast opened the door of the dining room and walked towards the kitchen.


  「Belfast-nee-sama! Please, go back to our room right now and ——」


  Bel-chan then swallowed the rest of her words.


  「Huh…? Where is everyone……?」


  The kitchen was empty. No one was there. Dinner had not been prepared yet, and there was no sign of Sheffield, Kent or Suffolk in the empty space of the room.


  「But why……?」


  Bel-chan looked hard at Belfast’s back, who muttered in a hoarse voice. Her shoulders were starting to tremble little by little right now. Even though she was in a feverish state, the speed of her legs earlier made it impossible to feel it.


  Bel-chan then thought that maybe some of Belfast’s lost stamina managed to recover —— but it was then that……


  「… … When I first came back to the Home Port!」


  It was then that Belfast started speaking in a trembling voice.


  「At that time, I wasn’t as familiar with nearly as many people as I am now. And I was not even interested in getting to know anyone else. I was fine with just doing my own things, even if it meant that others would slowly end up drifting apart from me. And I was thinking about that only recently.」


  The Head Maid’s fists were clenched tightly at that very moment.


  「But my sister…… Edinburgh never thought any less of me because of that. She saw more in me than I was ever able to see…… And she even said to me once: ‘I want you to get along better with everyone, Bel. That is…… That is the only request that I would ever have for you as your older sister.」


  「The only request as an older sister……」


  When Bel-chan repeated those words under her nose, Belfast strongly turned her back.


  「Yes. That was the only real favor that she ever asked of me. And ever since that time she insisted on us having those regular “Certain question/ sisterly interrogations” in order to make sure that I am actually on good terms with everyone else. It was not something to which you could simply say “Yes” so frankly……」


  After saying that, Belfast rushed out of the kitchen.


  「Belfast-nee-sama!」


  Bel-chan panicked and immediately ran after the Head Maid. As she exited the dining room and went into the corridor, the little maid did not know whether she had gone left or right, stomping and wobbling, and if she were to make a bad decision here, she would end up running in circles.


  「Uuuhhh~…… Over here」


  After hesitating for a bit which of the corridors to choose, Bel-chan ran in the direction of the glass door leading into the inner courtyard.


  


  

  Just like that, Bel-chan broke the corner at full speed, and what she saw after turning that corner was,


  「A-Are you okay, Nee-sama!?」


  Belfast was right there, her body leaning against the wall as she was breathing heavily. Seeing her, Bel-chan approached the Head Maid on the double and grabbed her by the hand. And right away Bel-chan realized that Belfast’s hand was way hotter than she could have expected. Her fever may have risen again because he was moving around so flashily and frantically.


  「Let’s go back to our room for now, Nee-sama! I’m sure that Edinburgh-nee-sama will be back soon!」


  When Bel-chan said those words, Belfast said while coming to a stop and breathing heavily through her mouth.


  「Even if I was gone for good, surely you would not even miss me anymore, isn’t that right……?」


  「Huh?」


  Belfast then looked down at Bel-chan while her breathing was becoming rougher little by little.


  「Nee-san…… That is the question that she keeps on asking me from time to time. Even if I am long gone, you won’t be lonely anymore, right?” She’s always saying something like that with a perfectly straight face. But no matter how many times I ask her to stop, she refuses to do so. She says that it is a sort of a good luck charm.」


  Belfast lowered her head and her long hair obscured the expression that was painted all over her face.


  「It’s something so unbelievably stupid…… I mean, if you are asking someone a question like that and you know exactly how they feel…… shouldn’t it be that you should already know the answer? So what’s the point……?」


  Somehow, Belfast was able to get all those words out of her system, even though she was always making sure to keep them all bottled-up inside.


  「Nee-sama, what is that……」


  It was at that moment that Bel-chan pointed with her finger at the glass door leading to the inner courtyard.


  Bel-chan slowly pulled Belfast’s hand and the two approached the glass door together.


  「Just what in the world is that supposed to be ——」


  Even if the view was partially obscured here because of the glass door, Bel-chan could not believe her eyes.


  In the inner courtyard, all of the maids of the Maid Corps were gathered.


  Besides that, many other students from the dormitory were gathered there as well.


  Wondering what’s going on, Bel-chan opened the glass door and stepped into the inner courtyard.


  Then, around the round table in the back of the courtyard, she noticed a silver-haired girl pointing out her finger at the maids who were hard at work all over the place.


  「……Ahh. We have been so busy preparing for this event…… But, I guess it cannot be helped. Shall I bring her some delicious tea later, I wonder?」


  Hearing that voice, Belfast, who was right next to Bel-chan, involuntarily opens her mouth and spoke up.


