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    Chapter 180 – Short-tubed fire arrows (guns)

    

    To the east of the Jugfena Great Plains, is a flatlands littered with small hills that look like floating islands from a distance, and castles are built as defense bases in those hills. Rindarl’s army has abandoned these bases after suffering some defeats, and we’ve been occupying them as our most frontline position, for just over eight months. Currently, autumn is almost upon us.

    Marquis Rolentsor left the defense of those bases up to Ergnade and the Fort Jugfena troops he took with them, while he returned to the fortress with the royal army soldiers that had been guarding the bases up until now. There’s the fact that we can’t just leave our most frontline position unguarded, but right now Eric won’t be any use in encouraging the soldiers, and it may be a bad idea to have the royal army soldiers continue with that task with their morale decreasing after such a long time stationed there.

    “The costs to maintain our frontlines are getting ridiculous. If it increases any further, we might as well just annex all of Densel and make it into our vassal state.”

    When Marquis Rolentsor returned from the frontlines, he was complaining in dissatisfaction. The irritation from not knowing what Rindarl is thinking and being in a continuous state of war must be adding to his fatigue from having to have a meeting with us right after returning.

    It seems that with the considerable time of eight months having passed, the royal army soldiers at the bases added many modifications and paths in order to make life more convenient there. They’ve put enough investment into it to where it would be almost impossible to accept returning those bases to Rindarl in any sort of border and peace agreement with them. It would be a sad story, having to develop the enemy country’s infrastructure for them and then giving it back. That’s why, even though it wasn’t Arxia’s original intention, it might end up having to expand.

    “The economic benefits from researching the new weapons we captured should more than make up for our expenditures.”

    “That’s just the thinking of a military officer without any citizens, Wiegraf. Even if we increase the number of new weapons, that doesn’t increase the amount of food. Since they can’t see the war for themselves, the interior nobles won’t agree to increasing our funding.”

    I touched the metal tube in front of me that was approximately four feet long. It’s a gun. These were discovered abandoned in the bases that we captured.

    These guns are quite different from the weapons I captured in the battle where I got promoted to an earl as a result. The guns my army captured before were six feet long thin metal cylinders with what looked like ladders attached, but these have a much closer resemblance to the guns I remember. The enemy’s succeeded in significantly decreasing the gun’s size, and I had the chilling thought that it was now much easier to maneuver.

    “Well, we don’t have the right to talk about what’s in Arxia’s national interest, so we’ll have to leave these negotiations to the general commander. …………Anyways. Compared to the last battle we fought at the Great Plains, they seem to have made additional improvements to this new weapon of theirs.”

    The last battle, for me would be when I was defending Ritox Plateau. The enemy soldiers there only had conventional weapons, but it seems that guns made a reappearance on the Great Plains during that time.

    “……They seem to use these stones.”

    A white stone cut into a hexagonal pillar shape was attached to the side of the tube, also reaching inside the cylinder. The mechanism seems to have some sort of function similar to a gun trigger, and when you remove its clasp, the stone will vigorously retract inside.

    “Mm. It seems to be a device to trigger sparks for gunpowder. It’s very similar to luminescent lamps made from fire moth powder……”

    “Fire moth powder lamps can only produce light, nothing else. It doesn’t have the ability to start fires.”

    Wiegraf’s comment caused both me and the general commander to shake our heads again.

    “This is probably why we were able to capture a stockpile of these so easily. It’s likely that this mechanism is quite efficient already, but we aren’t able to make use of it because we don’t understand the principles.”

    “In other words, we won’t be able to make use of this short-tubed fire arrow unless we build another mechanism for it to prevent fires. Although, speaking of mechanisms. We could use the other bigger version of this for reference.”

    Apparently, it seems that Arxia is now calling this weapon short-tubed fire arrows, although I know it as a type of gun. It seems that several hundred years ago, there existed a simple cannon-like weapon that shot out large stones and other similar ammunition, which was simply called the “big tube” back then, which is where guns got this type of name from.

    Now, the technology on how to make the cannon has been lost, and I think that most people probably forgot about its existence, until the appearance of these short-tubed fire arrows.

    “Well, we have no choice now but to research it.”

    “I concur, Earl Kaldia. This could be a wonderful weapon, depending on how we use it. I want to spread it to the royal army as fast as possible.”

    I averted my gaze from Marquis Rolentsor who said that with sparkles in his eyes. It must be his personal interest, as a military person from the family obsessed with all things related to martial arts, weapons, and combat strategies.

    “More importantly, the most critical thing now is getting permission from Baron Dovadain.”

    While his primary purpose here is to give inspiration and encouragement to the soldiers in a formal speech, he’s also the representative of the king and can authorize us to take the initiative and do battle. Although I called it something formal, it isn’t really something all that pompous.

    However, the problem lies with Eric.

    



    Chapter 181 – Eric’s righteousness

    

    Today I took Eric to the makeshift hospital again, and I waited outside the door for him as I read Ratoka’s report on the prisoners.

    Just like Vanita told me, the slave children seemed to be suspicious of each other. There were some children that were so afraid of being ratted on by a spy, causing their friends and family to be executed, that they even committed suicide in our dungeon, their mental states were quite fragile.

    Given this situation, I suppose it’s highly likely there are child soldiers among them that are deceiving us. My memories of Kamil further increased my suspicions. It’s definitely possible that there are children just like him, that are capable of killing so many adults.

    “-Kaldia.”

    Eric came out of the makeshift hospital and called out to me, so I put the report down.

    “Baron Dovadain. For being able to come visit and console the soldiers again today, I thank you on behalf of my adopted father.”

    As I stood up and thanked him, Eric’s face distorted. Still, maybe he was thinking that it would be a bad idea if those inside the hospital heard my voice, he indicated with a chin movement that we should walk further down the hallway.

    “It doesn’t matter how many times you ask me, I won’t use my status as a royal to authorize an attack on Rindarl. When I return to the royal capital, I’m going to inform His Majesty the king and my father that we should offer a ceasefire and make peace with Rindarl.”

    “-Please consider it again. Without Baron Dovadain’s permission, the Arxian royal army won’t be able to efficiently deal with the enemy’s slave armies. If the enemy uses their slaves as meat shields to attack us, then our army will……”

    “Stop repeating yourself, it’s annoying. My answer is the same, we should retreat. Our frontlines should be pulled back to Fort Jugfena, no matter who our enemies are, we shouldn’t invade their territory, don’t you think?”

    In the past few days, Eric and I have been repeating the same conversation over and over again. –This, is the new “problem” with Eric I was referring to.

    “It’s contrary to our church’s teachings, using violence to forcibly take land and resources. But, just look at what’s happening at our frontlines. Not only have you guys forced the opponent’s armies back, you’ve also occupied Densel and Planates’ land, and now they want to defend their territory and take it back. And think about the toll it’s taking on our soldiers!”

    Eric was angrily motioning about as if he wanted to hit something. It’s somewhat different from when he was throwing tantrums at noble school, this was because of his self-righteousness.

    His face was changing color with how furious he was for the sake of others, and the slight self-loathing and self-denial that I could sense in him before was completely absent.

    ……The impact from meeting those soldiers that were so psychologically damaged, was much stronger than I expected. I knew that he would be sensitive towards mental trauma, but I never would have thought that he’d make the leap from seeing injured soldiers straight to denying the fact that we were at war.

    “Baron Dovadain, you should understand that it will be difficult to relinquish those captured bases as it would hinder peace negotiations.”

    “Humph, what are you saying. You’re the one who should understand, right? Such a thing isn’t necessary for peace negotiations. Isn’t Rindarl’s request simply to treat the first prince better?”

    “…………”

    That’s something that everyone in this war knows. I was speechless in response.

    “Summon First Prince Albert back from the monastery to the royal palace, and allow him to attend noble school. Cancel Prince Alfred’s crown prince position, and the cause of this entire war will disappear. For such a meaningless reason, sacrificing our citizens in a ridiculous conflict…… Hey!?”

    Before Eric was able to continue his rant any further in the hallway, I suddenly dragged him into an adjacent room. Even if he’s a high-ranking noble like the archduke’s son, there are words that can’t be said. What he just said was a clear insult to the Upper House of Lords – the highest decision-making body in Arxia. Although he’s from the archduke’s family, he’s still only the second-born son of a concubine, there are statements that can’t be taken back once they’re said out loud.

    “What are you…… doing!”

    “Calm down a little. Calling the decision of His Majesty the king ‘meaningless and ridiculous’ in such a public location, you know what will happen if this is heard, don’t you?”

    I closed the door and covered his mouth, while coldly urging him in a whisper to remain calm, and reminded him that he was disrespecting the king. I forcibly made him focus on me, instead of the injured soldiers. Hopefully with this, his head will cool down somewhat and he’ll regain his senses.

    Eric stared at me as I talked, then he slowly nodded. The moment I took my hand off him, he quickly scampered away from me, putting distance between us.

    “My apologies for being rough with you.”

    “No………… It’s fine. I think I was…… a bit carried away just now.”

    Eric’s face was pale as he sat down on a nearby chair while breathing hard. He felt like a balloon that just lost its air, it’s like a hole just opened up in his emotions, and he lost his original shape.

    



    Chapter 182 – Realizing the responsibilities of rank and duty

    

    After I saw that Eric had calmed down somewhat, I pulled over a chair and sat down as well. Time is urgent, and this was a good chance. I have to be able to convince Eric either today or tomorrow.

    “I understand perfectly well, Baron Dovadain’s concerns. The things that you’ve said, everyone’s considered them, including me.”

    “Then!”

    “However, what you’re saying is wrong. Since you’re from Archduke Dovadain’s family, you should be looking at the situation as a politician, not a knight.”

    I used a rather forceful tone of voice with Eric, and while he looked surprised for an instant, his face soon stiffened again as he bit his lip.

    I want to sigh. From his reaction, I know what he’s thinking even if he doesn’t say it out loud.

    “…………Kaldia, you must have known all this already. That’s why you brought me here.”

    I didn’t say anything in response to Eric’s question. I didn’t know how Eric would react, after he met the injured soldiers again this time.

    In the first place, I already achieved half my goal of resolving the conflict at noble school, when I succeeded in bringing Eric to Fort Jugfena. Eric will forced to officially retract his previous statement by me.

    In order for him to give condolences to the soldiers successfully, I had hoped that seeing the actual state of injured soldiers would galvanize him, and that he’d be able to gain some passion as he encouraged the soldiers.

    While passion was indeed injected into him, it went in the opposite direction I expected – while being a politician, he also took a knight’s viewpoint, meaning he’s on the ordinary soldiers’ side. While being compassionate about the citizens, he’s not considering the benefits from Arxia’s standpoint, and he doesn’t even know the determination of the soldiers that are willing to stand on the battlefield, so that’s why he’ll only be able to say words without much substance behind them.

    “Even if you’re wrong, you’re not someone who will stand on the battlefield, and you weren’t born as someone who will become a knight. It’s a mistake for you to think about the battlefield from the viewpoint of a knight.”

    For those standing on the battlefield, they must be prepared for the loss of their lives or their friends’ lives. Politicians must realize their own positions as well. They must be prepared to defend their citizens’ lives as well as their own, and have the resolution to use others’ lives for that purpose.

    I’m someone from both of those worlds, and unlike Eric, I’m flexible and can adapt to both a military officer and a politician’s roles. I continued lecturing him.

    “……Death is scary to soldiers. So only those who are prepared to die can stand on the battlefield. Those whose hearts are broken, will retreat from battle. For the remaining soldiers whose hearts haven’t been broken, it’s considered an insult to run away from the battlefield. Baron Dovadain, after coming here, will you still insist on insulting those whose life is represented by their swords? Then will you escape back to the royal capital, and will you be able to show your face in front of Sieghart?”

    If Eric returns to the royal capital just like this, as I explained to Eric earlier, I’m certain that Arxia’s army will be unable to do anything to the Rindarl army that will use its slaves as a meat shield, and they would be forced to retreat from Fort Jugfena.

    That would mean letting go of all our previous victories. No matter how you look at it, it would be a clear loss for us. ……And General Commander Marquis Rolentsor’s name and honor will bite the dust.

    When I mentioned Sieghart’s name, Eric’s expression became clearly distorted. He seemed almost about to cry, quite a childish reaction.

    –Well, from what I remember of my past life, thirteen should be considered quite young. And, I’m the same age as him. But in the common sense of this world, thirteen means you’re almost an adult. They’re treated almost equal to adults.

    That’s why, even though I realized that he wasn’t mature enough yet to handle things, I was different from him as I was a reincarnator.

    “You should know your own role.”

    ……If I try to think like a child, I feel like I can also sort of understand Eric. When I think about how he has no female role model in his life to look up to anymore, he seems pitiful, but just because I sympathize with him doesn’t mean I’m going to be friends with him.

    “You need to have at least a minimum amount of resolution, to be prepared before having come here.”

    In this situation where it’s only the two of us in this room, it’s ridiculous to even try and conceal my feelings. I threw out those words forcefully at him.

    While Eric’s expression remained distorted like he was about to cry, he didn’t remove his gaze from me until the very end. I think that this might be the first time we’ve held each other’s gazes for so long.

    “……Ahh, I got it. Just now, ……and the thing with Sieg as well, it was my bad.”

    Nevertheless, in the end he was honest with his feelings for once, and then he hung his head.

    As I was taking the despondent Eric back to his room, Paulo found me in the hallway.

    “Eliza-sama, Earl Einsbark is calling for you.”

    “Immediately?”

    “Yes. He told me to inform Baron Dovadain as well. Our scouts have reported that Densel’s forces have moved out from their capital, and orders are for our royal army to return to the frontlines immediately……”

    “Got it,” I nodded, as I glanced sideways at Eric who was still looking down. He seemed to notice me observing him, and for a moment he turned around and looked back in the direction of the makeshift hospital, but he nodded affirmatively.

    



    Chapter 183 – Ergnade’s ridicule

    

    When I took Eric to the conference room, Wiegraf and General Commander Rolentsor welcomed him as if nothing had ever happened between them, and began making preparations for the formal declaration of attack.

    Since bringing up the fact that Eric had refused to grant permission to attack before would benefit no one, and only us here know about it with me being the messenger between them and Eric, it’s treated as an open secret.

    Anyways, this troublesome problem has finally been resolved. As for the preparations for the formal declaration of attack, it’s not anything that I need to be involved in. I just have to wait for my next orders.

    In order to use our time more efficiently on other work and various matters, Ergnade and I left the conference room first since there was no meaning to us being there at the current time.

    “You still care about that in the end?”

    “……So disrespectful, as expected.”

    “Who might you be referring to, I wonder?”

    On our way to the training grounds, Ergnade laughed coolly as he walked next to me. I felt rather annoyed at his expression that said he wouldn’t give up on this topic, and I sighed.

    “I wouldn’t mind if you stuck a little closer to me, though. I wager I would have won the bet if that was the case.”

    “Could you stop playing games about betting on people?”

    “If I remember to, let’s do that next time.”

    Well, what he was betting on was most likely whether or not Eric would give in to me in the end. The players in their betting game were Ergnade, Wiegraf, and Marquis Rolentsor. Given their personalities and understanding of me, I believe that Wiegraf most likely won their bet. He used to be the strategist for Fort Jugfena, and he has a sharp mind.

    “Because Eric’s attitude didn’t soften at all after coming here, I thought that he wouldn’t be able to change. You were probably also able to cancel out his bad attitude towards you because of his loss of status, right?”

    “Well, it’s developed into a factional struggle, to the point where one faction completely overpowered the other.”

    Ergnade means that Eric having come here also affected his standing with the crown prince. To put it simply, he lost favor.

    I want to have an appropriate political distance from the crown prince and Grays, as they will probably become the next king and archduke, and it seems that the general commander’s grandson wants to make friends and hang out with me, as long as it doesn’t cause me to get too close to the crown prince, I’m fine with that. In that regard, Eric whose status is sort of low despite his noble rank is just perfect for acting as a barrier between us.

    Eric, who is the son of a concubine, started an entire factional struggle at noble school over a personal feud because of my mock duel with Sieghart, and in the end the royal army’s highest-level commander Marquis Rolentsor and Archduke Dovadain both learned about it and had to take action.

    This was clearly a black mark against Eric. Of course his social status and power would be greatly diminished.

    “Well, I found it unexpected that he would abandon his rigid way of thinking and change. I thought that you wouldn’t be able to break him, and that we’d have to enter battle without the ability to attack as we wished.”

    I knew that full well. As a last resort, even if it caused the royal army’s morale to drop dreadfully low, I planned to have the Kaldia army and the Fort Jugfena troops slaughter the enemy’s slave soldiers acting as meat shields that the royal army wouldn’t be able to deal with. If it became necessary, I was also prepared to request reinforcements from Margrave Genas.

    “I wasn’t about to allow him to continue thinking the way he did.”

    “Well, that’s just how it turned out. But, even though it wasn’t necessary, why did you make the effort to fix your relationship with him?”

    I formed my mouth into theへ shape. He suddenly changed topics to this one, was this something he planned on asking all along?

