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  Chapter 1:
The Border River


   


  HUNTING WAS BOTH A HOBBY AND A STRATEGIC move for Gustav Falkenhayn, king of the orcs. Especially when done in the woodlands of the Sylvan River basin near the kingdom’s northern border. 


  The country across the great Sylvan River could one day become a battlefield in the future; the orcs, considered voracious in their appetites, viewed the land as a potential hunting ground, naturally making it all the more appealing. While on paper this was merely a recreational trip, that future war was the true reason they were engrossing themselves in racing through the hills and fields of these hinterlands. 


  A long time ago, these northern lands once belonged to a splendid dwarven country. When it fell, its residents dispersed, and once relations with the surrounding nations ceased to exist, its roads eroded. Only a small number of Gustav’s citizens remained here, raising grazing dairy cattle or farming on land the size of a kobold’s forehead.


  Whether or not the land truly came under his rule was questionable; it would be more appropriate to consider it a sort of region without borders. 


  While the southern bank of the Sylvan River’s lower basin was part of Gustav’s kingdom, the central and western lands were dotted with settlements and towns from the fallen dwarven nation that had previously been established on the other side of the river. Thus, the river itself couldn’t necessarily be thought of as a border on its own, since the two separate banks were intricately woven together. Likewise, the only remaining maps of the area were incredibly old and even inaccurate, depending on their origin. 


  New maps would need to be made, the topography studied, the vegetation documented, and they would also need to familiarize themselves with the weather.


  The world had gone through an industrial revolution. A civil revolution. Every facet of war had grown increasingly more complicated as swords and magic had given way to guns and magic. 


  Gustav and his country needed to be ready at all times, and the best way to study the land was to dash through the actual area yourself. His aides chased the game into an area where the prey were surrounded by men, their hunting rifles at the ready.


  Even with all its complexity, hunting was enjoyable. Encircling your target, letting loose the werewolves, waiting before taking down your prey. Would you read the wind so that they wouldn’t sense your presence, taking advantage of the land’s hills and valleys, or would you intentionally reveal yourself to intimidate your prey? Would it be better to drive them up to the mountaintop or into a ravine? 


  Hunting, itself, was similar to a military campaign. It used both your mind and body. There was nothing more thrilling. In a single bout, they’d captured their quarry, boxing and shooting seven very fine elks in one move. They’d also shot ten plump pheasants. Their feast that night was sure to be quite the luxurious affair.


  But something strange happened after they had finished their hunt. One of the werewolves had howled. This long howl, along with the fact that there was no prey left, meant that the werewolves were calling for their master.


  Gustav listened closely. Sniffing, he discerned that the werewolves were at the foot of the mountain, not too far away.


  “Your Majesty.”


  “Don’t worry, old coot. Wait here.”


  Stopping one of his aides, Gustav moved his massive, plump, over-six-feet-tall body with a nimbleness that would make any human doubt their own eyes, running along the mountain’s paths to the source of the werewolves’ cries. The forest in the area was dense with massive trees, and dim, even during the day. Had the werewolf not howled again, he might have had to rely on his nose.


  But this smell…


  It was the scent of blood—and not a beast’s.


  Through the gaps in the trees, he could see soft, dully shining gray fur, and plenty of it. Its owner’s huge build would make any other race soil themselves. Seemingly having noticed Gustav as well, it pointed its fierce-looking face and icy eyes his way.


  “Mein König,” Advin acknowledged, his voice deep.


  While werewolves nowadays were the loyal canine companions of the orcs, they were originally a proud and proper magical race themselves, smart and with the ability to speak.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “This.”


  Looking toward where the werewolf’s sharp, elegant nose indicated, Gustav saw a single shadow laying in a hollow. 


  The body was too long for it to be a human, but it wasn’t an orc either. As he approached, he saw glossy chestnut hair and dark brown skin with long, pointed ears. The figure wore a deep brown, woolen, hooded cape with a bulky-knit cowl, a leather bodice, and high-waisted pants. Their hunting boots looked ideal for running through the countryside. On their hip rested a large, peculiarly shaped woodsman’s hatchet in a leather sheath.