  「……Nee-san?」


  Hearing Belfast’s voice, the silver-haired girl slowly turned around.


  「—— Huh? B-Bel!? And even Bell-chan!?」


  The silver-haired girl, Edinburgh, then touched the rim of her glasses in shock, as she stared at the faces of the two that just arrived in the courtyard.


  Bel-chan then looked around her surroundings.


  The courtyard was filled with lights everywhere, from the plants to the tea party chairs. There were also electric lights everywhere, and it must have been their light that Bel-chan saw leaking outside of the courtyard and into the corridor.


  But the thing that seemed to be the weirdest here to Bel-chan was the fact that all of the decorations were halfway through being taken down. Yes, the maids were not setting them up, quite the opposite. They were taking them down.


  It was as if they were working to clean up after a party that just ended..


  「What…… What were you guys even doing here?」


  Edinburgh shook her head when she heard Belfast’s question.


  「No! That’s not it! This isn’t what you think! It was only a rehearsal before the real thing……」


  「Before the real thing……?」


  Edinburgh held her head and twisted her body seeing that both Belfast and Bel-chan apparently did not understand what was going on here.


  「Aaahhh, goodness gracious…… How could both of you manage to forget something as important as that!?」


  And then she let out a big and deep sigh, and eventually she gave up and addressed both of the newly arrived maids.


  「Today is March 17th, you know? And since both of you seemed to forget…… Bel and Bel-chan, today is your birthday.」


  * * *


  At that moment, Belfast could feel like all of the power and strength was leaving her body.


  It was just then, at that precise moment that Foxhound and Fortune took the worst possible moment in order to come in between Belfast and Edinburgh. Both of them were holding a big sign in their hands, and when Edinburgh saw them both, she called out to them right away.


  「You two, can you come here for a moment? I want you to show that sign to Bel.」


  「Huh? Can we? Is that really okay?」


  Foxhound was a little hesitant to do so, but Edinburgh told her to show the front side of the sign to Belfast anyway. On that sign, it was written in bold and colorful letters: “Belfast and Bel-chan, happy birthday!”


  「—— Ah! I knew it! I knew that you would be around here somewhere!」


  Everyone heard a voice coming from behind their backs and turned around to see Queen Elizabeth standing behind them with a pouting face. Behind her there was Warspite, Sheffield, Kent and Suffolk.


  Elizabeth stomped on her feet as she came up to Belfast, and she yelled at her with a terrific ferocity.


  「I gave you a direct order! And you said that you would behave! If you can’t listen to Her Majesty the Queen, then you are disqualified from the Royal Navy —— from here on out you are being demoted from the position of the Head Maid!」


  Warspite immediately tried to appease Elizabeth and tried to calm her down.


  「P-Please calm down, Your Majesty! Belfast came out of the room through the window instead of the corridor, so technically speaking she did not violate your order!」


  「I won’t be deceived by something like that, so let go of me right this instant, Warspite!」」


  Belfast knelt down and said to Elizabeth, whose anger could not be contained at this very moment.


  「I am most terribly sorry for all of this ——」


  At that moment, Belfast felt dizzy and put her hands on the ground in order to keep her balance and prevent herself from falling down.


  「Bel!!」


  「Belfast-nee-sama!」


  In a hurry, Edinburgh and Bel-chan ran to her side and supported Belfast’s body.


  「I’m sorry, everyone, but I am fine, really. I just felt a little bit dizzy, that is all……」


  Edinburgh let out another deep sigh of exasperation as she said her next words with a faint smile, trying her best not to sound worried.


  「…… Goodness gracious, if you are sick like that, you should have just rested quietly for the day, you know that, don’t you?」


  「T-This is because…… about Nee-san…… Umm……」


  For a moment out there, Belfast slightly hesitated.


  「That’s because I was really worried about you, Nee-san……」


  「You were worried about me? Why, though? What are you talking about?」


  Seeing just how confused Edinburgh has become from hearing those words, Belfast touched her own forehead to see her own temperature.


  Her forehead was hot. So very hot. Surely, it must have been because her fever made a return with even greater tenacity than before.


  「…… It’s nothing. Nothing, really. It’s just that yesterday ——」


  「Yesterday what……?」


  Right in front of Edinburgh, who did not seem to understand what her younger sister was talking about, Belfast said those words again:


  「“Even if I’m gone for long or for good, you won’t miss me anymore……”, isn’t that right, Nee-san?」


  「Ahh! You see, this! This right here…… What is it, Bel? Don’t tell me that you were feeling lonely and you were missing me so much that ——」


  At that moment, Belfast tightly embraced Edinburgh’s body.


  「This is…… That is —— This is surely not the case here! It’s not that I was feeling lonely, but……」


  Belfast somehow managed to say that in a hoarse voice.