    “……I mean, I cared because I found it nostalgic, it……”

    Just as I sighed deeply, Ergnade exploded into laughter. While he was laughing heartily, I glared at him with my eyelids half shut. That’s why I hated the idea of saying it out loud. I thought about summoning Rashiok and having him toy with Ergnade, to get back at Ergnade for this.

    That’s when it happened.

    From in the distance, we heard a low booming sound, together with the impact of the ground shaking. Ergnade and I both froze, and looked at each other.

    “……That was from underground.”

    “The captured children……!”

    “I’ll go there first. You should call Rashiok to come with you.”

    I nodded, as Ergnade ran off first while adjusting his black uniform. I’m going to go straight after him as well, but first, I went out of the hallway, and blew a high-pitched sound with my fingers in order to summon Rashiok.

    



    Chapter 184 – A bad premonition

    

    Rashiok came running over to me immediately. Then, I wondered if there was something wrong with my eyesight.

    Behind him, the pure white draconis was gliding beautifully as it descended. The light of intelligence was shining from its eyes, and she sat down next to Rashiok, as she stared at me. It seemed like she was awaiting my orders.

    I thought that a wild draconis would be unused to human beings. While I was confused, as if to reassure me, Rashiok made a gentle bark that sounded like he was saying it was alright.

    Could it be that, the white female draconis treated me as the draconis leader? Even though I was confused, I nodded, and gave orders to both of them.

    “Rashiok, first take me to Ratoka immediately. And…… um, you, I would like for you to watch whether children are coming out around the fortress, could you do that for me?”

    Even though I know that draconis are highly intelligent, will a wild draconis understand my words, I wonder. Just as I was thinking so, it seemed that she indeed didn’t understand what I meant. However, Rashiok made some snorting sounds through his nose, in some type of communication with her, and she made a bark that sounded like an acknowledgment before flying up into the air.

    “……You’ve obtained quite a nice girlfriend.”

    Watching this scene in stunned amazement, I couldn’t help but make that comment to Rashiok. He made a head movement that seemed like he was saying “I know, right?”

    “Ratoka!”

    “……Eliza?”

    Ratoka was on the path beside the underground dungeon. Rather than saying on the path, maybe I should say instead that he was buried in the stone rubble, from the collapsed walls.

    While each individual stone probably wasn’t all that heavy, it seemed his clothes were being restrained by so many rocks, that he wasn’t able to move and climb out.

    “Are you alright!?”

    “Ahh, luckily my head wasn’t injured at all.”

    I jumped down from Rashiok, and randomly started clearing the stones off and freed him from the debris. I could see bruises on his wrists. While he said that his head wasn’t injured, it’s highly likely that his body is black and blue from the impact.

    “What happened?”

    As I asked him, Ratoka shook his head in response.

    “I don’t really know what happened. Just as usual, I was about to go check on the state of the prisoners and was heading to the dungeon, when suddenly there was a huge boom and the ground started shaking, so I reflexively crouched down on the floor and that’s when the walls collapsed. However, I heard the sound of the children. They escaped from the dungeon. It seems that they’re being threatened by someone, so they took action.”

    A prison escape. ……What’s more, he says they’re being threatened. I knew full well that I was currently furrowing my eyebrows deeply. Even though I finally managed to resolve the problem with Eric, now I have something even bigger to worry about.

    “By someone threatening them, are you talking about an invader?”

    “No…… It was probably one of the children. If my guess is correct…… it was probably the short-haired, petite girl.”

    “……It couldn’t be. Wasn’t that girl the youngest of all the children captured?”

    “Indeed. But, from talking with her, and watching her, I felt like she was older than she appeared. She’s probably about eleven years old. Even you were already wielding a spear on the battlefield when you were six, right?”

    In my case though, I had the assistance of memories from my previous life…… although this is something I won’t say even to Ratoka, so I just shrugged. Anyways, Ratoka has been observing the prisoners for quite some time now. Let’s trust his judgment, and act on the belief that the short-haired petite girl was the cause of this commotion.

    “Ratoka, go to Ergnade and tell him about this situation. I’ll chase down the children. If you see Kaldia soldiers on your way, join up with them, and we’ll all meet up later.”

    “Understood.”

    “Rashiok, can I leave it up to you to track the escaped children? …………It doesn’t seem to be a problem? Let’s go then.”

    I split up from Ratoka again, as I returned onto Rashiok’s back.

    While holding on to Rashiok’s neck, I touched the sword buckled to my waist. Instead of a practical military sword, I was armed with only a ceremonial rapier and a dagger.

    Fort Jugfena is a military base currently in the back of the frontlines. Although I’m technically something like Eric’s escort, considering that this location was still quite far from the battlefield, I was only minimally armed, it seems that this was a huge mistake on my part. With such a big incident happening right now, I could only curse my carelessness.

    The rapier is a weapon that’s designed for piercing, cutting and slicing isn’t its specialty. In fact, my weapon’s blade was terribly dull and blunt.

    ……With this weapon, even if I don’t intend to, I may end up having to kill. And, my own personal safety will be at risk.

    Piercing is an attack pattern that leaves you wide open to attacks yourself. Unlike a spear that has a much longer reach, the rapier has only an average length.

    Also, – I was concerned about the fact that the walls had collapsed.

    That booming and ground shaking impact was clearly the sound of something explosive. And, none of the captured children could possibly have hidden something capable of causing an explosion.

    Exactly how did they do it? Several days have passed by since they became prisoners. It’s hard to imagine that it was in their stomachs.

    Then, just how did they create such a huge explosion?

    Somehow, I had a terrible premonition, one that caused chills to run down my body.

    In my mind, I recalled the figure of the woman who made the impossible, possible – that tan-skinned woman who had the ability to manipulate magical beasts.

    



    Chapter 185 – Tracking the children in the underground passage

    

    Rashiok ran at full speed through the fort’s narrow passages. On our way, we happened to encounter Claudia, and I picked her up. ……Or rather, as always, Claudia did something incomprehensible like managing to jump onto Rashiok’s back on her own while Rashiok was at his top speed.

    “What are you looking for, Eliza-dono?”

    “……The captured children.”

    “Did they escape!? So, that means the ground shaking earlier was caused by them.”

    “It seems that way.”

    “Man…… Even though they’re enemy soldiers, I don’t really like cutting down children. Normally I would use a spear to knock them unconscious, but in the narrow spaces of the fortress, there’s not enough space to wield a spear. What should I do? If I knew this would happen, I would have made the edge of my sword blade duller.”

    ……The Kaldia army has encountered child soldiers on the battlefield several times now. I always thought that there were quite a lot of them that ended up as prisoners of war before, was it Claudia’s handiwork

    Even if they’re child soldiers, no, even if they are, anyone that attacks my troops will be treated mercilessly by me. People getting injured or killed in the process of fighting is just standard in the course of war.

    I wonder if Claudia has only been knocking people unconscious so far, after all this fighting. I thought about it in surprised silence as my shoulders drooped, while Claudia who had no idea what I was thinking but sensed my mood asked me “Eliza-dono, are you feeling alright?”

    While she kept chatting on and on, I bit my tongue, and just as she finished, I accidentally bit my tongue too hard by accident. Indeed, I’ve never personally witnessed Claudia ever killing anyone.

    The escaped child prisoners seemed to be heading down an underground passage that I wasn’t familiar with. It’s an intricate underground passage system that spread out like a labyrinth below the barracks and training grounds here.

    Usually, the soldiers at Fort Jugfena don’t use these passages. Some of the passages have been crushed by falling rocks or disrepair, and it was forbidden to enter them due to the danger.

    The underground passages weren’t very high, the height wasn’t enough for me to ride on Rashiok anymore. While having Rashiok follow behind me, we hurried as much as possible while muffling the sound of our footsteps.

    “Are they really down in here? Aren’t some of the passageways blocked off?”

    “The children seem to possess some sort of explosives.”

    “What are explosives?”

    “……Weapons similar to the ‘big tube’ (cannons) and the ‘short-tubed fire-arrows.’”

    “Ohh, those! I see, short tubes aside, the big tubes are capable of firing huge rocks that can easily blow apart any stone walls or debris. ……However, how are they using such a weapon?”

    Well, if only I knew, I’d feel less stressed. As I talked to Claudia while continuing to progress down the passageways, boom, there was another impact as the ground shook again. From the ceiling, some stone flakes fell.

    “……Isn’t this a bit dangerous?”

    “Considering that this could easily trigger a full collapse of the tunnels, and that we don’t know when it could happen, yes, this is probably quite dangerous.”

    “……We need to hurry up and capture them. I’d rather not be buried under tons of rock.”

    I thought privately to myself that Claudia would probably be alright even if she was buried under tons of rocks, but I kept that thought a secret.

    As we progressed forward, the deterioration of the passageway became more apparent.

    “They’re there……”

    In the dim passageway, we could see the light shining off torches reflected by the children’s silver hair. It’s the escaped prisoners. They seemed to be hiding in the collapsed debris and looking around to watch the situation.

    “Tsk, this is a dead end.”

    I heard the clicking of someone’s tongue as someone spoke forcefully and irritatedly in the Rindarl language. The voice belonged to a young girl. Because of how quiet the tunnels were, it was easy to hear her voice clearly.

    “Well then, what should we do?”

    When the girl turned around and talked to the other children, the slave children all began whimpering. If Ratoka’s report was correct, is this young girl the one that threatened all the other prisoners and brought them out? She was probably the one that caused the explosion somehow, but how does she keep several tens of prisoners obedient to her with that tiny body of hers? Does she have a collaborator?”

    “……Hmm, Sharma. You’ll do just fine. Weren’t you complaining to Vanita just earlier how tired you were?”

    You’ll do just fine, what does that mean? We didn’t understand what she meant even though we understood the Rindarl language, so Claudia and I tilted our heads.

    However, it seems that those children understood perfectly well what that girl meant. In the flickering torchlight, it was clear to see that those words caused them to move about uneasily. Simultaneously, the piercing sound of children wailing echoed throughout the passageway. The crying girl named Sharma who was singled out by the petite girl was suddenly knocked against the wall somehow, and just as I was furrowing my eyebrows, wondering what occurred, that’s when it happened.

    The other children rushed out back in our direction. They abandoned the crying girl named Sharma that was pinned against the wall.

    “No!! No!!! Vanita, help, me!”

    Was she made unable to move anymore, the girl that had been screaming all this time suddenly fell strangely silent.

    Then, in the next instant – pop, I heard an eerie sound of something liquid flowing. And then boom, an explosion occurred for the third time today.

    As Claudia and I remained crouching against the ground, we were still quite stunned at what just happened. It was dim and vision was poor. I wasn’t absolutely certain. However – however, what just happened, was most likely.

    “……Using a shorty like Sharma, even if I blow her up, the explosion’s power seems to have decreased, I guess I should have expected it.”

    As the debris started settling down after the explosion, the petite girl started talking to herself, and my suspicions were confirmed.

    That girl was using the other children themselves, as explosives.

    



    Chapter 186 – Vanita’s entreaty

    

    It was such a repulsive sight that I felt nauseated. In order to help me bear the nausea, I held on to Claudia’s sleeve as she crouched next to me.

    As if she was a lithe predator, Claudia had a low body posture that seemed like she was ready to pounce at any instant. Her sky blue eyes were glittering in the darkness.

    ……Claudia’s essence was that of a knight. She’s never personally talked with me about what exactly she does on the battlefield, but I know that she’s never strayed from her morals. Because of her chivalric code, she’s never killed any children whether they’re enemies or not, and unless I order an ambush specifically, she’ll only attack directly from the front as an honorable knight would do.

    Although Claudia has her knight’s chivalry, I’m going to give her the order that this girl absolutely can’t be forgiven.

    However, the only person with me currently is Claudia, and it’ll be troublesome for me if she rushes in recklessly without a plan. The enemy girl seemed quite vigilant, and she always moved with a minimum of three children around her. And since we don’t know the conditions for her to use that explosion magic, we can’t rush in due to the risk factor.

    “……Can you bring Vanita here to me under the cover of darkness?”

    In a low whisper, I gave a command to Claudia. I felt like we should act as quickly as possible. The children had pulled back close to the immediate vicinity of the mountain of rubble we were hiding in. I think that if we act now, that girl might not notice if we bring Vanita back to where we’re hiding.

    Claudia didn’t make a single sound in the dim tunnel, as she used dexterous movements to ambush and drag one of the taller children back to where I was.

    “……!? ……………!!?”

    Claudia had gagged him in order for him to not shout out, and I whispered to the frightened Vanita that it was me, for him to calm down. Vanita relaxed his body after finding out that it was me. And when Claudia released her hand from his mouth, Vanita inquired “why are you here?” in a low voice.

    “We came chasing after you guys.”

    “There’s only two of you, how unreasonable…… Please, you should return while you still can. I want to help you guys…… But I don’t want to die here, in a place like this……”

    At Vanita’s entreaty, Claudia and I looked at each other. He says he wants to help us, but he’s also saying for us to return while we still can.

    “……That girl, Mefuri, I don’t know how, but she has the magic ability to explode us. Those explosions are powerful enough to blow up anything in close proximity. We still don’t want to die…… Please, I’m begging you, don’t fight Mefuri……”

    “…………Eliza-dono, Vanita has bits and pieces of human flesh and blood stuck to his body.”

    I was momentarily at a loss for words.

    He’s begging me to not fight this girl named Mefuri, and in addition to that, Vanita was covered thickly in blood, and had the smell of burnt human flesh on his body, that probably came from the exploded girl. While the stench was disgusting and difficult to breathe through – my head actually got cooler and colder. It’s as if cold water was being poured through my brain and started freezing over, that’s how much it hurt.

    ……The scene that rushed with great momentum into my mind was my defensive battle at Ritox Plateau during the war with Rindarl, which happened less than a year ago. In order to prevent the enemies from invading through that chokepoint, I burned people alive, and threw child soldiers into the burning pit of impaled enemy prisoners.

    “Rashiok.”

    My voice sounded ruthless and icy. Even though I was listening to my own voice, it felt so distant from me.

    Rashiok who was breathing quietly and hiding himself in absolute darkness, obediently poked his face out towards me. Vanita was just about to scream at the sight so I gagged his mouth again with my hand this time, as I rubbed my face against Rashiok’s nose. It was a cold and damp feeling, it strangely matched my brain that felt like it was freezing over in cold rage.

    “Can your wind magic handle the impact from that explosion?”

    I asked intending to find out if he could protect us from the blast, but Rashiok responded with a low growl. It seems that it would be impossible.

    After the loss of one of his wings, Rashiok was no longer able to fly in the air, and his wind magic was greatly weakened. His wind magic is only at the level of a slight breeze these days.

    “Then, can your scales withstand the force of that explosion?”

    Rashiok answered negatively again. Well, since that explosion could blow apart stone walls, this was to be expected.

    “……Then, the last question. Is it possible for you to peel off those three children around her, faster than our prey can realize?”

    Woof, he barked softly and affirmatively. Certainly. Good child, I told Rashiok as I stroked his head.

    “What are you planning……?”

    Witnessing my exchange with Rashiok, Vanita seemed dubious. His single leg made a slight sound as he adjusted his body. Behind him was Claudia, and as I expected, she had soundlessly unsheathed her sword.

    “I’ve decided. I’m going to capture the escaped prisoners…… that’s my goal.”

    “That’s impossible, stop it! We’ll all die…… Unn!?”

    Vanita protested in a small voice and tried to grab me, but he was instantly knocked unconscious by Claudia.

    “Have a rest here. Perhaps, this might even save you. –I’m sorry, but I have no time to spare. And if you have to die, it might as well be here.”

    Just as I finished talking to the unconscious Vanita, a heavy sound came from above and small sandy fragments fell from the ceiling.

    ……That was the sound of horses. What’s more, it was several dozen, or even several hundred horses.

    –If I calmly analyze this situation, if there’s such a movement within the fortress at this time, it could only mean that something must be happening on the battlefield. Causing unpredictable confusion to us would be advantageous for the enemy’s attack. Our scouts had already reported to us that their troops had moved out.

    Going at a fast speed by horse, it’s half a day’s distance to the most frontline position from Fort Jugfena. Our royal army that barely just returned to the fort must be moving out again. This could only mean that – war had fully broken out again, after a lull of eight months.

    



    Chapter 187 – Minefield of flesh and blood

    

    Suddenly, the shaky children in the tunnel started screaming. Probably because she knew that an attack was coming at the same time as her planned prison escape, Mefuri was the only one looking at the ceiling calmly.

    Her attention wasn’t on her surroundings, and her vigilance level was somewhat reduced – this is the best chance for an ambush.

    “Go!”

    I pushed on Claudia and Rashiok’s backs. One human and one beast…… or should I say two beasts? They jumped out soundlessly from the rubble as if they were shot out of a slingshot.

    The sounds of the children screaming increased in level and kept echoing as the tunnel fell into complete darkness. While blocking my ears with the collar of my coat, I focused all my attention on what was happening in the darkness.

    I could barely make out the figure of Rashiok lightly tossing aside and gently throwing them against the wall in the commotion. I couldn’t tell what Claudia was doing.