  It was a woman with a beautiful, dignified face, her shoulder-length hair tied tightly, high on her head. With her being unconscious, he couldn’t tell what her eyes looked like, but she had gallant eyebrows and long eyelashes. On each of her cheeks were two lines of white war paint, stretching from beside the high bridge of her nose to under the lobes of her pointed ears.


  Goodness. Goodness gracious!


  “It’s a dökkálfr!” Gustav cried, looking at her in wonder.


  The dark elves—or, as some would say, black elves— were a subrace of the elves from across the river, rarely seen in Gustav’s nation. They appeared so often in myths and fables that you might get sick of them. They were thought to be akin to spirits of forests and lakes and thus were strangely popular with the humans. Though it seemed that they were unable to stay as estranged from the world as those sorts of beings.


  As Gustav knelt to inspect her, the scent of blood grew stronger. There were gunshot wounds to both her left shoulder and right flank. Both seemed to have pierced her, but the wound on her side was deeper. Judging from their power, they weren’t made by a hunting rifle. These injuries had come from military grade weapons.


  Blood was pooling on top of the piles of dead leaves, as her brown skin turned pallid.


  Gently, Gustav touched her cheek. She was beginning to go cold. It was currently fall, nearly winter. Despite it being the afternoon, the air was chilly, and the temperature would drop severely when night fell. No matter how long-lived and ageless elves might be, he had no doubt that she would die if she was left as she was.


  Without speaking, Gustav reached into the gunnysack of the leather belt tied around his waist, pulling out a metal medicine bottle. It was an elixir, a cure-all, made from the extracted essential oils of angelica—known as the base ingredient of all wonder drugs—and female fir flowers. The oils were then mixed with sugar, nutmeg, and several types of herbs. It was military-grade, for use on those who were gravely injured.


  He brought the bottle to her lips. If she wouldn’t swallow it, he would have to use the powdered version instead or resort to healing magic.


  Elixirs were made in small batches and were expensive, but they would restore your stamina, vitality, and the magic power that magical races held, increasing your healing ability. The highest quality ones could even close many physical wounds.


  As luck would have it, her plump lips took in the elixir, and she swallowed.


  Next, he took the large, flat flask from his hip, removing the cap, and he had her drink from that as well. It was calvados—apple cider brandy from Gloire, which Gustav had brought along to drink to fend off the cold. It was wonderful. Not only was it delicious, it also had an excellent scent and could be used to restore consciousness.


  “Urngh…” The woman groaned. 


  While she hadn’t come to yet, her wounds had already closed, and she had stopped bleeding.


  “Advin. Lend me your back.”


  “Yes, mein König.”


  After placing the dark elf onto the werewolf’s back, he quietly descended to the base of the mountain, where Gustav’s aides had started fussing about, searching for him. 


  The man himself collected the elven woman’s belongings, which had been scattered around. There was a well-cared for, lever-action, single-shot riding gun, a gunnysack, and a flask. He inspected them in detail. 


  The gun had been fired, but the shell casing hadn’t been ejected. Now that he thought about it, the woman had worn a leather bullet belt on her swelling chest, but there had been no bullets left on it. 


  Inside the gunnysack was a very small amount of the portable, hard-baked, grain rations that were unique to the elves, some of life’s essentials, and even a horn that resembled those used by shepherds.


  The flask was empty, so he gave it a sniff. It smelled like the distilled liquor made from potatoes. He was a bit surprised that a fairy like her would drink liquor that hard.


   


  ***


   


  At the base of the mountain, Gustav’s subordinates were already starting a bonfire. As he approached, the lodges they were staying in, built from wood with white plaster outer walls and sharp roofs that provided shade, came into view. An aide greeted him promptly, relieved to see him.


  “My king. It seems you’ve caught quite the rare game.”


  “Old man, call for a doctor and a healer to get her fixed up. I’ve done some basic first aid,” Gustav curtly informed his aide. “And gather the jäger guards immediately. It seems the rumors were true.”