  However, she felt as though her entire throat was about to clog up from all the pent-up emotions that were swelling inside of her chest.


  「Please, don’tyou ever do this kind of stupid thing again…… I was worried…… I was so worried about you, you can’t even imagine……」


  「……Bel.」


  At that point, Edinburgh also gently embraces Belfast’s warm body.


  「Nee-san, and since today is my birthday…… There is one thing I would like to tell you. And I want you to listen to me well.」
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  Edinburgh nodded even though he was confused for a moment.


  「Yeah, okay…… No matter what it is, I am going to listen to it properly.」


  Belfast, her face still flushed with high fever, tightly embraced Edinburgh’s body.


  Then, when she gently brought her face closer, Belfast muttered softly in a voice that no one else could possibly hear right now.


  「Please…… JUst like this. Stay with me like this for the rest of the day.」


  Towards her very important and irreplaceable elder sister, Belfast tried to make such a request that was sincerely coming from the bottom of her heart.


  And as for this Home Port itself where her beloved sister was always waiting for her.


  It was an irreplaceable place that Belfast never wanted to lose, no matter what.


  Epilogue: The Girls’ Courtesy


  For several hours after that, Belfast had to stay in bed for a while due to her cold getting a turn for the worse.


  Edinburgh and the surrounding maids were not persuaded that she could work as normal anytime soon.


  「Bel, you work far too much to begin with, so you need to rest properly to compensate for that.」


  Those were Edinburgh’s words, and there was no way that she would change her mind anytime soon.


  In the end, she had to sit down for a long time and recover, and the birthday party for the two of them was held off to be conducted on some nicer day, towards the end of March.


  「Happy Birthday!!」


  Once again, Edinburgh took the lead in decorating the inner courtyard, and it was a great success with not only the shipgirls from the Royal Navy’s dormitory in attendance, but also the shipgirls from other factions as well.


  Everyone enjoyed the food prepared by the Maid Corps, and the fun birthday party continued until the sun went down.


  And finally, Belfast and Bel-chan received presents from Edinburgh on behalf of the entire Maid Corps.


  * * *


  「Bel. And Bel-chan as well, here you go.」


  The two of them were handed over a bouquet of different flowers each.


  As for Bel-chan, she was handed a bouquet of Rubinas flowers.


  「It’s certainly a strange flower, but it’s so beautiful.」


  「Bel-chan, each birthday has a birth flower, and Rubinas is Bel-chan’s birth flower.」


  Edinburgh proudly said so.


  「By the way, in the language of flowers this particular flower means: “’You are my peace of mind”. Yeah, it fits Bel-chan so perfectly.」


  「Ah, Edinburgh-nee-sama…… your face is too close.」


  While Bel-chan tried to pull her body away slightly, she still thought about it.


  —— Serenity…… Peace of mind…… Lately she has been thinking that she was doing a far better job at serving others than before.


  Bel-chan looked up at the sky from the inner courtyard. Because of that some time ago, she felt that her desire to serve others has become much stronger than ever before.


  —— Thank you so much for that, little birdie.


  In order to be able to give her peace of mind like in the language of flowers, Bel-chan thought that she had to keep on doing her best.


  * * *


  「As for you, Bel, do you know what that flower means?」


  Edinburgh asked her little sister, and she nodded her head.


  「Yes. Of course I know.」


  What she was given was an anthurium flower.


  Belfast also knew the language of flowers. The flower language of this flower meant “warm hospitality”.


  As the Head Maid of the Royal Navy’s Maid Corps, she thought that the language of flowers was perfect for her.


  She also thought that this past year had really been a lot of different things for her.


  Despite being called perfect, there were times when she had to rely on someone else.


  But what has changed most of all was that she has been able to interact with many more people than last year.


  —— She was sure she would be able to treat everyone more warmly than ever before.


  「Bel-chan.」


  Belfast called out to Bel-chan who was right next to her, and then they both gave Edinburgh their flower bouquets so that she could put them into some water.


  Then they came in front of the round table where everyone was gathered. For today, they were the stars of the show.


  「Bel-chan, are you ready?」


  Belfast then asked the little maid.


  「Yes, I practiced it many times with small birds.」


  Bel-chan nodded her head, and she just showed Belfast a big and warm smile.


  「Well then ——」


  Belfast.


  And Belle.


  Almost at the same time, they both bowed their heads deeply in front of everyone present.


  「Thank you for coming to the Royal Navy maids’ – Belfast and Bell-chan – birthday party.」


  The season was already spring. A warm breeze passed between the two maids.


  As for their curtsy…… It was as beautiful today as ever.
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