    “Shut up!! My head hurts, so you bastards need to shut up immediately!!”

    Mefuri was shouting hysterically above the din. It seems that she was still childish in this aspect. As expected, her voice echoed in these tunnels, and I was able to roughly guess her position.

    Like this, I might be able to defeat her…… But yep, it happened just when I was feeling a little relieved.

    Pop, there was an unsettling sound. Just then, one of the children that Rashiok lightly bit and was tossing away, turned into a small explosion by his nose.

    Boom, and since Rashiok received such an impact at a close distance, he started howling.

    The smell of burnt flesh spread wider within the tunnels. I realized that Rashiok had instantly distanced himself from the remaining children by taking huge strides.

    It was silent for a moment. And then, the children became more panicked than earlier, as Mefuri made her move.

    “……Heh, ahahaha! Idiots!! You’re really idiots!!”

    The girl who was laughing in a high-pitched, sarcastic tone of voice moved around the area of the explosion. What is she intending – why was she able to accurately create an explosion and injure Rashiok in the darkness, even though I know I’ll be at a disadvantage if I’m passive and let her be the proactive one, I can’t make any reckless moves until I understand her power first.

    “At the very least, even if I can’t see anything, I ‘know’ the location of my own bombs!!”

    The girl’s tone was mocking as if she wanted to incite me, and popping sounds kept going off around her.

    And then boom, boom, with sounds of something exploding, small sparks lit up around Mefuri, and illuminated the shivering children that were clinging to the walls.

    ……Is she unable to control the power of her explosions, and the power depends on the “material” she uses?

    And the reason why the explosion that hit Rashiok wasn’t as powerful as the earlier ones, wasn’t because she wasn’t trying, like the ones that had enough force to blow apart stone walls, ……but it was probably because the child’s body that was the “bomb” had already been torn to pieces before Rashiok tossed it.

    And in place of a light, she lit up countless small pieces of flesh and blood, and a horrendous sight now entered my view. Flesh and blood were blown everywhere, ……the girl’s horrifying “magic” gave me an impression I’ll never forget.

    She definitely wasn’t using anything like bombs concealed in her stomach, she had the ability to freely explode body parts like arms and legs or any flesh, this was most definitely some type of magic power. Just like Diferis that I killed before, she has a power that’s beyond human comprehension.

    With the makeshift lighting, Claudia who had been concealing her presence made the first attack and attempted to ambush Mefuri, jumping out at her. However, Mefuri quickly noticed her presence, and lightly shook her right hand. I heard some slight popping sounds again, and Claudia must have detected danger as well, because she instantly jumped backwards right as the location where her feet just were exploded.

    “Is it really alright if you escape in that direction?”

    Pop. With a boom that rocked the air, the child standing closest to Claudia exploded. That child didn’t even have the time to scream.

    “-Urgh!!”

    Together with the exploding flesh and blood, Claudia was blown away by the explosion. –This is bad.

    “See, you were blown – wah!!?”

    I hurriedly jumped out of the rubble mountain with my sword drawn, and slashed at Mefuri. She twisted her body greatly in order to dodge me, and had a look of surprise on her face for an instant as she looked at me, then she attempted to put distance between us.

    ……As I expected, it seems that she herself was also vulnerable to her own explosions. In that case, it will be fatal for me to allow her to put distance between us. I pressed the attack and pursued her closely, while Mefuri retreated even farther back with an impatient expression on her face.

    “Stop following me!”

    Mefuri picked something up from the ground and threw it at me. It violently exploded in midair, and I was forced to retreat.

    “Rashiok!!”

    Rashiok’s wind magic answered my call, and managed to scatter away the pieces of flesh and blood from the explosion – that most likely came from a child’s arm.

    “Take this-!!”

    At almost the same time as the flesh explosion, I threw my short sword into the bloody mist surrounding Mefuri, and it pierced into her shoulder.

    



    Chapter 188 – Suppression and a strange feeling

    

    Although I was able to use my coat to cover myself and block some of the debris from the flesh explosion, I was still blown away and rolled several times on the ground in the tunnel. Some of my hair seems to have been singed, I could smell a nauseating burnt scent.

    I tried to catch my breath and recover my balance, but I couldn’t stop myself from a coughing fit and regurgitating what was in my stomach. My vomit scattered everywhere as it made splashing sounds.

    I was so dizzy that I could only crawl along the ground to try and hide in the darkness again.

    Meanwhile, Mefuri was screaming from the pain from my sword having pierced her. She was crying such things such as how unbelievable the pain was. Her high-pitched childish voice echoed throughout the tunnel and my head. The other remaining children shrunk themselves against the walls as much as they possibly could, as if to hide from her.

    She’s reacting this strongly to having a sword stuck in her shoulder. Is she actually not trained for battle?

    “-Rashiok, Claudia!”

    Because I’m currently in a state where I’m too dizzy to move, I can only rely on them. I twisted my body while breathing quickly to look at Mefuri who was in the light. Mefuri seemed to have completely lost control of her temper and was angrily yelling while attempting to peel one of the children off of the wall.

    “Hurry up and obey me!! Do you want to be exploded and die that quickly!!?”

    She was threatening the child with the sword that she removed from her shoulder, while looking around her uneasily.

    “…Hey, don’t get away from that wall!! This tunnel might collapse at any moment if she explodes that wall! Unless she’s willing to risk being buried alive, she can’t kill you guys!!”

    I endured my nausea and summoned my energy to shout that towards the children, while Mefuri angrily responded with a “shut up!!” in my general direction.

    –Aiming for Mefuri’s momentary distraction, Claudia suddenly attacked her soundlessly from the darkness and sent her petite body flying.

    “Wah!? You… get off me!!”

    Did Claudia throw away her blood and flesh-covered clothes, she was basically in only her underwear, but every time Mefuri scratched at Claudia’s hair and arms, I saw the spark of tiny explosions.

    “Claudia…!”

    However, being the most competent knight I knew, Claudia didn’t even let out a groan. She bit her lips to endure the pain, and in a break between the small explosions, even while covered in blood she was able to grab on to Mefuri and throw Mefuri over her own back in a brilliant move.

    As Mefuri hit the ground, Claudia instantly had her sword against Mefuri’s throat.

    The underground passageway returned to dead silence. The remaining children seemed to be trembling while keeping as quiet as possible and observing Claudia and Mefuri.

    “-Normally, I use spears.”

    Claudia began calmly talking to Mefuri who was still on the ground.

    “The Rolentsor family’s spears are so sharp that a piece of paper falling on the spear tip would be sliced in two. The swords we use are also the sharpest around.”

    As Claudia talked, Mefuri attempted to do something with her right hand, but Claudia used her empty left hand to twist Mefuri’s arm behind her back. Claudia’s expression distorted as Mefuri screamed again.

    “However, I loathe the idea of killing children. That’s why I would appreciate it if you could give up without resisting. You should just sit there obediently and wait for my master to decide whether to kill you or not.”

    “…W, what!? D, don’t joke with me – Eek!?”

    Rashiok suddenly appeared on top of Mefuri unexpectedly as she was ranting. Claudia was still smiling calmly while holding her sword against Mefuri’s throat.

    “Well, I’m saying it for your own sake that you should sit there obediently. Because of my code of chivalry, I prefer to avoid doing anything to a child… but this draconis here is just like my lord, even if you’re only a young girl, there won’t be any mercy for you.”

    ……Um, hey.

    Well, I suppose it’s just like she says.

    Just as I wished, Claudia was able to capture Mefuri alive, but I had a subtle indescribable feeling as I watched her begin to tie Mefuri up.

    At any rate, we’ve successfully captured the escaped prisoners with this.

    With Rashiok helping me, I stood up again in the tunnel that returned to darkness once more.

    The thick smell of blood lingered in the air. I felt like I could hear auditory hallucinations of the children that were still crying out in fear.

    



    Chapter 189 – Discarded chess piece

    

    After tying up Mefuri’s arms and legs as well as even blindfolding and gagging her, we finally left the underground passage.

    We didn’t know the exact conditions for Mefuri to activate her magic yet, so I could only go off the example of Diferis who had to use arm gestures and her voice in order to activate magic.

    As for Mefuri’s explosions, although I inferred that preliminary preparations must have been necessary for her to be able to explode the children, I still didn’t know the details. Because I had accidentally touched Mefuri, along with the fact that we had to carefully keep a distance from the remaining children while returning in the dark and narrow tunnel, Claudia, Rashiok, and I were all exhausted by the time we returned to the fort.

    Again, while we didn’t know the details, it seemed that Mefuri could grasp the position of her “bombs” even without relying on her vision, a fact that gave us great pressure. I think that perhaps her sense isn’t perfect, as she didn’t notice the fact that we took Vanita in the darkness and then knocked him unconscious… as Vanita could be one of her living bombs as well.

    “So, what are you going to do?”

    Without concealing the fatigue on her face, Claudia indicated towards Mefuri. I confirmed that the children hadn’t come out of the tunnels yet, and placed my hand on my neck without saying anything. Just in case Mefuri attempted to explode the remaining children, we had ordered them to follow along far behind us.

    “Persuading her will be rather…”

    Claudia seemed both unwilling to forgive this girl as well as being unwilling to kill her if at all possible.

    “She’s most likely not one of the slaves from Nazric. Her appearance might mean she’s from Epadena… or, she could be someone from Rindarl originally that has southern blood in her.”

    Maybe Claudia was unsure if what I said was accurate or not, she furrowed her eyebrows as she looked down at the bound Mefuri that she was dragging along behind her.

    Mefuri seemed to be recoiling in fear at our voices as she breathed raggedly through the cloth gag that was roughly stuffed in her mouth. …Although she’s the enemy’s agent, with her young age Rindarl probably only taught her about how to use her ability. Now that she’s been defeated and has become our prisoner for real this time, she seems to have completely lost her calm.

    Although she’s still young and it would be typical behavior for her age, it could still be some sort of trap for me to lower my guard.

    “How pitiful.”

    Claudia suddenly made a comment.

    Her heavy tone of voice was clearly because she expected this to end in Mefuri’s execution, but Mefuri wouldn’t know that. Mefuri finally stopped throwing a tantrum, and attempted to crawl closer to Claudia.

    …The sight of her seemed so miserable. She was probably around eleven years old, covered in blood and tied with ropes, and was struggling like a dying insect to wriggle closer to the people that would probably end up killing her. Her trembling body and and shaky knees indicated her fear of us though, I couldn’t imagine that she could possibly be acting.

    “…, …”

    I think that I most likely had a terribly cold and ruthless look as I was looking at her.

    “…Indeed, it’s truly pitiful. It doesn’t matter what kind of magic power beyond human understanding she possesses, with how young she is it’s obvious that she’s just a chess piece whose fate is to be used and thrown away.”

    “Eliza-dono?”

    Claudia seemed surprised as she looked at me. Mefuri who seemed like she was almost at death’s door also heard my statement. Perhaps she received a huge shock, she violently jerked her body.

    “This child was betrayed and abandoned. It would be normal for her to be executed if she was captured. For whoever sent these children here, the person in charge probably considered it nothing even if this girl died here as well.”

    Mefuri kept shaking her head as if she didn’t enjoy hearing me talk. Her body language was shouting that she didn’t want to listen to this. However, it’s not like she has any options. Since she was the cause of all this, she no longer has the freedom to choose.

    “-Whoever sent this child here surely isn’t capable of rational strategizing. Wasting and allowing someone with such magic power to be killed like this… Well, if this child had been my soldier, I would never have done such a terrible thing.”

    Pitter patter, there was the sound of something liquid leaking out of Mefuri’s eyes and dripping to the stone floor even through her blindfold.

    As this incomparably pitiful young girl tried crawling towards my feet, I still looked at her with an expression of cold ruthlessness.

    –I’m perfectly aware that what I’m doing is attempting to brainwash her. She seems like the type who wouldn’t obediently answer my questions, so first I must use psychological attacks to break her spirit.

    Since she’s not an Arxian, I absolutely can’t trust her because I don’t know what morals she’s been raised with.

    If I can’t trust her, I can’t make use of her, so breaking her spirit is the best method I know.

    



    

    
      Chapter 190 – Interrogation time and murky eyes

      
      While taking Mefuri who seemed to have gotten more obedient
      along with us, for the time being I decided to place the rest of
      the escaped slave children soldiers into the barracks.

      The barracks at Fort Jugfena also has a room that can serve as
      an interrogation room. As the leader of the Kaldia army, I was
      informed beforehand on how to unlock it. In order to prevent its
      misuse, a simple but special method must be used to unlock the
      door, one that would be difficult for outsiders to figure out.

      My Kaldia army soldiers were awaiting orders in the dining hall.
      Since they were all gathered here, it meant that Ratoka must have
      done as I instructed and summoned them together, but Ratoka didn’t
      seem to be here for some reason.

      “My lord!”

      “I’ve returned, report the situation to me… Gunther’s not
      here?”

      When I looked around, not only was Ratoka missing, Gunther was
      absent as well. Was he off together with Ratoka somewhere?

      “My lord, you’re injured? Come, let’s get that treated right
      away.”

      “More importantly than that, Claudia’s injuries are worse than
      mine.”

      “She got injured! What, it couldn’t be!”

      “Claudia-sama was seriously injured…!?”

      “So this wasn’t the blood from the enemy!!?”

      The soldiers were in a ruckus at seeing the state Claudia was
      in. I simply received a towel and began wiping the vomit and blood
      off of my body, but they made a simple makeshift bed for Claudia to
      rest on and placed her on it respectfully.

      When the blood covering Claudia was wiped away as well, I
      discovered that Claudia was in a worse condition than I thought.
      …The skin on her fingers and wrists had been burnt by explosions.
      Her beautiful blonde hair was also singed in many places.

      Well, at least hair will grow back… The skin on her fingers and
      wrists, that could be much worse…

      As I bit down on my lips, perhaps Mefuri who was behind us felt
      a disturbance in the air, her shoulders started trembling. Although
      she was still tied up, blindfolded, and gagged, she seemed
      sensitive to the people nearby her. I don’t know if it’s part of
      her magical powers, though.

      “House the captured child prisoners under our protection in
      three separate rooms. Claudia, please choose a unit for me to do
      this task.”

      “…Then, the third unit.”

      The army unit that Claudia designated split itself into three
      smaller teams, and took the remaining children to the three rooms
      picked for their temporary accommodation.

      “My lord, what about that girl?”

      “…She’s under my personal jurisdiction.”

      Mefuri seemed anxious as the soldiers glanced at her. It seemed
      that she was still able to detect their gazes upon her, she was
      rather restless and unsettled.

      “Mefuri, this way.”

      When I called her, she hesitantly and obediently walked in my
      direction. With her senses taken away from her, human nature would
      be that she was frightened of moving, it should be a stressful
      situation for her. Well, that was part of the reason why I had
      Mefuri blindfolded.

      “I’m going to ask you some yes or no questions. Nod for yes and
      shake your head for no.”

      Mefuri nodded her head slightly. Being surrounded by soldiers
      seems to have heightened her feeling of tension.

      “Firstly, about your magic ability. You have the power to
      explode things, correct?”

      She nodded. The soldiers were in a momentary uproar at hearing
      this, and they all went on guard against Mefuri. Her shoulders were
      trembling as if she was frightened.

      “Are humans the only thing that you can explode? – No? Then,
      humans and magical beasts? -Oh, still wrong?”

      Mefuri’s ability seemed to have wider applications than I
      realized.

      “Then, animals as well – what, it even includes plants?”

      She nodded in confirmation at those.

      She could even explode plants… The more I found out about her
      ability, the scarier it sounded, I was shivering as well.

      “So you can even explode plants… So I suppose you could even
      explode dead leaves, then?”

      That was just an expression of my admiration for the extent of
      her power, but it seemed that Mefuri interpreted it as another
      question. She seemed confused at how to respond, then shook her
      head.

      …What part of that was she saying no to? …She was unable to
      explode dead leaves? She was just exploding corpses and body parts
      earlier. What exactly was her power…

      “Is it that you can only explode living things, then?”

      She nodded affirmatively. I see.

      -After that, I kept asking Mefuri many questions and got a clear
      grasp on Mefuri’s ability by the time that the first aid treatment
      for Claudia was over.

      It seemed that the weakness of her ability was the condition to
      become something she could explode. To be able to explode
      something, she had to be touching it beforehand continuously for
      about half a day. Not only that, she could only do it to one living
      thing at a time, she couldn’t prepare two living things as bombs
      simultaneously. Among the remaining captured children, it seemed
      that there were only three left that could be exploded by her.
      Apparently, she turned them into her bombs without arousing
      suspicion by holding hands while sleeping with them.

      The explosion’s power would depend on the type and mass of what
      was used, Mefuri herself was unable to control the power. However,
      she had a sense for how strong the explosion would be.

      And, the greatest limit to her power was the detonation
      distance. In order to explode her bombs, the bomb must be able to
      hear Mefuri’s voice, and Mefuri must give a verbal command
      personally. Meaning, no matter how close Mefuri’s bombs were to
      her, if something loud drowned out her voice or if there was a
      soundproof wall between them, she wouldn’t be able to explode her
      living bombs.