  “Regarding the elves?”


  “Yes. They appear to be slaughtering each other.”


  “My, my. This will be trouble. This means our plans will need to change.”


  “That it does. But it was inevitable. Have the jägers conduct a search. They are permitted to use the kobold soldiers’ magical scouting, but have them be discreet. This woman’s comrades may still be around.”


   


  ***


   


  Dinerúth Andariel, a dark elf, was experiencing what was commonly known as “seeing an unfamiliar ceiling.” And its particular circumstances made her gasp.


  The high, vaulted ceiling was made from thick pieces of wood, and bright lighting filled the sterile room. She was wearing white twill hospital clothing, laying on an incredibly large bed.


  Still only half conscious, she lifted her left arm in front of her eyes and waved it. The awful gunshot wound she’d remembered suffering didn’t hurt. Neither did the one on her midsection.


  Despite not being completely lucid, one thing dawned on her, and a hand shot to her chest. She was relieved to find her wooden talisman still hanging from her neck by its leather strap.


  All members of the elven race, both the white álfr and the black dökkálfr, were gifted upon their birth a wooden talisman just big enough to hold in their palm. It was carved from one of the large branches of a silver tree, harvested from a forest near their birthplace. They would wear it around their neck until their death, so that they could find their way back to the same place after they were reborn.


  To the elves, the talismans were more important than anything else. They would touch or clutch them as frequently as they wished, or in order to cast strong magic. Over the years, that rubbing would give it a natural luster, almost like a gem.


  A question finally rose to the forefront of her mind. 


  Where… Where am I…?


  “You’re awake,” said a voice stemming from the corner of the room. Its speaker wore a nurse’s cap and a clean, blue-striped dress.


  Dinerúth was stunned. There was no mistaking that it was a nurse, but it was massive. 


  Its height was about the same as an elf’s, but the being was wide enough that you could call it a hunk of meat. Its neck was thick, and its arms and legs were almost like logs. She had no idea how much it might have weighed, but it must’ve been unbelievably heavy. But most importantly, it had the head of a pig.


  It was an orc. But how could it be an orc? Orcs were violent, barbaric, voracious monsters who feasted not only on elves but on their own kind as well.


  How? How? How?


  “I’ll go call for the doctor.”


  The nurse seemed to misunderstand Dinerúth’s bafflement. It bowed politely before departing. Moments later, someone wearing glasses and a white doctor’s coat walked inside, looking like a proper physician.


  It was another orc.


  Almost all orcs had black eyes and light-pinkish skin with little body hair, and she could barely tell the difference between them, but this one seemed to be a man—no, a boar. Its face was more defined than the nurse who followed it back into the room, and poking up from its lower jaw on either side of its face were two large, sharp tusks.


  When it took hold of her arm, Dinerúth froze up in fear, quite honestly believing she was about to be devoured. But as the orc doctor touched her wrist with its thick fingers, she finally realized that it was taking her pulse.


  “It’s beating a bit fast… But my apologies, I don’t have any experience treating your kind. Regardless, you should rest for now.”


  Of course, my heart is racing! Dinerúth shot back in her head. She was both baffled and terrified. 


  Orcs were supposed to be brutal, uncivilized things. How did they have this sort of medical care—this science, as the humans would say?


  Why did they save me?


  Why? Truly, why? Orcs were supposed to be ravenous due to their massive size, gorging themselves on other races. Once one found you, you were probably already being eaten. 


  Dinerúth herself had fought against orcs 120 years earlier, in Rosalind Valley to the northwest. She thought she knew them well.


  They spoke with shrill, earsplitting voices, screaming and disrupting their surroundings. They were repulsive beasts, who devoured everything in their voracity. Their simplicity made them just a tad better than the dwarves, with their half-baked knowledge, lewd gazes, and vulgar wording.


  The meluisith—noisy bastards—was the slur her people used for them. 


  So why had they saved her?


  “Excuse me.”