      Even after exploding a living bomb, she could still explode the
      corpse’s body parts again, but that was limited by the fact that
      the explosions would be much smaller and Mefuri had to be within
      the body’s range.

      She also had the ability to sense the locations of her bombs
      that were close to her, as well as being able to sense the maximum
      range that she could detonate her bombs at, it’s unmistakable that
      her ability was powerful despite its limitations.

      “…Got it. Then, I shall have your bindings and blindfold
      removed. The gag shall remain, you should have no objections,
      right?”

      Mefuri nodded affirmatively.

      I drew my short sword so that I could kill Mefuri at a moment’s
      notice if need be, as I indicated to the soldier standing behind
      Mefuri to remove her blindfold first.

      …But, hmm. Was this “good”enough already?

      As the blindfold was removed, her cloudy, muddy, murky eyes that
      seemed like they were dreaming were revealed – I confidently looked
      down on her with my own eyes that were as cold as ice.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 191 – Combat situation

      
      While I was preoccupied with Mefuri in the underground tunnels,
      the combat situation that had stagnated for eight months suddenly
      changed all at once.

      At almost the same time as Mefuri’s escape from the dungeon,
      Densel’s army began a massive attack, marching out its entire army
      from its largest city, Eris. Their target was our small defensive
      bases that we previously captured from them, and our troops at the
      farthest frontline base which was on a hillside and named Fort
      Droyan were already engaging them.

      Unexpectedly, the Arxian army was ambushed even though they were
      expecting the enemy’s attack. At the second defensive base, Fort
      Droidas, which is located on a tributary of the Tave River, they
      detected an enemy platoon of ships arriving from the sea’s
      direction.

      The enemy’s naval troops seemed to be under a different chain of
      command from the Densel army. The Arxian troops stationed at Fort
      Droyan were caught in a surprise pincer attack and defeated. They
      no longer even have the option of retreating and abandoning their
      base, and have been encircled and are currently under siege.

      Currently on the battlefield, we were facing two of the enemy
      army’s units, with the forces stationed at Fort Droyan that were
      now under siege, as well as the relief troops from Fort Droidas and
      the third defensive base Fort Droitros.

      Our draconis scout teams were able to detect the enemy army’s
      march from a long distance away, so each base was able to smoothly
      prepare for combat and be on guard for battle.

      However, the main forces of the Arxian army, the Royal Army
      under the command of Marquis Rolentsor, had returned to Fort
      Jugfena to rest, and the new troops that Ergnade, leader of the
      Fort Jugfena knights, was bringing weren’t even close to arriving
      when battle already started. Fort Droyan’s remaining troops were
      mostly scout troops and guerilla troops, so they could only focus
      on defending their fort, while the relief troops from Fort Droidas
      that consisted of mostly cavalry troops which were getting bogged
      down forced to fight the enemy’s naval troops in order to attempt
      crossing the river. It would take Fort Jugfena’s forces at least
      half a day to reach where the fighting was, an extremely
      disadvantageous state for the beginning of Arxia’s battle.

      “…Will the enemy find out immediately about our troops
      organizing and moving out?”

      After I finished questioning and brainwashing… I mean,
      persuading Mefuri, I headed to meet Wiegraf with one of the senior
      officers in my army as well as one of the cavalry squad leaders,
      Agil, in place of the injured Claudia.

      Even in a combat situation, Wiegraf seemed calm and composed and
      even worked on his other duties while explaining the combat
      situation to me.

      At a glance, the documents he was working on were about
      Wiegraf’s decision as the person with full authority over Fort
      Jugfena to temporarily move the rearmost Arxian base from Fort
      Jugfena and establish a communication base in the rolling hills,
      much closer to the area of combat.

      The communication base would be forcibly taking over one of
      Densel’s rural villages, an action that hasn’t been permitted by
      Arxian nobility that feared any action deemed as invasive. Well,
      considering that the battle situation has become quite ugly, I
      suppose that we’re just going to have to pretend that there’s no
      such order restricting us from doing so.

      “I don’t want to think about the possibility that there are
      spies among us Arxians, but…”

      Wiegraf seemed so relaxed even though he was currently perusing
      information on the roughly just over two thousand knights and
      soldiers stationed at Fort Jugfena, as well as the information on
      the Royal Army here which numbered over ten thousand.

      He glanced over at me for less than a second before
      instantaneously returning his gaze to the documents in front of
      him. He seemed to deeply trust in me.

      “…Ahh, more importantly, I have a message for you from Ergnade.
      He borrowed Elise, Gunther, and Oscar from your army.”

      “Ergnade did?”

      I was quite shocked at the fact that he took some of my
      personnel with him without even asking me first, and Wiegraf sighed
      as if he had a headache.

      “Indeed. He said that he apologizes for it, but because of the
      current situation he asked the three of them to safely escort
      Eric-sama back to the Kaldia domain. Of course, some of Jugfena’s
      soldiers are with them as well.”

      “Ahh.”

      So that’s why he even used Elise who was really Ratoka, I
      finally understood. Even in our current circumstances, it would be
      necessary to spare some people to move Eric and ensure his safety.
      Since he referred to Ratoka as “Elise,”it meant that Ratoka
      was currently acting as “Eliza”while escorting Eric back to
      safety. I wouldn’t actually be able to go back, as I need to stay
      here and command the Kaldia army. I have no reason to complain
      about Ergnade’s judgement, as he did what he decided was best
      during a chaotic situation.

      Although I don’t have any complaints… Ergnade shouldn’t have
      known about Ratoka. The only people here that know of Ratoka’s
      existence are me, Claudia, and Gunther and Oscar that Ergnade
      happened to make use of.

      When did Ergnade realize? No matter how similar Ratoka looks to
      me, using him as my substitute isn’t an idea a normal person would
      come up with.

      At almost the same time as my doubt, I felt like I obtained the
      answer from the smile in Wiegraf’s eyes.

      “It’s excellent that you understand so quickly. Now then, shall
      we also leave Fort Jugfena? We need to make the preparations for
      the communication base as soon as possible.”

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 192 – To the rear communication base

      
      We took over and moved our rear communication base to one of
      Densel’s villages, named Clement village. The Densel farmers were
      all trying to remain as silent as possible as they trembled while
      watching our soldiers that had arrived from Fort Jugfena.

      …I’ve heard that Rindarl has a law about treating the civilians
      of other countries fairly.

      To begin with, the Rindarl Union is made up of the countries
      that split up from the original vast former Rindarl Kingdom.
      Historically, this law has always in place to help assimilate the
      citizens of any conquered country into its territory.

      However, that law of theirs has nothing whatsoever to do with
      Arxia.

      Ever since Arxia became an established country in its current
      state, Arxia has become a major isolationist country, and it’s been
      six hundred years since Arxia has last had any wartime agreements
      with other countries.

      Just thirty years ago, there was war between the Densel Dukedom
      and the now destroyed Artolas Kingdom. According to the Clement
      villagers, armies from both sides occupied this village back then
      as well.

      That’s why some of the villagers still had memories from that
      time.

      Unlike thirty years ago where they would be assured of survival
      as long as they remained obedient, we had more soldiers this time,
      so they had less food as we needed to take their food to provide
      for our soldiers. It was a worse treatment than the previous
      war.

      Clement village had an atmosphere filled with anxiety and
      distrust at not knowing if they could believe their lives would be
      guaranteed even if they complied with our orders.

      The atmosphere felt so heavy, pressing down against me from all
      sides, that I was reminded of that day when I first arrived in
      Cyril village.

      “This isn’t exactly a pleasant atmosphere.”

      As soon as Wiegraf finally got a chance to sit down and rest, as
      he’d been running around setting things up right after we arrived,
      he complained to me about the feeling in the air. He looked as if
      he was a drowning person pleading for assistance, and I nodded in
      sympathy.

      Although it was uncomfortable, my Kaldia army and I had already
      gotten used to this type of atmosphere thanks to prior experience.
      However, the soldiers and knights from Fort Jugfena, having no such
      previous experience in dealing with angry civilians, were quite
      shaken by it all.

      It won’t be good to expose them to such negative emotions for a
      prolonged period when we haven’t even reached the frontlines
      yet.

      “If something ignites the spark, do you think there could be an
      uprising?”

      “…You’re annoyingly right about the possibility,”

      “Although it’s a shameful story, in the past, I’ve been in a
      similar situation to this before.”

      “Even though I don’t want to believe that you have such an
      experience since you’ve barely just become a teenager, it’s quite
      regretful that you had such a childhood, isn’t it…”

      Wiegraf muttered so as he clutched at his head.

      We’ve taken over the largest residence in the village as our
      strategy room, which was the village mayor’s house. From the
      window, I could see the area where the farmers were gathered
      together.

      Even before we made this village into our temporary rear
      communication base, the Arxian army’s been forcing the village to
      turn over most of their food supplies to us so we could use it as
      provisions for the front lines. It’s been eight months since then.
      All the farmers were working on their agricultural work while being
      guarded by soldiers, and their faces were grim while their eyes
      contained both fear and anger.

      “…This is basically the same as slavery.”

      I stated it as I saw it. The Arxian Kingdom doesn’t recognize
      slavery. But right now, these Rindarl farmers have no guarantee of
      their lives, no freedom, and they must give all the food they
      produce other than enough for them to eat over to us… Whether
      they’re called slaves or serfs, what’s the difference?

      I have no intention of sympathizing with the Rindarl citizens,
      though. They should have been informed already that they could
      convert to the Church of Arxia’s Xia sect when the occupation began
      in order to receive asylum.

      It’s just that these people have nothing to do with their
      country’s actions. Since their everyday lives are basically no
      different now from that of slaves, heavy feelings have been welling
      up within them.

      “Originally, for the war with Densel, Arxia had been intending
      to eventually release the Densel prisoners of war to Planates. But
      since Planates has declared their enmity towards us as well over
      the Prince Albert incident, Arxia will no longer be able to release
      the prisoners until the war is over. …Only when the war is over
      will talks about the captured prisoners of war finally be
      possible.”

      Wiegraf ended up responding to my sarcastic remark meant only as
      irony, as he took out and spread a map on the table after only such
      a short rest.

      When the war is over, eh. I see; indeed, I should try to help
      conclude this war as fast as possible.

      “If only this war could have been over already. For example,
      eight months ago.”

      “Well, well. According to our beloved country of Arxia, it’s
      important for us to keep our non-interference policy for the
      so-called sake of everyone’s peace.”

      Wiegraf didn’t even attempt to hide his irritation as he said
      so. He began arranging chess pieces on the map as red pigeons kept
      arriving for us with reports on the battle situation at the
      frontlines.

      I stopped watching the farmers outside and returned my focus to
      the table in front of me. It’s time for strategizing.

      “-Alrighty, I know it’s all quite sudden, but you’re going to
      have to get quite busy and move out again as well.”

      It seemed almost ironical when Wiegraf took some red flowers
      from the flower vase in the house, bent them, and placed them on
      the map as a marking.

      The place where he marked for me was – farther east of the
      rolling hills where the current frontline battles were taking
      place. It was the capital of Densel, its largest city as well as
      the home base of the entire Densel army, the city of Eris.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 193 – A “very bright” night for Eris

      
      According to Wiegraf, this battle plan had been thought up by
      Ratoka.

      Wiegraf even went to the extent of joking that he wished Ratoka
      was still here with us instead of on his escort mission. He
      mentioned how he couldn’t afford to overwork me as I was just one
      domain lord in this entire war, although his tone of voice
      indicated that he clearly wasn’t being serious.

      While Wiegraf doesn’t resemble his younger brother Ergnade that
      much in physical appearance, he gave me a comment of “haha, wasn’t
      that quite interesting?” while grinning just like Ergnade
      would.

      Well, I didn’t get the joke. He also told me that this battle
      plan was nicknamed “the five Earl Kaldias,” which I didn’t know how
      to respond to either.

      “The fact that the enemy army sent out scouts just to confirm
      your current location means that they consider you a dangerous
      existence. For you to suddenly appear on the frontlines when they
      don’t expect it, that’ll give a huge blow to their morale more than
      anything else.”

      Well, he may have a point. Considering the slaughter that I
      masterminded at Ritox Plateau, I’m quite aware of my own
      infamy.

      I’m not familiar with how much knowledge Rindarl has of Arxian
      internal affairs, but they must feel uneasy at not having seen me
      for the past eight months.

      In this world, it’s very rare to have a system where all the
      noble children gather together in one place to receive an
      education. Considering the fact that Arxia is an isolationist
      country, the fact that I went to noble school to study shouldn’t be
      well known abroad.

      The strategy of the mischievously named battle plan was simple.
      I shall ride the white draconis that’s taken a liking to Rashiok,
      while Rashiok and his other three draconis siblings already in the
      Jugfena army will each have a knight disguised to look like me
      riding them. Taking advantage of our aerial mobility and their lack
      of knowledge about us, we’ll ambush the enemy’s capital Eris and
      its navy stationed on the Tave River, aiming to cause chaos to the
      enemy.

      With me on the white draconis, I shall head directly for Eris
      together with the three Jugfena draconis, while Rashiok will head
      for the Tave River navy as he can’t fly. After attacking Eris,
      we’re to head for the Tave River as well. It seems that I’ll be
      taking on the entire enemy army stationed in Eris as well as their
      navy while on the white draconis.

      …I’m a bit concerned about riding on the white draconis that’s
      still a wild draconis, but most likely I’m the only one that she’ll
      allow to ride on her due to her viewing me as Rashiok’s leader. I
      don’t think that I’m necessarily being asked to do something
      unreasonable, but I still have my doubts.

      Since we’re a half-day’s distance from the battlefront by
      horseback, this fixes the problem of not being able to get there on
      time, but I wonder what will end up happening.

      “Vedwoka, please stop here.”

      While observing the circular city that spread out below me, I
      stroked the neck of the beautiful white draconis beneath me that
      was obedient but seemed restless. I named her Vedwoka after the
      name of an ancient god from the Jugfena region just like Rashiok.
      As I expected, she definitely didn’t allow anyone other than me to
      even approach her, but she did end up obeying my orders to separate
      from Rashiok.

      I could already feel from her the same type of trust and
      intimacy as how Rashiok acted around me, so I accepted her long
      snake-like tail that was stroking my face. It’s said that draconis
      use their tails to express many emotions, such as pounding it to
      express dissatisfaction or disagreement as well.

      As usual, the sun had set long ago in the direction of the Amon
      Nor Mountains. We watched the night sky gradually brighten as we
      flew over the buildings that the other Jugfena knights flying with
      me and I had marked as targets. The sunrise was to be our signal to
      begin our attack.

      When we saw the bright edges of the sun peeking over the
      mountain’s summit, we each lit a matchstick and dropped it into a
      large cloth sack we were carrying filled with sawdust. Then, we
      each made sure that they were burning heartily by swinging the bags
      around with the ropes they were attached to.

      Now then, it’s time for the Densel citizens to wake up to a
      roaring fire instead of the morning sun like usual.

      As the sun continued to rise, our draconis dived in unison.

      I cut the ropes attaching the sack to Vedwoka’s belly, so that
      the burning sawdust within that had previously been soaked in oil
      fell down upon Densel’s capital city, Eris.

      “I’m counting on you, Vedwoka.”

      At my signal, Vedwoka began mightily flapping her wings. With
      assistance from her wind magic, the flames suddenly spread
      everywhere.

      Most people in Eris were still asleep at this early hour, so
      this fire spread quickly and quietly without them realizing.

      I gave the next signal after confirming that all the fires we
      set were now at a level which wouldn’t easily be put out.

      “…Alright, it’s time to go to our next location. We have to make
      some time to properly go and greet the Densel army stationed at
      Eris. Although it’s a bit of a bother to do so.”

      Although I know that Vedwoka wasn’t raised by humans so she
      doesn’t understand the Arxian language, it’s my habit from riding
      Rashiok to always talk to him.

      Vedwoka was still able to understand my intention though, so she
      flew up once more into the sky as I began to hear the explosive
      crackling sounds of the city that was built mostly of wood burning,
      as well the screams of the soldiers who finally realized what was
      happening at the crack of dawn to Eris.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 194 – Painful nostalgia becoming fuel for the
      fire

      
      …And that was what happened during my attack on Eris. Let’s go
      back to the time of the strategy meeting.

      “Tomorrow morning at dawn, the attack on Eris will commence.
      This attack will completely be the independent decision of me and
      you, and perhaps it’ll even be our final battle against the enemy
      invading army, so that’s why I decided to act on a large scale this
      time. You can even go ahead and think of it as my treat!”

      Me and you, so Wiegraf says, but his rank in the military is
      much higher than mine so this should really be called his
      independent decision. I see, we currently don’t have the time to
      discuss with the general commander who’s currently at Fort Drofy or
      with the royal palace back in Arxia’s capital, so this can only be
      a pragmatic independent decision.

      “Each draconis heading to Eris will be equipped with a large
      sack the size of approximately two or three adults, filled with
      sawdust drenched in flammable oil. We’re going to target its
      military facilities as well as the castle of the lord of Eris.
      We’ll use the draconis’wind magic to spread the fire as much
      as possible.”

      …Indeed, this is indeed on a rather large scale. Wiegraf was
      talking calmly yet happily about such a strategy, so I strongly
      felt his resemblance to Ergnade. And now I’m learning that the
      former strategist Wiegraf also views my infamy as an excellent
      weapon to be used against the enemy.

      Although technically we’re supposed to receive permission first
      from the highest-ranked nobles in order to attack an enemy city, if
      we carry out this operation using only me and the Jugfena knights,
      the legal risk will be almost zero. It’s certain that we’ll be
      scolded for taking an independent action, but it won’t be a big
      deal as long as we don’t get the royal army involved. That’s why
      it’s okay for me to do this by only borrowing the Jugfena
      knights’assistance.

      No matter how much criticism I receive, as long as we deal a
      critical blow to the enemy to the extent that they won’t want to
      fight us anymore, I’m prepared to do anything in order to finally
      force a peace treaty out of them. I think that just about all our
      soldiers in this war also think this war is bothersome and tiring
      as well.

      …I’m no longer mad at Mefuri who’s completely surrendered
      herself to me now, but to the enemy country of Densel that sent
      children to Arxia as living bombs, making Claudia receive terrible
      injuries in that underground tunnel battle, Densel definitely makes
      my blood boil. Although I do realize that their ordinary citizens
      probably had no part in all of this.

      “Eliza, after setting fire to Eris, and making sure the enemy
      knows you’re the one who did it, you’re to move immediately to Fort
      Drofy. Meanwhile, the other three fake Earl Kaldias will continue
      spreading chaos and terror in Eris. When you reach the battlefront
      at the Tave River, that should be right when the enemy will find
      out there’s something going on at Eris…”

      “And so my appearance at the Tave River will send the enemy into
      even further chaos, is that it?”

      “I’m sure that their fear will be multiplied several times over,
      I’m looking forward to it. Now then, about attacking their
      navy…”

      As Wiegraf continued speaking while grinning, he turned to look
      at Mefuri for the first time who was sitting obediently in the room
      with us.

      “So that you won’t be bothered with too much work to do after
      the war, I’m going to have to trouble you with a lot to do for the
      time being. You should at least work off the costs it’ll take to
      repair all the walls you destroyed, don’t you think?”

      As Wiegraf tilted his head slightly, Mefuri nodded silently a
      few times in affirmation.

      Of course, draconis have characteristics similar to wolves, as
      they’re wolf dragons. For instance, they seem to have endless
      amounts of stamina, almost as if they don’t know fatigue.

      …But I could only smile wryly as Vedwoka was the only one who
      could do such a thing, so I took a small nap on her back as I
      arrived at Fort Drofy by myself while Vedwoka flew high enough that
      we would go unnoticed by anyone on the ground.

      Until the signal to begin the next part of our attack, I’m to
      wait at Fort Drofy. We’re waiting for the message from Wiegraf that
      the enemy’s realized I was behind the attack on Eris, and meanwhile
      I met up with my Kaldia army that had also arrived at Fort Drofy
      while I was burning the city of Eris and replenished my energy with
      some food.

      After I quietly asked about Claudia and Mefuri’s conditions, and
      updated myself on the latest reports on the combat situation, I was
      surrounded by my own soldiers that had been with me for so long as
      soon as I went to the dining hall.

      Everyone was calling me Charlie for some reason like the old
      days, and as if I was still a novice apprentice soldier, they tried
      to stuff me with food as if I still needed them to look out for me.
      Even the members that weren’t from my army seemed to be addressing
      me as Charlie instead of Earl Kaldia.

      “Hey, eat this as well, Charlie.”

      “…No, I’m fine. If I eat anymore, I’m going to have a
      stomachache before battle.”

      “What are you saying, you used to eat anything and everything
      you could get your hands on in order to not starve! How could you
      get a stomachache!”

      “This is a different matter, about my stomach’s capacity.”

      While making pointless idle chatter with the my soldiers that
      have increased in number over the years, I thought about how I
      hadn’t chatted with them like this for several years.

      It’s still similar to my bantering with Teomer and Gunther, but
      I hardly ever talk to the normal members of the cavalry and
      infantry squadrons these days. …And as for the newer members of my
      army, they’ve probably never even had a chance to talk to me.

      I felt a sense of nostalgia almost as if I was a novice soldier
      back in the barracks again. Through that nostalgia, there was also
      a throbbing sense of pain.

      This atmosphere reminds me of the days when Kamil was still with
      me.

      I’m going to use this pain of mine just like the oil on the
      sawdust from earlier.

      It’s just perfect for right before battle.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 195 – The battle of Tave riverside | Part 1

      
      The Rindarl soldiers surrounding Fort Droyan seem to have
      finally noticed that there was something different about the color
      of dawn in the direction of Eris today. A report just came in for
      us now that it’s morning that there seems to be a commotion in the
      enemy army on the other side of the Tave River.

      Well, of course. This much is only natural.

      After all, the Rindarl army was making use of a large number of
      slave soldiers. The enemy was making use of slave soldiers as
      literal meat shields, filling the moat with them, as well as
      forcing them to be the first to climb over the fort walls using
      ladders. The slave soldiers would have almost zero morale to begin
      with, and if the Rindarl soldiers controlling them fell into
      disorder, it would greatly shake their entire army’s chain of
      command.

      It seems that there’s already a large number of slave soldiers
      that are escaping and surrendering to Arxia, so it should only be a
      matter of time for us to break the enemy’s encirclement of Fort
      Droyan.

      It’s clear that the enemy armies across the Tave River from us
      are being commanded by nobles from Densel for the army and
      Parmigran for the navy. Although our forces at Fort Droyan are
      fewer, they’re skilled at archery and swordsmanship, and they’ve
      been holding out the best they can with the terrain advantages that
      come from fighting a defensive battle.

      Rindarl’s main strategy seems to be focusing on keeping Fort
      Droyan suppressed so that they can move the bulk of their main
      forces across the Tave River, using Eris as their main base to
      launch attacks from.

      Wiegraf observed that their intention was most likely to shift
      enough soldiers for their attack on Fort Droyan to keep up a
      constant attack, day and night, fatiguing our soldiers there and
      keeping them suppressed. It should also be clear to the enemy that
      Arxia’s soldiers’ morale has declined as well due to having to
      constantly be in a state of war on the frontlines for the past
      eight months.

      From the standpoint of crushing the enemy’s strategy, ambushing
      Eris which basically served as their logistical supply base would
      have the absolute best effect. Next, we’re going to aim for the
      enemy’s confusion upon hearing the news and crush their navy on the
      Tave River. If we succeed, that will deal a fatal blow to the
      Densel forces.

      …It takes time and money to build navy ships. It also takes
      quite a considerable amount of time to train personnel to crew
      their ships. And, the ships and personnel are from Parmigran.

      Before commencing my attack, I received a personal message from
      General Commander Rolentsor stationed at Fort Drofy through a red
      messenger pigeon.

      It basically said: “annihilate the enemy on the Tave River.
      Destroy all their ships. Make the Tave River flow red with their
      blood.”

      I couldn’t help but exclaim out loud how dangerous this all
      sounded, which caused Mefuri who was waiting by my side to glance
      at me.

      We commenced our attack as soon as we confirmed the enemy was in
      confusion from receiving the news about Eris so as to not miss our
      opportunity.

      Once again, I’m separating from my Kaldia army, and heading for
      the embankments of the Tave River with only Rashiok and Vedwoka. My
      rank in this battle will be as a guest commanding officer under
      Ergnade who’s also leading his Jugfena knights from Fort Droitros
      in order to join this attack.

      When the horn blew to signal the start of our attack, our
      knights that were organized into their formations charged the enemy
      troops that were waiting for us by the edge of the Tave River.
      According to reports from our previous fights with them, whenever
      we approached the Tave River, three ships would appear soon and
      begin firing their “short-tubed fire arrows” (guns) and normal
      arrows at us.

      As soon as we confirmed their ships’ arrival and that they were
      equipped with those “short-tubed fire arrows,” our knights began
      running sideways while shielding themselves.

      “Rashiok, let’s go! It’s our turn!”

      The Jugfena knights made a path for me and my draconis in their
      formation. As Rashiok and Vedwoka rushed through the path and
      jumped out from the front row, I heard a huge uproar from the enemy
      army.

      The incoming projectiles of bullets and arrows that almost
      immediately rained down upon us were all blown away by the wind
      magic of the two draconis. The strong gusts blowing in from the
      side seemed effective enough to even neutralize the bullets of
      their primitive guns.

      …It seems that Vedwoka’s wind magic is even stronger than
      Rashiok’s from before he lost one of his wings. It’s a little
      regrettable that Vedwoka can’t understand complex orders like
      Rashiok can, nor will she allow anyone else other than me to ride
      on her. Unfortunately, I didn’t have enough time to raise and train
      her for such purposes.

      “It, it’s Kaldia! It’s Kaldia of the crimson eyes!! It’s the
      dragon-riding monster who drinks blood and eats human flesh!!”

      A draconis would naturally draw attention in the midst of our
      warhorses. Especially all the more so that we were charging at
      them.

      Rather than approaching the Rindarl army’s dense formation of
      spears that was waiting for me, I had the two draconis suddenly
      make a sharp change of direction. Since the enemy here is composed
      of only infantry and archers, it’s quite easy for us to flank them
      and charge them from the side with the high speed and
      maneuverability of the draconis.

      “Devour them, Rashiok! It’s hunting time!!”

      In response to my voice, both draconis howled. The enemy was
      clearly taken off guard by our speed, and unable to change
      direction quickly enough, they collapsed under our attack as
      screams rose around us.

      Rashiok dexterously avoided the enemy spears as he forced
      himself into their formation. Bracing myself for impact, I didn’t
      even have to swing around my heavy halberd as I used the momentum
      from Rashiok’s charge to slice through everything in my way.

      Rashiok’s huge body was also capable of crushing several people
      under him at once, and desperate screams resounded every time that
      Rashiok jumped up then crushed more enemy soldiers under him
      anew.

      Now that the enemy was in total chaos, the Jugfena knights took
      this opportunity to refresh their attack. They took advantage of
      being on horseback to have their warhorses trample over Rindarl
      soldiers, breaking bones in the process. Other enemies would be
      speared to death, and a mountain of enemy corpses instantly started
      piling up.

      “Ahhhhh!!”

      Even in such a situation, of course there were still enemies
      that were able to calmly try attacking me with their spears or
      swords, but there was too much of a difference between the reach of
      my halberd and their weapons. Combined with Rashiok’s speed, I was
      able to easily crush enemy skulls with a force not possible by
      human hands alone.

      Splitter splatter, blood was gushing out everywhere almost as if
      it was grape juice, sending the enemy soldiers closest to me into
      an even more terrified frenzy.

      And so, just like that, the two draconis and I successfully
      passed through the enemy’s army.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 196 – The battle of Tave riverside| Part 2

      
      It’s now past sunset, and night has fallen upon both
      sides’camps on the Tave River. Tonight, the moon was
      conveniently hiding behind the clouds, causing darkness to come
      earlier than usual.

      I was sitting on Vedwoka’s back, gently opening and closing my
      right hand as I watched my lightly equipped Kaldia army head
      downstream for Fort Droitros from Fort Droidas. I seem to have
      overexerted myself using my halberd earlier in the day using the
      aid of Rashiok’s momentum. I returned to Fort Droidas after that
      battle, and noticed that my wrist was throbbing. I must have
      strained it slightly.

      Although that may be the case, it’s not at the extent where I
      can’t move my hand, so I’m going to have to go back on the
      battlefield just like this. Well, unlike during the daytime, this
      time there’s no substitutes that can take my place. After all, I’m
      supposed to be the commander of the Kaldia army.

      …For the past several years, my soldiers have been involved in
      the construction of the village for Kaldia’s new citizens, as well
      as my new mansion that’s become the new center of Kaldia domain.
      Considering that I’ve been on guard against the possibility of war
      with Rindarl, my army’s swelled up to a size that’s
      disproportionate for the small domain that Kaldia is. Kaldia domain
      remains a poor one though, and I can’t afford to keep an army that
      doesn’t work for its pay. Until we have sufficient food resources
      to abolish the longstanding tradition of going out to forage for
      your own food at night, all our resources must be put into
      development and agriculture so as to prevent my budget going into
      the red.

      And to be honest, the members of the Kaldia army are more
      skilled with hoes and axes than swords and spears, but at least
      almost all of them have experience working with rivers. They often
      go to the lakes and streams, searching for food through fishing and
      other means.

      Wiegraf already seems to have taken their experience in the
      water into account. My Kaldia army’s numbers are probably just
      right for carrying out this secret operation we’re about to do
      next.

      …By the way, the secret operation to ambush the enemy’s ships
      was why my Kaldia army has switched to saws and axes from their
      swords and spears.

      My Kaldia army stopped a little ways from their navy’s position,
      and six excellent swimmers from my army began slowly approaching
      their six large ships by swimming through the Tave River.

      The enemy’s huge ships belong to the country of Parmigran. They
      were towing along some smaller ships with infantry soldiers on
      them. The big ships appeared to be acting as a logistical supply
      station for food, arrows, and ammunition.

      For Rindarl, or perhaps I should say for the Densel Dukedom,
      they don’t seem to have any more forces other than what we already
      knew about. As evidence, these ships of theirs didn’t head
      downstream even though the battle turned disadvantageous for
      them.

      They’re probably in the situation of having to wait for their
      soldiers in Eris to recover and head out. The Densel nobles leading
      their troops from the ships are probably desperately trying to get
      prepared for tomorrow morning.

      I saw that my soldiers had reached the bows of the enemy’s large
      ships. Each of them swung their axes around several times, waiting
      for my signal. I also signaled for them to wait with my sword, and
      waited for a signal from Fort Droidas.

      “…It’s almost time. Mefuri, how are you feeling?”

      When I asked Mefuri who was sitting in front of me, she only
      responded by nodding with a frightened expression on her face.

      “Don’t make such a scared face. Tonight will be your glorious
      first battle on the Arxian side.”

      Mefuri nodded again. However, her expression remained tense.
      She’s probably afraid of her betrayal being discovered by Rindarl.
      In any case, she’s currently at a turning point in her life she
      won’t be able to go back from.

      “Take your mind off it by thinking of something else. That’s
      right, how was today’s food? We’re on the battlefield, so
      provisions are a bit rough, but I think it didn’t taste all that
      bad. The amount wasn’t much though, but that can’t be helped.”

      “It, it was amazing, yeah. Also, eating so much, it, it was the
      first time for me.”

      “Is that so? -Ahh, I see. …I don’t know what type of person was
      looking after you before, but now I know that he was a bastard that
      didn’t give you children proper meals. Listen up, Mefuri. What you
      just ate was nothing more than coarse grains. Without a doubt, the
      food situation in my domain is the worst in all of Arxia, but it’s
      vastly improved over the past few years thanks to my constant
      efforts in improving the situation.”

      I made sure to add plenty of compassion to my voice, as if I was
      saying ‘I would never allow any country to do that to you ever
      again.’Mefuri’s eyes began to well up with emotions.

      “You’ve seen my soldiers already, right? What do you think about
      their equipment? You can tell that it’s much poorer in comparison
      with the other knights. My domain is a poor one. However, it
      definitely should be a much better standard of living than whatever
      your old life was like. As proof, do you see a single soldier of
      mine that’s skinny to the point of being malnourished?”

      As I used a calculated emotional appeal to firmly bring her over
      to my side, Mefuri’s face began distorting as if she was about to
      cry. I wondered if she was remembering back to some painful memory,
      since her shoulders were trembling.

      While stroking Mefuri’s back, I confirmed that the lighthouse at
      Fort Droidas was lit up. This was the first signal.

      “…Alright, Mefuri. It’s time to use your power. Vent your anger
      on those that used you like an animal. Be reborn as an Arxian and a
      believer of the Xia sect, and bring Misorua’s judgement down upon
      those that would take from others.”

      I feel almost as if I’m playing the part of a demon who’s trying
      to deceive a child, but well, in my opinion, Rindarl was definitely
      the side that was in the wrong.

      The wind brought sounds of a commotion’s beginning to me. The
      Arxian infantry suddenly began their assault on the enemy’s small
      fleet.

      The countless torches they held illuminated the night and
      revealed the blood that was still on the ground from the earlier
      battle.

      Rindarl obviously noticed Arxia’s assault beginning, and their
      ships that had remained quiet up until now suddenly became bustling
      with noise.

      Their commanders’panicked voices overlapped with the
      sounds of their soldiers getting off the ships. I had been waiting
      for this opportunity, so I signaled my soldiers waiting near their
      ships’bows to begin.

      They were equipped with hand axes. Of course, such a weapon
      would be unable to break through the ships’hulls. It would
      surely take a long time for them to make a large hole in any ship’s
      hull in an unstable environment like the water.

      But, a hand axe was more than sufficient to make a tiny dent or
      hole in which to place something in.

      After my soldiers returned to me and confirmed that they all
      successfully placed their objects, I incited Mefuri to truly commit
      her first act of betrayal.

      “Do it, Mefuri. Bid farewell to Rindarl!”