  While Dinerúth was still stunned, another orc boar entered the room. 


  It was well-dressed, wearing a tailored hunting outfit in the style of the alpine tribes, as if it were dressing like a human would. A head taller than Dinerúth, it was on the larger side for an orc boar. 


  More shocking than anything else was its voice. It wasn’t shrill at all, instead low and almost fatherly.


  As magical races went, it appeared to be of high rank, with magic oozing from its massive frame. This was also strange. While orcs were all stupidly strong, it was rare for one to have any magical power.


  “You seem to be at a loss. I don’t blame you…” the boar said with a wry smile. It sat down in a massive chair beside her bed. “But don’t worry, we aren’t going to eat you. It’s already been seventy years since my race abandoned our customs of eating other magical races. It’s even considered taboo under our laws now.”


  For a moment, Dinerúth didn’t speak. It was hard to believe, but Dinerúth recalled hearing a rumor—that the savages who lived south of the Sylvan River had founded quite a large country. This must have been it.


  “Whatever the case, let me thank you…” she began. 


  After hesitating, she sat up and introduced herself. 


  No matter how monstrous the orcs were, she believed that not introducing herself after they’d saved her would be shameful.


  “I see, so you are leader of a clan. I gathered that much from the air you have about you,” the orc said. “I am Gustav Falkenhayn, king of the nation of Orcsen. If you can, I’d appreciate it if you would tell me about how you ended up in this position, but I won’t force you.”


  She didn’t reply. The king of the orcs. The king? Judging from his appearance and magical power, it didn’t surprise her.


  “After we found you unconscious, we managed to recover ten more of your compatriots nearby. All of them were injured, but they’ve been healed now and are in another room. You can meet with them later.”


  “You mean…”


  Dinerúth tried to get out of bed, but the orc king lightly gestured with his hand, urging her to stop.


  “You should eat first. It wouldn’t hurt to wait until after, would it? We’ve had your fellows do the same.”


  At his signal, the nurse carried out a meal atop a wooden board. She placed a small folding table by the bed and set the food out: rye and wheat bread with butter and lingonberry jam on the side; cream soup made with lots of chanterelle mushrooms and pheasant meatballs slightly spiced with black pepper; elk herb stew, with lightly roasted potatoes and carrots on the side, finished off with a rich sauce; and there was even a heated red wine with cinnamon, cloves, and dry orange added to warm her up. The serving was rationed so it wouldn’t cause harm to her healing body.
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  “Food is the foundation of everything. While it’s only what we had on hand, since this was unexpected, we tried to put together something similar to what you would eat at home. I’ll leave you to it,” he said, granting her privacy to dine alone.


  “Th-thank you…”


  What they had on hand? This? And something similar to what we would eat? Ridiculous.


  The dark elves didn’t normally eat anything remotely close to this. This meal was elaborate, like something they’d prepare to celebrate the winter solstice. Their bread didn’t have any wheat in it either. But the soup, made with the chanterelle mushrooms that every elf loved, was particularly appetizing. It smelled deliciously buttery and creamy.


  Just how many days had it been since Dinerúth had eaten a warm meal? They say that hunger is the best spice, and it was true. While she thought it was a bit pathetic of her, she ate everything they’d served her. It hit the spot, and she felt like energy was bursting through every inch of her limbs.


  As vigor bubbled up inside her, so too did the memories she’d have preferred to forget.


  The stench of blood. Screams. Gunfire. Flames. Slaughter.


  Dinerúth finished off all of her food, knowing she needed the energy to accomplish her goals, and she gulped down the bloodred wine. 


  She couldn’t wait any longer. 


  The nurse waiting outside her room came in when she called, and she helped her get dressed. Thankfully, Dinerúth’s clothes had already been washed and fully dried, which meant that she’d possibly been unconscious for several days.


   


  ***


   


  She was led to a large room down the hall.


  “Lady Dinerúth!”


  “It’s Lady Dinerúth!”