      “……Ah, ahh, ahhh, ahhhhhhhhh!!!”

      A loud voice filled with despair and anger rang out from her
      throat.

      It sounded as if she was trying to shake off the fear and
      hesitation at betraying her home country.

      It sounded as if she was venting the anger and frustration from
      her heart that she couldn’t form into words.

      Pop, I heard that eerie sound once more from the water, as the
      six ships’bows were grandly blown away in simultaneous
      explosions.

      “Go, my army!! We have direct orders from the General Commander
      of Arxia! Annihilate the enemy on the Tave River! Destroy all their
      ships! Make the Tave River run red with their blood!!!”

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 197 – The fire river strategem

      
      The scene was such that I couldn’t find any words to describe it
      other than one: trampling.

      Screams and roars of rage mixed in with the sounds of battle.
      Even though this was a battlefield, sounds of crying and begging
      for help pierced through the skies.

      The Arxia army mercilessly slaughtered all Rindarl soldiers
      camped on the riverside, regardless of whether the enemy was armed.
      Of course, the Fort Jugfena knights led the charge.

      Just like earlier this morning, the royal army followed behind
      the Jugfena knights and trampled over everything remaining. It
      seemed almost as if we were working on cultivating a field for
      agriculture.

      By the way, the situation where I was resembled that of what was
      happening on the riverside. After blowing sizable holes in the
      enemy ships with Mefuri’s power, I took the opportunity to
      personally attack the enemy ships, vandalizing and destroying
      everything I could on their ships. I either killed those that were
      too late in escaping from me, or knocked them into the river. Once
      I rampaged enough on a ship so that it was no more than a wreck
      that couldn’t even float, I would move on to the next one and
      repeat the process.

      Once I completely destroyed all six enemy ships, I left the
      river and went upstream.

      “Alright, start pouring.”

      “Yes!”

      Wiegraf’s large-scale battle plan didn’t end with the mere
      destruction of the enemy ships. We poured all our prepared
      materials into the river. Due to a difference in density, the
      liquid soon coated itself over the entire river. Oh, just to
      clarify, we poured flammable oil onto the river.

      We quickly dismantled all the barrels to allow the oil to pour
      as fast as possible into the river, and thus our preparations were
      complete.

      “It’s finished? Everyone, get back then. Fire arrows,
      release!!”

      The soldiers aimed for the broken barrel pieces floating in the
      river. The Kaldia army had no training whatsoever for shooting at
      moving targets on a flowing river, but some of the better archers
      among them were able to hit at least a few of the targets.

      After the fire was ignited successfully on the barrel pieces, it
      quickly spread over the coating of oil on the entire river and
      bathed the river in fire.

      This was only to be expected. For my soldiers who had never
      witnessed the sight of fire burning on top of water before, I could
      hear them exclaiming shouts of “wow!” and “amazing!” despite the
      fact that we were still on the battlefield.

      …Following this, the remainder of the battle in the night was
      absolutely one-sided.

      The enemy ships that were already mostly rubble burned into
      nothing but ashes. The few remaining survivors of the Rindarl army
      that weren’t able to escape were all throwing down their weapons
      and waving white flags.

      They’ve completely lost all will to battle. Even for the damned
      Rindarl army that’s so persistent in not surrendering, I suppose
      that this battle where they were backed up against a burning river
      and lost almost everything was too much for them.

      By the way, I could hear cheers from the Arxian army shouting
      “we have the divine protection of the god Misorua!” all around me.
      My soldiers were finally celebrating.

      “We’ve won! With this, the war will finally be over! We can
      carry our victorious lord home on our shoulders!”

      Agil who was standing next to me kept shouting jubilantly as if
      he wasn’t feeling any fatigue at all from the constant battling
      today all morning and all night.

      …Personally though, I don’t think I contributed all that much to
      this battle or the conclusion of the war if it happens. My soldiers
      were enjoying the pleasure of victory right now though, so I kept
      silent and let them have their fun.

      After all, this battle’s entire strategy was overseen by
      Wiegraf, and he prepared everything necessary for it. While I may
      have carried out his strategy successfully without inconveniencing
      him, my soldiers were the ones who did most of the grunt work.

      Although this war caused me to become infamous, I doubt it would
      actually influence the outcome of the overall war. It’s only to the
      extent of making me into a more useful chess piece and increasing
      the number of tactics we can use.

      Even if I wasn’t present at this battle, I think that Ergnade
      and the Jugfena knights are far more frightening than I am, and
      even Marquis Rolentsor and his personal knights participated in
      this battle. The pressure and fear that the enemy felt probably
      would have been the same.

      …Well, to be honest, I think I do feel just slightly relieved as
      well.

      I knew that I had probably gone somewhat overboard. I shall
      never forget my fear of losing my humanity, no matter how long I
      end up living.

      However, as I thought about my original goal of “ending the
      war,” I still felt a sense of refreshment at witnessing the Densel
      troops finally being completely broken of their will to fight
      anymore.

      Although, I knew that I was already 80% similar to the enemy as
      it currently stood.

      “Shall we return to Fort Droidas now, Milord?”

      Calvin who was leading a unit to protect our extra supply of oil
      barrels in case we needed them asked me in a soft voice.

      “Ahh, sure.” I nodded in response as I stroked Vedwoka’s neck as
      a reward for her patience with all my soldiers around her. I felt
      like I might as well walk together with my soldiers for a change,
      so I was about to dismount from her.

      At least, that had been my intention.

      But suddenly, Vedwoka’s body that had been relaxed suddenly
      filled with tension as she snapped her silvery-white snake-like
      tail back to her body, causing my entire field of vision to be
      massively shaken. The next thing I knew, Vedwoka had suddenly flown
      up and away from this location.

      “Eek!”

      Vedwoka’s movements were so sudden that I was unable to figure
      out the draconis’s intentions. Mefuri who was still sitting behind
      me shrieked as she clung on to Vedwoka’s neck.

      Something huge entered my field of vision, flying at a
      tremendous pace straight for the place where Vedwoka and I had just
      been.

      Ahh, so she was trying to avoid that – I realized that through
      the headache I had from being shaken around so unexpectedly.

      “Agil!! Calvin!!”

      That’s when I realized that “the huge something” landed right
      next to their feet.

      A sonorous birdsong rang out, its elegance and melodiousness
      seeming terribly out of place on the battlefield.

      A mysterious and beautiful giant golden bird had arrived here –
      that was all that my confused and battered mind was able to
      comprehend.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 198 –Side Story: On a certain day | Part 1

      
      Author note: Here’s a celebration POV chapter for having reached
      200 chapters! (Cast of Characters and Glossary count as chapters in
      the Japanese raw.) This story has continued for such a long time
      successfully! The second half to this chapter shall be at Chapter
      250. Well, this story doesn’t have too much relationship to the
      main storyline. I hope that you all will be able to enjoy it
      anyways. Please wait for the conclusion of the extra chapter!

      Earl Siegmund Terejia’s POV (80 years old)

      TL note: remember that Earl Terejia’s older brother is the prime
      minister of Arxia. Earl Terejia is currently having a dream about
      60+ years in the past, in his childhood.

      Today’s the day that my older brother Radian Terejia is supposed
      to visit my residence instead of staying at the House of Lords like
      he typically does. Normally my residence had a quiet atmosphere;
      only today was my residence lively and bustling.

      It wasn’t particularly that my older brother liked my servants,
      but it was something more like he was able to relax and work more
      efficiently in my residence that had only serious people residing
      here with nobody interested in “having fun.”

      Due to my strict upbringing from my late mother, I wasn’t able
      to say anything about it. However. I still minded the fact that
      there was a commotion from my servants during my typical free time
      that I used for reading books.

      Of course, those serving the Terejia family would never cause a
      commotion during work. If anyone was to take a walk in my
      residence, they wouldn’t find a single servant engaging in idle
      chatter at any time.

      …However, that didn’t change the fact that today, I could hear
      muffled voices coming from all over.

      I let out a sigh as I closed my book. While it was a sign of my
      immaturity even at my age to be distracted by sounds, I had no
      choice but to give up on reading since I was unable to concentrate
      no matter how hard I focused.

      Apart from reading, the only other activities I typically do are
      walking around my garden or studying. I really dislike wasting my
      time idly, but today I’ve been sitting for so long at my desk while
      accomplishing nothing. Perhaps it would be better if I move my body
      around in an effort to improve my mood.

      Thinking so, I saw a dizzying sight as soon as I entered my
      garden. Someone was in it already, having a one-person tea party
      act.

      Well, for a moment I tried to pretend like she didn’t exist, but
      she called out towards me saying “greetings, am I bothering you?”
      It was impossible to ignore.

      “…What’s with that, saying greetings.”

      I couldn’t help but let my displeasure seep into my voice.
      Despite this, the person in question tilted her head slightly with
      a smile as if she was about to eat someone, saying “hmm? I don’t
      seem to be welcome. Have I done something?”

      She was acting so casual.

      “First, remember that this is supposed to be my residence.
      Second, right now it’s still quite early in the morning. Third, I
      recall that you were supposed to be present at my older brother
      welcoming at the noble school. …Why are you here, Amanda?”

      Although I had a slightly irritated tone of voice, this
      childhood friend of mine definitely acted her teenager age as she
      completely ignored my attitude and casually stated “well, how about
      taking a seat for the time being?” as she gestured towards an empty
      chair with her chin.

      This was just how she was, she wouldn’t have a proper
      conversation with you unless you were sitting across the table from
      her. As soon as I sat down together with my long-time acquaintance,
      she began pouring tea for me as if she was one of my maids. I
      didn’t feel like relaxing at all, however.

      “And so? About my older brother’s welcoming?”

      My older brother’s welcoming should have been scheduled to be
      right in front of the noble school. It’s still possible to make it
      on time if she leaves right now, but I felt it was unreasonable for
      me to have to worry about whether or not she’ll manage to be there
      on time.

      After all, she herself didn’t appear to be any hurry. She was
      simply drinking tea so nonchalantly.

      “Amanda. You’re my older brother’s fiancée. Why is it that…”

      Even though I put as much of a criticizing tone into my voice as
      I possibly could, Amanda didn’t even raise her eyebrows while
      smiling towards me mysteriously.

      She wasn’t looking at me, she was watching me.

      Amanda had the bad habit of looking at others as if she could
      see through them. Most people – including my older brother that was
      engaged to her – found this creepy. …Well, Amanda and I have tried
      to point out and fix each other’s bad habits, but no matter what I
      said, she never seemed to do anything about or understand why this
      habit of hers was a bad one.

      “Just exactly what are you thinking?”

      Not knowing what she was thinking, I could only swallow down my
      apprehension as I averted my gaze from Amanda’s eyes.

      At any rate… It was useless for me to do anything about her.

      -Honestly, I’m always so useless at everything important.

      I was always someone who could hear all the noise around me, but
      for this person I didn’t care for, I couldn’t see beyond her outer
      appearance. Although I say that, this childhood friend of mine is
      also someone who completely can’t read the atmosphere.

      “…Ahh, I can hear so much today…”

      Amanda finally opened her mouth with a distorted smile filled
      with fatigue and her tone of voice seemed pitying.

      I glared back at her. She was the only one I didn’t want pity
      from. I wouldn’t allow it.

      She seemed momentarily surprised by my glare, but the next
      instant an amused smile appeared on her face.

      I sharpened my glare even more. This was in extremely bad taste,
      being amused at someone feeling uncomfortable.

      “No, that’s not it. I was amused at your thoughts.”

      “…I don’t get what the difference is supposed to be.”

      “Well, it seems that you believe they’re the same. However,
      there’s a huge difference to me.”

      My childhood friend was strangely mature, and she often spoke in
      a roundabout method used mostly by adults. While I wasn’t put off
      by it, I wasn’t interested in her way of speaking either. As for
      why she became like this, I have no idea.

      Although, perhaps I was the one who empathized and understood
      her the most.

      “As for Radian, don’t worry about it. Marquis Terejia himself
      told me that greetings would be unnecessary.”

      While saying so, Amanda picked up a baked pastry from the dish
      in front of her.

      “What? Have the plans changed? I didn’t hear about that… Still,
      even if this is your fiancé’s home, I think it’s considered a
      problem for you to be indulging yourself here so early in the
      morning.”

      “Heh heh, what’s done is done. Besides, this is the last year.
      Starting next year, we’ll be noble school students as well.”

      She deftly split the baked pastry with her fingers. “You want
      one?” I took the pastry half she offered to me with an
      indescribable feeling.

      Next year will be noble school. – Come to think of it, that
      means that we won’t be able to have tea like this anymore with just
      the two of us. Starting from next year, only my older brother will
      be allowed to do this.

      I’m perfectly aware that right now this was only implicitly
      permitted due to the facts that I’m her fiancé’s younger brother,
      that we were both still minors, and that no outside prying eyes
      were here at the Terejia residence.

      …Originally speaking, even sharing sweets with her like this
      wasn’t something that we were supposed to do. But thinking that I
      could only do something like this now, I couldn’t help but accept
      the sweet that my childhood friend offered me.

      I heard a chuckle from Amanda at this. I only saw her smile for
      a brief instant, even though she involuntarily let it out because
      of me. I could only give her a sidelong glance at this.

      Suddenly, I jolted awake. As expected, the familiar figure of my
      childhood friend dressed in white priestly attire was beside my
      bed.

      “…Amanda…?”

      “You’re awake?”

      I gave a sigh at hearing how weak the voice that replied to mine
      sounded.

      Although we’re the same age, I have to take a nap like this
      every day to have energy through the evening. I can’t compare to
      her who’s still so energetically coming to visit my residence like
      it’s her own all the way from the temple.

      “I came to visit you. I’m more relieved than I thought I would
      be, since you seem so energetic, Siegmund. I had thought that you
      were nearly bedridden.”

      “It was just for a mere ten days, not a big deal. Besides, if
      you visit me so frequently, everyone will think that I’m nearing my
      deathbed soon.”

      “Aren’t the Terejia family servants quite excellent in doing
      their work?”

      My childhood friend chuckled familiarly while saying something
      so bothersome. She still seemed indescribably young as if time had
      stopped for her, but when she smiled like that, wrinkles still
      emerged.

      She sniffed her nose at letting out that unexpected comment
      coming from her.

      “Isn’t it in bad taste to be amused at a woman’s wrinkles?”

      “Ah, yeah. That’s right. My bad.”

      “…Heh heh, no, I was just joking. Somehow, things felt rather
      nostalgic. You used to say that name so often in the past in your
      mind. …Amanda, wow. That’s quite an old name I haven’t used for
      decades, what you were calling me just now.

      She seemed to have a distant look on her face. I wonder if she
      was reminiscing about the past.

      Thinking back to the dream I just had about our childhood when
      she was still Amanda, I muttered that just about everyone would
      have twinges of nostalgia when reaching senior citizen age.

      “That’s just the nature of elderly people.”

      She seemed to be rather happy as she sniffed and the wrinkles on
      her face appeared again with her smile.

      Although she just joked with me that it was in bad taste, but
      truthfully, I still felt that it was a good thing that my childhood
      friend still showed at least some signs of aging.

      TL note: This chapter doesn’t state it specifically, but all the
      clues, especially the ability to read minds, point to the fact that
      Amanda most likely equals Priest Faris. Meanwhile, the otome game
      arc has finally officially begun in chapter 220 of the raws for
      those of you who have been waiting! The next chapter goes back to
      the battlefield with Eliza and the mysterious golden bird.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 199 – This wasn’t supposed to be a battle against
      a magical beast!

      
      


      Vedwoka was roaring in an effort to intimidate the golden bird.
      She also whipped up a painful gust of wind that was slightly too
      strong for my body to handle, but the majestic beast ignored it
      with an unruffled expression.

      “-Kaldia army, keep your distance! Help anyone near you that’s
      injured! But, don’t approach too close to that large bird even to
      rescue anyone!!”

      In order to stop myself from panicking, I shouted orders in as
      loud of a voice as I could possibly muster. My soldiers that were
      just as shocked as I was at the huge bird’s sudden appearance
      regained their senses at hearing my shout and obeyed my orders to
      keep their distance from the golden bird.

      Despite me telling them that they shouldn’t get close to the
      bird, they were still dragging and carrying away the soldiers that
      had lost consciousness for various reasons who were closest to the
      giant bird. Well, the rescuers were the ones who weren’t affected
      too much by the bird’s descent, and I suppose it wasn’t *too* close
      in proximity to the giant bird.

      “Injured soldiers retreat first! Archers, prepare for combat!
      …Rashiok! Please help me protect everyone!!”

      The first thing on my mind was to prepare for in case this
      golden bird was an enemy. For such a gigantic bird, the only
      soldiers in my army that would be able to do combat with it are
      those equipped with long-distance weapons, my archers.

      Following my orders, my soldiers quickly ran for the nearby
      trees’cover. The golden bird merely tilted its head and
      watched them disinterestedly.

      I wonder if the golden bird didn’t chase the small humans moving
      around it as it descended due to its bulkiness. Its physical
      structure didn’t seem suited for chasing smaller prey like us
      humans. Or was it that it simply wasn’t interested in the
      soldiers?

      However, once Rashiok went out with his one wing spread out
      protectively to cover the soldiers, the golden bird was no longer
      able to ignore him and Vedwoka who was still roaring
      intimidatingly. The golden bird screeched piercingly as well.

      This seems almost like a battle between magical beasts. Although
      I knew that this wasn’t the time or place to be thinking such a
      thing, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking this as I straddled
      Vedwoka.

      …That’s why I was so relieved in spite of the situation when I
      heard someone speak up from where she was sitting on the golden
      bird.

      “Calm down, this is just my pet. I didn’t come here to be your
      opponent.”

      The voice sounded rather melodious. Although her voice seemed
      calm as well while telling us to calm down, the mysterious part was
      how her voice managed to transmit its way across this great
      distance.

      On the golden bird’s back between its wings, I saw a speck of
      gray with green mixed in at the top.

      She was slightly older than me… I think this girl was around 18
      years old or so. She was wearing light-colored church clothing like
      a church sister would, seeming completely out of place on this
      battlefield. She was looking all around her, but she stopped and
      smiled when she fixed her line of sight on me.

      A chill ran down my spine.

      At first glance, she seemed to be smiling calmly and gently.
      However, I also saw enjoyment of other people’s suffering there –
      this expression is one I know far too well, no matter how much I
      detest it.

      I think it’s the expression I hate more than any other in this
      world. If only I hadn’t gained so much experience with this
      expression right after I was born… more accurately, I wish this
      type of emotion didn’t even exist in this world in the first
      place.

      “…If it was up to me, I’d really like to kill you here and now,
      but I shouldn’t. I’ve come for a different purpose today, you
      see.”

      It almost seemed like she was talking to herself as she looked
      down at me with a cruel look in her eyes. She then looked slightly
      adjacent to me, at Mefuri who was currently clutching on to me.

      The mysterious girl’s expression changed to one of utter
      coldness and contempt.

      I heard the sound of Mefuri whimpering from behind me and felt
      her trembling in fear.

      “Archers, fire!!”

      Well, no matter what this girl said, it didn’t change the fact
      that she appeared to be an enemy.

      Even if her aim was just Mefuri, it didn’t change the fact that
      she nonchalantly scattered so many of my soldiers around like they
      were bowling pins.

      Although she speaks the Arxian language, and there’s still too
      many unexplained things like how she came to be here, I won’t show
      mercy to anyone that came to this battlefield which was no place
      for civilians.

      In accordance with my order, multiple arrows released everywhere
      from the surrounding woods, all aiming for the golden bird.

      …However, the golden bird shot out several of its feathers, and
      knocked all the arrows away.

      “Useless. Human weapons won’t work on my pet here. That’s why
      you should just obediently hand the traitor over to me.”

      The girl didn’t change her gently smiling expression and pointed
      straight at Mefuri as if she was saying “alright?”

      I responded with nothing but silence. I didn’t feel like getting
      angry at this girl who had the power to cause Mefuri to tremble in
      such fear, nor did I feel negotiating with this girl who had
      basically invaded my army by herself.

      -This situation gave me the same feeling as when Melchior
      Nordsturm, who stunningly resembled me so much, appeared in front
      of me several years ago and claimed to be a living relative of
      mine. A warning was ringing in my mind to ignore any words that
      this girl said and to kill her as soon as possible.

      “…I find it difficult to imagine that there will be a good
      outcome for you if you try to protect that girl…”

      “There’s no helping it.”The girl seemed to say that to
      herself.

      At that moment.

      The golden bird looked up at the sky and screeched again, but
      the next thing that happened was difficult for me to comprehend.
      Black clouds instantly appeared in the clear sky, and a lightning
      strike came down straight for Rashiok.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 200 – Divine bird

      
      When the white streak hit Rashiok, he screeched loudly in pain
      as if he had been hit by a gunshot.

      I was unable to make a single sound.

      I was in shock as if the world around me had stopped moving,
      like I’d received a blow to my own head.

      Even though I didn’t intend to believe in the Xia Church, did
      this count as evidence that I’d begun accepting their
      teachings?

      In this world, the thunder from the skies was supposed to be
      something only the “gods” could control.

      For an enemy giant bird to be able to control it was difficult
      for me to accept. My head felt like it was going numb.

      “Rashi…”

      I heard the sound of something rattling. What was this
      continuous irregular clacking noise? I reached out to touch my own
      face for the source.

      That’s when I finally realized. I was trembling with such
      severity. This sound had been coming from my upper and lower teeth
      constantly gnashing against each other. …Compared to where I was
      touching my face, my hand was actually trembling less.

      “Have you changed your mind now?”

      The enemy girl’s calm voice seemed to envelop the entire area. I
      began breaking out into a cold sweat.

      I stubbornly stopped myself from looking down at Mefuri who was
      in my arms. If I did, I felt as if I would perhaps release her to
      the enemy.

      But no matter how much I worked my head, I couldn’t come up with
      a good idea on how to get out of this situation without handing
      Mefuri over.

      No, it was likely possible that if it was only me and Mefuri,
      that we would be able to escape, but I wasn’t willing to make such
      a sacrifice of my soldiers just for Mefuri’s sake.

      I kept opening and closing my mouth meaninglessly.

      Mefuri was now looking back up and me.

      …Then, I came to the sudden realization that she had already
      been touching both me and Vedwoka for almost half a day already. My
      unsightly impatient expression met Mefuri’s currently blank
      eyes.

      “Or perhaps it’ll be quicker if I just burn everyone here,
      including you. What should I do? Do you want to stay by this
      child’s side? If not, could you please kill her personally for me?
      There’s no need for the light of this child’s life anymore in this
      world, you know?”

      She was saying that so lightly almost as if she was singing.

      I took a deep gulp.

      Die. Only the conviction that I wanted the enemy girl to die was
      whirling around inside my mind like a tornado.

      Was I going to have to sacrifice Mefuri?

      I felt as if my mouth was going completely dry.

      But, abandoning Mefuri wasn’t an option. The moment I said
      something like that, there was the possibility of her blowing me
      up.

      I myself was the one who inflated and encouraged Mefuri’s “fear
      of being abandoned” in order to get Mefuri onto my side. How ironic
      that I myself had no path of retreat thanks to my own tactic.

      It seemed as if I had only the two choices of keeping my word to
      Mefuri and protecting her while risking being struck to death by
      lightning from that giant bird, or breaking my promise to Mefuri to
      never abandon her and most likely end up getting exploded by
      her.

      However, no matter what, I had no intentions of dying here.

      It was as if I heard a tiny voice whispering into my ears. ‘-I
      like you as well. I don’t want to kill you. That’s why, no matter
      what happens, live. Do not die, I will never allow such a
      thing-’

      It was a curse.

      …Or perhaps it could also be called a promise that hurt my chest
      to the point where I thought I would have a heart attack.

      From my stomach and below, I felt so hot as if I was boiling,
      yet my head remained perfectly cool and colder than ice.

      Although this mixed sense of icy and burning rage wasn’t new to
      me, somehow my brain was working even better than it normally would
      at this point in time. There was just one thing I had to do.

      “…Mefuri. I have a question for you. You-”

      I averted my gaze from the girl gazing at us with a sarcastic
      taunting expression and whispered my question to Mefuri in a low
      voice only we could hear.

      Mefuri opened her eyes wide in surprise at my question. Finally,
      she nodded almost imperceptibly.

      I let go of a huge sigh as I placed my hand on her shoulder. At
      the same time, I slowly withdrew my short sword from the scabbard
      on my waist.

      I saw the girl on the huge bird narrow her eyes joyously as she
      looked in our direction.

      I met her gaze, and glared viciously in return – and had Vedwoka
      suddenly jump up into the air.

      “…Eh?”

      The girl didn’t even have time to react with anything other than
      an expression of shock to the supple draconis flying up instantly
      with a powerful jump.

      I kept rising and rising. For just a split second, I met the
      girl’s glance at the exact same eye level, before I passed her
      swiftly by in height.

      My blood-red eyes were so similar to the color of sunset during
      dusk. Just like during the battle where I set fire to an entire
      river, I currently had an expression similar to my deceased
      father’s.

      I sliced my short sword horizontally. With a *shing!* sound, I
      suddenly felt less weight on my head.

      I let go of my bundle of tied hair and dropped it towards the
      giant golden bird.

      “Do it, Mefuri!”

      Mefuri responded to my order and shouted out murkily in a
      grating sound that was the exact opposite of the golden bird’s
      sonorous singing.

      Pop, I heard the familiar activation sound of her magic.

      My hair that I sliced off of myself exploded on top of the giant
      bird’s head.

      “Kyaa!?”

      The girl and the giant bird screamed together simultaneously.
      The giant bird that had suddenly received an unexpected attack to
      its head flew up to the sky in a frenzy and scattered blood around
      everywhere.

      “Vedwoka, devour!”

      Vedwoka matched her altitude with the giant bird that was
      currently flying around haphazardly in a frenzy. Assisted by the
      magic power to control the wind that Rashiok formerly possessed as
      well in the past, Vedwoka dived through the air and sunk her fangs
      into the giant bird’s throat.

      “Screech!!”

      Everything happened in just an instant. The giant bird violently
      thrashed its body around, twisting and turning so much that I was
      extremely jarred as well from the centrifugal forces.

      Before we crashed into the ground, Vedwoka righted herself and
      flew up again, while Mefuri and I did our best simply to hold
      on.

      Although I expected it, the explosion’s power was still too
      small for my satisfaction – probably because I hadn’t been in
      contact with Mefuri for a sufficient amount of time yet. It seemed
      like we still didn’t manage to do enough damage to the giant bird,
      as it also succeeded in righting itself midair and appeared to
      finally calm down.

      There was no more time for us to escape now.

      -Damn it!

      “Ha. Ahh, I see. That’s how it is. That’s your choice, eh.
      Diapetal, cast divine judgement down upon them!”

      The girl’s loud voice sounded from above me, and the huge bird
      crowed once more towards the sky.

      It all happened so fast that I had no time to react
      whatsoever.

      My field of vision was filled with a light so bright that I had
      no idea what was happening to me.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 201 – Flowerless Fruit

      
      …

      ……

      ………I couldn’t see or hear anything.

      I couldn’t even feel which way was up and which way was down.
      Nor did I know if I was currently still in the sky or on the
      ground.

      Even in such a state, my senses gradually returned to me, and I
      noticed that I was collapsed on the ground.

      I was painfully lying face-down against the ground.

      Not even mentioning the fact that I was ingesting a large amount
      of dirt and sand, I could only keep my mouth open weakly like a
      caterpillar’s crawl as I breathed into the dirt. It was so
      difficult to breathe that I felt like I was drowning, even though I
      wasn’t in the water.

      Before attempting to breathe again, I finally expelled the
      remaining air in my lungs, and then somehow managed to start
      breathing somewhat normally.

      I breathed to confirm the situation. If I tried inhaling as much
      air as my lungs wanted, they would instead expel the air back out
      of me again.

      …It seemed that I wasn’t dead after all.

      Although my body seemed to be intact even if it was in throbbing
      pain everywhere, my hands and feet wouldn’t obey my orders, and I
      was unable to lift them.

      Had I taken a direct hit from the enemy’s lightning? The ground
      I was collapsed on seemed to have been blown up by the thunderbolt,
      with the rice plants scattered about everywhere.

      “Honestly, this is why I opposed leaving things up to an
      outsider.”

      What?

      As if I was submerged in water, the voice sounded fuzzy and
      distant from me. If it wasn’t for the current situation, I probably
      would have missed it and dismissed it as background noise.

      When I dazedly managed to twist my head, I saw some people
      standing by my side.

      There were two people wearing white cloaks. I was unsure as to
      their identities.

      When did they-?

      “…What’s going on here, I wonder? Why did you get in my way?
      Wasn’t I dealing with this child for you as you wanted?”

      I could hear the blurry voice of the enemy girl from earlier who
      wasn’t even trying to conceal her irritation. Unless I
      concentrated, her voice sounded so distant as if it was just one
      voice out of many in a crowd.

      “It’ll trouble us if you damage a valuable Flowerless Fruit
      simply to deal with a wilting weed. Just imagining the potential
      loss… Well, since you had your power stolen by demons, it’s
      something you wouldn’t understand. Flowerless Fruits are incredibly
      rare, you see.”

      “…Exactly what are you talking about? Flowerless Fruit?”

      The girl’s voice lowered after hearing something mysteriously
      difficult to comprehend.

      “It’s something that the gods have taught us. If you don’t know,
      then that means there’s no need for you to know.”

      This strangely high-pitched voice seemed to be coming from the
      other person wearing a white cloak. How passionate the voice
      sounded in tandem with the strange tone caused goosebumps to run
      down my flesh.

      “Since it’s come to this, it’s fine to just forget about dealing
      with the traitor. It would be a waste to damage the Flowerless
      Fruit’s sprouts just to deal with a wilting weed.”

      “Exactly what’s going on? Weren’t you guys the ones who wanted
      me to kill the traitor in the first place?”

      “Ahh, ignorance is truly such a frightening thing. Even if we
      gathered ten rotten seeds that can’t germinate such as yourself,
      all of you together wouldn’t compare to Flowerless Fruit that has
      sprouted. Ahh, if only we had known about this Flowerless Fruit’s
      existence sooner…”

      “Guariere, don’t reveal too much information. The Flowerless
      Fruit is listening. …Well, even if she listens, she probably
      wouldn’t understand anything.”

      With a swish, one of the two people wearing white cloaks kneeled
      down beside me and looked into my face. “Red eyes,” the person
      muttered to him or herself under their hood, and a nasty smile
      appeared on the person’s face.

      Suddenly, there was a sensation of heat as if there was a fire
      in front of my eyes. The white-cloaked person named Guariere held
      down my head as a burning sensation entered my body through my
      nose.

      What exactly was this? What was going on? Even though there was
      clearly no fire, why was there the sensation of fire?

      “Stop,” I weakly managed to moan, but the white-cloaked person
      ignored me. Not only that, the fiery sensation amplified even
      further in magnitude, causing great anxiety within me as I was
      unable to escape.

      My ears began ringing strongly, and my fear kept increasing at
      the abnormal situation.

      “Get away from Milord!!”

      At this moment, I heard voices from afar. Since one of my ears
      was pressed against the ground, I could feel the trembling in the
      earth from my soldiers rushing over towards me.

      At hearing Rashiok’s rather weakened roar among the hubbub, I
      let slip a sigh of relief.

      “We’ll have to stop now. Guariere, it’s time for us to
      leave.”

      “To be satisfied when I’ve only finished with her face… No, I
      shall leave things up to the guidance of my god and my
      teacher.”

      Due to the constant ringing in my ears, I had to strain my
      utmost to listen in to their conversation.

      Far before my soldiers could reach me, I saw the giant bird
      flying away through my field of vision that was still hazy.

      The two white-cloaked people watched the bird fly off, then both
      glanced down at me. Due to the glare of the sun, I was unable to
      make out their faces clearly.

      “Glory to our god.”

      Both of them muttered that in unison with fanatical voices.

      And then, suddenly – as if something had gone wrong with my eyes
      and they were just my imagination – both of them instantly
      disappeared right in front of me.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 202 – End of battle

      
      “Kaldia!”

      In the Kaldia domain, in front of the domain lord’s
      residence.

      I had finally withdrawn from the border together with the royal
      army’s troops and arrived back home when a voice called out to me.
      Looking up, I saw Eric who was vigorously waving towards me from a
      third floor window.

      Even though he had only left several days earlier, it felt as if
      I hadn’t seen him for several months with all that happened.

      I reflexively wondered if I should wave back at him, then
      remembered that I was currently bandaged all over for my injuries,
      so I barely raised one hand just for the sake of appearances.

      In place of me, Rashiok and Vedwoka who were flanking my sides
      both howled in greeting. I could only smile wryly at the startle it
      gave the horse I was riding on.

      “I’ve returned, Baron Dovadain. My apologies for having left you
      alone.”

      “Honestly! You put me here and went off to the battlefield by
      yourself, and now you’re coming back all beaten up like this!! Are
      you an idiot!?”I could only accept his typical insult-filled
      greeting with a subtle expression.

      Eric who came out to greet me first when I entered my mansion
      was staring at my now shortened hair and arm that was currently in
      a splint.

      It was easy to tell that he was worried in his own way, and I
      expected that my appearance didn’t seem congruent with the fact
      that everyone was now in a post-victory mode.

      By the way, Ratoka who was acting as “me”while escorting
      Eric was glancing over at me while mixing in with the other
      servants in maid attire. Ratoka had pretended to return to the
      battlefield after escorting Eric here, but secretly stayed behind
      in order to take charge of Eric’s protection and other needs with
      Eric never finding out the truth that I hadn’t escorted him to
      begin with.

      “Whoa!? K, Kal, Kaldia! You, your hair…!!”

      It seemed that Eric had finally noticed that my hair under my
      hood had parts of it chopped off and now reached only my shoulders.
      I only shrugged lightly in response to him who was pointing at my
      hair with a finger that was trembling.

      Arxian nobles, regardless of if they’re male or female, prefer
      to keep long hair. Although there’s still some teenaged noble boys
      that prefer to keep short hair, most of them also keep long hair to
      separate themselves from commoners that would be unable to maintain
      the upkeep for beautiful long hair.

      The royal males and nobles that enter the monastery are
      typically the only exceptions. Well, I suppose that my shortened
      hair will be stared at with curious eyes by everyone once I return
      to noble society. I also felt that it was inconvenient how I was no
      longer able to tie my hair up as I could before.

      Ever since cutting my own hair short, I’d been avoiding
      mirrors.

      …I’m almost the same age now as the “Eliza”from the otome
      game. I felt a sense of loss at the timing of losing my hair which
      I kept long and tied up in a ponytail on purpose to differentiate
      my features from the Eliza in the game as much as possible, even if
      we had the same face.

      However, with my hair this short, I felt now that I didn’t
      resemble my father as much as before. This was the only good part
      about losing some hair.

      “Well?”Ratoka who was helping me change my bandages tilted
      his head questioningly.

      “…The cartilage in my wrist is cracked. I have injuries and
      scrapes all over my body. My left ear’s eardrum seems to be torn.
      For some reason, only my face seems to be fine, so you won’t need
      any strange injuries for you to continue acting as my double.”

      After I finished informing him about my situation, he let out a
      deep sigh.

      I glanced over at his left hand then quickly averted my gaze.
      There was the trace of an ugly three-year old scar there.

      …His scar was at the exact same location as mine. Normally, we
      both kept our scars hidden with gloves, but his had appeared by
      itself without me knowing about it. Three years ago, the now
      deceased Viscount Ogren had stabbed a spear through my left hand,
      impaling it against the ground and leaving me with a deep injury.
      Ratoka must have purposefully given himself a similar injury to
      match mine as my body double without me even requesting it of
      him.

      Ratoka never talked about it, nor have I mentioned it. I felt
      that there was no need.

      I never gave him such a command. But if he gave himself such a
      wound, I have nothing to say.

      “…Well, isn’t that a pity. I wouldn’t exactly have looked
      forward to injuring myself again if you had injured your face.”

      Ratoka had never brought up the topic of injuring himself out of
      his dedication to me before. I decided to respond to his sarcastic
      joke with one of my own as thanks.

      “Aren’t you happy anyways to be told that you look cute as a
      maid?”

      “No, of course I’m not happy!”

      “Ahh, well, I’ve always heard that whenever you take my place,
      there’s comments like ‘Eliza-sama seems much cuter than
      usual’and so on.”

      “Shut up, you’re annoying! Stop pointing out what people don’t
      want to hear!”

      At Ratoka’s forceful retort, I suddenly couldn’t help but
      chuckle. It felt like a heavy weight I had been carrying in my
      chest was finally beginning to dissipate.

      I managed to come back alive – that weight had been from my
      resolve at possibly facing death on the battlefield.

      “Sigh… Anyways, I understand about your injuries now. So, what
      happened after that? …Are the captured enemy children prisoners
      alright?”

      The gentle air in the atmosphere gradually started cooling.

      Ratoka’s eyes held no expectations as he asked me about the
      children. Nor were there any signs that he had given up on them. I
      merely saw trust in me at whatever I decided to do to the children
      I had been chasing after in the tunnels when Ratoka and I
      separated. I slowly shook my head.

      “Four of them died. As for what happened – let me give you a
      detailed explanation. Ratoka, do you still remember the incident
      from three years ago?”

      “The fire moth incident in the royal capital?”

      “Yes. Just like that time, a force beyond human understanding –
      a person who could use magic just like the magical beasts
      appeared.”

      Ratoka remained silent in response to the beginning of my
      tale.

      I told Ratoka everything that happened after we separated. About
      the fight in the underground passageway, about the war, about the
      giant bird’s attack, and about how the mysterious two people in
      white cloaks appeared and presumably spared me.

      As I told the story, I felt grateful – perhaps I should be
      grateful to the Xia Church’s god, Misorua, that I was still alive
      to tell the tale.

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 203 – Returning to noble school

      
      For the newly emerged large country known as the Rindarl Union
      that was only a year and a half old… Well, more technically, it was
      mostly a war with the Densel Dukedom of the Rindarl Union. Since
      the Rindarl armies had suffered massive losses on the Tave River,
      together with the rebellion of their slave soldiers during their
      attempt to siege Fort Droyan, and the fact that their farthest
      frontline base as well as Densel’s capital Eris suffered a complete
      loss of all supplies kept there due to fire, Rindarl finally
      offered their unconditional surrender.

      Peace negotiations were still ongoing, and it seemed that my
      neighbor Margrave Genas’army was in charge of escorting and
      protecting Arxia’s peace ambassador to Densel’s capital. Arxia was
      now already circulating stories of how Rindarl finally understood
      Arxia’s true military might, that it was no joking matter to mess
      with Arxia.

      Since I had to recuperate from my injuries, I returned to the
      royal capital much later than the royal army did, and returned to
      the noble school that still appeared the same as before I headed
      for Fort Jugfena. Anyways, at the school now, just about all the
      students avoided me even more than before, most likely because of
      stories they heard from their parents. Well, due to having fought
      again on the battlefield, stories about my infamous reputation and
      wicked plots that I used during the war may have spread even
      further.

      Well, all those changes were trivial – such as how my head now
      felt lighter with less hair than before.

      “Kaldia! It seems that Grays and Alfred are returning to school
      today. It’s been quite a long while since we saw them last, hasn’t
      it? Don’t you think we should go greet them?”

      “…………His Royal Highness and Grays are most likely tired from
      their civic duties. I’m sure that they would be bothered by our
      greeting.”

      “Nah, rather, if you go, I’m sure that Alfred will be saved from
      having too many people swarm around him. Let’s go!”

      And so, Eric pulled my arm towards the crowd that was already
      beginning to form.

      After Eric returned to noble school and had a few conversations
      with his father the Archduke, he’s remained like this all the
      time.

      Did he misunderstand something and believe us to be friends now?
      Where did his unwillingness to associate with a low-ranked Earl
      like myself disappear to?

      I thought that Eric wanted me to keep my distance from the crown
      prince due to my negative reputation, why did it become like this?
      I only had one long talk with Eric back at Fort Jugfena that I can
      recall. That was it. Was that the cause? Doesn’t this seem like too
      much of a change?

      What’s more, Eric was sent off to Fort Jugfena in the first
      place as a way to punish him for starting that scandal with
      Sieghart and to distance him and me from national politics. Well,
      if his relationship with me improved slightly due to it, it was not
      a problem – that was within my calculations.

      But instead, not only was Eric not removed from the crown
      prince’s inner circle, he seems to be acting far more familiar with
      me than I expected and is even encouraging me to interact with the
      crown prince now… For a lack of better words to describe it, I felt
      like I was missing too many pieces of the puzzle.

      From what I heard, the rebellion of the enemy slave armies at
      Fort Droyan seemed to have come about due to the speech Eric ended
      up giving to the royal army.

      After he was touched by visiting the mentally injured soldiers
      in the makeshift hospital at Fort Jugfena, Eric finally gave the
      royal army formal permission to attack as well as inspiring and
      encouraging the knights for their honorable service to Arxia. Due
      to his speech, the knights at the frontlines of Fort Droyan avoided
      combat as much as possible with the enemy slave soldiers, and in
      some cases even actively protected them – which apparently led to
      the enemy slaves’great rebellion.

      And as a result, all the troops at Fort Droyan returned almost
      unscathed.

      Thanks to this being recognized as Eric’s accomplishment, while
      Eric did leave the crown prince’s side for a time, Eric ended up
      performing tasks such as giving inspiring speeches to some of the
      most powerful knight orders in Arxia, working on
      veterans’benefits for retired and injured Arxian soldiers,
      and other such civic duties. In fact, it could be said that Eric
      had gotten closer to the center of national politics as well.

      I could only smile helplessly at Eric telling this was all
      thanks to me. I did not plan for it, nor did I expect it.

      Why did things become like this? Really, why did things become
      like this?

      But right now, I didn’t want to deal with Eric’s minor bothering
      of me. Although I can’t say that we were friends just because of
      this one thing – it was an indisputable fact that I was able to
      rest peacefully and recuperate from my injuries before coming back
      to noble school thanks to Eric’s assistance.

      Since I owed him this favor, I couldn’t treat his minor
      bothering of me as an evil action.

      “Alfred! Grays! Ah, Sieghart’s here as well!”

      Eric pushed his way through the crowd as he dragged me along
      after him. I could see that the crown prince and Grays had shocked
      expressions at seeing the two of us. The general commander’s
      grandson, who was most likely here to greet Prince Alfred and
      Grays, glanced warmly in my direction.

      The crown prince was able to quickly return to his usual smile
      as he greeted me with an “it’s been a long time.”With that, I
      no longer had the option of escaping as it would be a breach of
      etiquette, so I could only greet him in return.

      “Your Royal Highness Crown Prince Alfred, and Viscount Dovadain.
      It’s been so long since I’ve last seen your esteemed presences.
      It’s better than anything that you’re both doing alright.”

      “You as well, Kaldia. I heard that you were quite active in the
      war against Rindarl. Apparently you suppressed Densel’s capital
      city Eris, and destroyed all the enemy’s ships on the Tave
      River.”

      “That was all thanks to Earl Wiegraf Einsbark’s strategy.”

      “I also heard that you declined most of the rewards. It does
      seem like your style, but…”

      “…I don’t need any more increase in noble rank or additional
      territory. I’m terribly afraid to receive such things.”

      Even the rank of an Earl was too high for my tastes, so I
      definitely didn’t want a promotion. And as for land, I didn’t even
      have enough time or personnel to develop what the Kaldia domain
      already had, so I wanted land even less. Even if I received such
      things, they would only be a burden and attract even more envy from
      other nobles that I wouldn’t want. The only thing I wanted was
      money. Well, personnel as well. And also food supplies, and
      materials to be used in construction and so on…

      “Anyways, you seem to be getting along quite well with Eric now.
      That makes me relieved.”

      “I apologize from the bottom of my heart for making Your Royal
      Highness worry about such a trivial matter.”

      “Don’t mind such a thing. I’m just happy to see my friends and
      companions getting along. But, is everything alright?”

      With that question, the crown prince tilted his head. Was
      everything alright? He was probably referring to the political and
      reputation balance and repercussions for me. Since he’s probably
      heard stories about me as well, I suppose it’s only natural that he
      would be worried.

      “-In being able to act together, I think that it must be
      Misorua’s guidance that someone like me was able to become friends
      with Eric-dono. Although I say this, the grace of Misorua’s
      guidance has already exceeded what my body can handle. It would be
      arrogance on my part to desire more, like trying to force a bent
      nail to straighten with a hammer.”

      Although my words were polite and formal, I basically told them
      rather bluntly through this that ‘while Eric and I have resolved
      our disagreements, I don’t intend to do anything beyond my ranking
      by associating with all of you.’The crown prince and
      Grays’expressions stiffened ever so slightly at this.

      “…I see. You’re as humble as always. Then I as well shall pray
      to Misorua for an opportunity to become closer with you.”

      

    


    

    
      Chapter 204 – The long, long prequel’s conclusion

      
      Finally, winter came before long.

      After the final winter semester exams, there was winter
      vacation, and all the students typically either returned to their
      residences in the royal capital or back to their parents’
      domains.

      Before any of my classmates could see my returned test results
      with the teacher’s comments that I had received the highest marks
      in the entire grade, I hurriedly destroyed all my test papers.
      While waiting for my horse-drawn carriage’s arrival to come pick me
      up, Zephyr and I chatted a little in my free time.

      “You’re going to be returning to the Kaldia domain?”

      “Yeah. I still have lots of work to do as the domain lord. If it
      wasn’t for that, I wouldn’t want to return.”

      “Surely you must be joking. You’re always so serious, Kaldia,
      that the truth must be you really want to return to clear up all
      the accumulated work.”

      Zephyr chuckled at his own joke, while I merely shrugged as my
      lips relaxed.

      To tell the truth, I actually didn’t have too much work piled
      up, as I took care of it already while I was recovering from my
      earlier injuries. Even though I hadn’t been in Kaldia for most of
      the past year, letting work pile up was something that I absolutely
      wouldn’t allow. I would always take care of it even at school, so
      it couldn’t pile up.

      Zephyr seemed to understand this as well, so it was probably
      just a casual joke by him.

      “How about you, Zephyr? Are you going to stay in the royal
      capital?”

      “I’m also going to return to the Molton domain this winter. The
      journey is so long that it’s rather bothersome, but my younger
      brother Lucius is waiting there for me. Also… when Lucius becomes a
      student at noble school next year, I think I’ll have less chances
      to go back to my home.”

      There’s still two more years left before we graduate. Perhaps
      Zephyr was planning on not seeing his homeland for the following
      two years, as there was now a wistful nostalgic expression in his
      eyes.

      “…The Molton domain is really beautiful. The white Amon Albus
      mountains are near, so the rocks are also white, plus there’s a
      colorful variety of wildflowers. I would love for you to visit me,
      and although it’s annoying for me to admit it, visit my father as
      well as you’re one of his best friends. It’s really far from the
      royal capital though, so I suppose it would be difficult for you to
      accept? Even if I don’t go back for two years after this, I’d still
      like to show you around there sometime after we graduate from noble
      school.”

      I smiled as widely as I could while listening to Zephyr.

      “The war is finally over. In two years, I think my domain will
      mostly have recovered fully. That’s why I think it would actually
      be nice to take a nice relaxing vacation somewhere at that time.
      The first place I’d want to visit… I think a close friend’s domain
      sounds like a great idea.”

      “Wonderful! That sounds like the best vacation plan ever! Will
      you take me along with you?”

      “…I don’t mind, but how many months do you intend to spend on
      the trips between the Molton and Kaldia domains, then?”

      Zephyr seemed shocked at my comeback and fell silent for a
      moment. Then, we broke out into laughter almost simultaneously.

      The other students around us that kept a good distance from me
      all seemed to glance at us with annoyed expressions, but I paid
      them no mind and continued laughing together with Zephyr.

      Even now, I can barely believe that I’m able to enjoy myself
      like this, laughing at a joke and having fun together with a
      classmate of mine. I never even considered the possibility when I
      first walked through the school gate here for the first time.

      The number of people I could relax myself around were so limited
      in number. Apart from Zephyr, there were only Ratoka, who knew
      almost all of my secrets, and Tira, Reka, and Athrun from the Shiru
      tribe, the children I lived together with in my childhood.

      Despite the fact that we were both nobles, Zephyr seemed to have
      become someone I could relax and have fun with just like Ratoka and
      the others even though I’ve barely known him for that long compared
      to the rest. How inconceivable.

      …As expected, was it because Zephyr’s way of talking and joking
      seemed so similar to his?

      Even though I could no longer remember his voice clearly, it
      seemed that bits and pieces of him still remained piled up in the
      bottom of my heart.

      It was almost time for the heaviest snowfall of the year in the
      Jugfena region when Arxia’s peace ambassador to Rindarl finally
      returned.

      With the peace treaty finally having been completed and signed,
      the royal capital was incredibly lively this year even though
      winter was usually its quietest season.

      Despite the fact that the royal army’s victorious return had
      already caused a huge commotion, there was actually a second round
      of invitations sent out for yet another victory celebration. I
      could only smile blankly at this in amazement.

      Arxia had set out many conditions for Rindarl to follow in order
      to achieve peace.

      Slavery was banned. Rindarl receiving immigrants from the
      southern countries was banned. An upper limit was set for Rindarl’s
      military expenditures. Furthermore, a tariff was established for
      Rindarl to trade with the southern countries. A large amount of
      compensation money was paid to Arxia by the Rindarl Union’s
      ambassador to Arxia. Apart from these, there were also countless
      other conditions that we obtained.

      Apparently in Arxia’s “Royal Palace,” the new prevailing way of
      thinking was that now with a country like the Rindarl Union that
      was as large and powerful as Arxia existing, having a
      non-interference policy was no longer feasible for Arxia. Even with
      conservative voices in the House of Lords strongly against the
      changes to Arxia’s isolationist policy, Arxia still pressed through
      successfully with these demanding peace conditions that were
      basically akin to pushing down someone’s head against the
      ground.

      In the long history of Arxia, this was the first time that we
      had ever “controlled” what was considered a heretic society.

      Only a single Rindarl citizen came to Arxia together with our
      peace ambassador. This was information that probably even Earl
      Terejia didn’t know yet.

      Another one of the peace conditions had been for Rindarl to send
      a royal hostage to Arxia. The name of the girl chosen for this
      purpose was Emilia Yuriel De La Rindarl.

      She was both the princess of the former Rindarl Kingdom, and the
      daughter of the current Rindarl Union’s Archduke. She was the only
      daughter of the Archduke from the former Rindarl Kingdom that had
      been set up as the puppet government leader for the four united
      Dukedoms-

      – And she was also the heroine of a certain otome game in my
      memory, who potentially was a person that could wildly influence my
      fate, and cause my life to completely go off its tracks.

      


      

    