  “Yes, it’s me! Iavasril, Ardís, Elenwë, and you all! You’re all okay… You’re all okay…!”


  Dinerúth and her compatriots clutched each other’s hands, hugged, and cried. While it was rather rude to feel so thrilled to be reunited with their own, some of the weak-spirited within their group had been scared to awaken somewhere unfamiliar and surrounded by orcs.


  Including Dinerúth herself, thirty dark elven survivors from her clan and others nearby had tried to cross the Sylvan River to escape their tragic circumstances. Only fourteen of them had been confirmed to have made it. The orcs had told them that they’d done a thorough search, and if they were to be believed, then the others must not have survived.


  We need to go home. To kill every last one of the white elves.


  She wouldn’t let them get away with this. She’d never forgive them. Ever.


   


  ***


   


  “I see… They’ve done something so brutal… That’s horrible…”


  From the bottom of his heart, Gustav truly believed that. He did.


  Sitting in a well-padded chair in the lodge’s saloon with Dinerúth in front of him, he was finally able to have a conservation with her and express his sentiments as she recounted her kind’s plight. She’d resolved to do so after he saved not only her, but her comrades as well. She was also seated, since he had no business making someone who wasn’t one of his subordinates stand before him, much less a member of another proud race.


  On the side tables were cups of hot, freshly brewed strong coffee, but the mood in the room had shifted, and they no longer felt like drinking it.


  It was just as the rumors said: The nation to the north of the Sylvan River on the Beleriant Peninsula—the elves’ Elfind—was in the middle of a civil war between members of their own race; if one could even call it “civil war.” 


  Whenever the word elf was mentioned, the light elves were the ones that were conjured up in the mind’s eye. They made up over 90 percent of the population and were massacring the dark elves.


  Gustav searched the mental shelves of his intellect for a word that fit the situation and remembered one that described it perfectly.


  It’s ethnic cleansing.


  From his point of view, there wasn’t much difference between the white elves and dark elves as a race. 


  First of all, Dinerúth wasn’t as “black” as other races would think she would be based on the naming convention. She had healthy brown skin, like ripe wheat. All elves were tall, but the light elves had lovely, fragile fairylike figures, while dark elves had lithe but strong physiques.


  However, like most racial strife, no matter how similar other races might have found them, from their own point of view, the two subraces had crucial differences.


  Even the elves themselves no longer knew how their race had actually branched. In ancient times, they’d been thought of as those who saw the light of the legendary meteor shower supposedly linked to the world’s creation, and those who didn’t. This was where the elves’ old terminology of “light elves” and “dark elves” stemmed from. Gustav was fairly sure that the event wouldn’t have affected the color of their skin, so it was probably just simply folklore, but…


  Whatever the case, while both sides lived in the same land and country of Elfind, they lived in different regions and had different cultures. 


  Dark elves lived along the northern shores of the Sylvan River, which ran between the continent and the Beleriant Peninsula, and lore had long considered it their nation’s border. Within that mountain range, they subsisted through pasturing, dairy farming, and hunting.


  The white elves lived further north in the central and north portions of the peninsula that made up most of the country’s land. They loved the woods and lakes, and mainly farmed, with songs, music, wisdom, wordplay, and books as companions.


  While the white elves had always held contemptuous, discriminatory sentiments against the dark elves, they had been at peace, working together temporarily and fighting as one in wars against other races. The white elves would handle strategy and such, while each dark elven clan would act as powerful and unparalleled border-defending soldiers, bringing victory to their homeland.


  But after the wars against other races had ceased, and a gradual peace had lasted for a hundred some years… The two sides’ relationship experienced an unwelcome shift.


  The first thing that went wrong was the principal of economic competition, alongside the influx of technology from human nations. This created an uneven distribution of wealth between those who could get in on the novel technology of a new age and those who couldn’t. And this coincided with the differences ­between the light and dark elves.


  After that, they just had to wait for a catalyst.


  About a year earlier, a dark elf who had, until then, been selected as a retainer to Elfind’s royal family, committed treason and lost her position. While the trial against her had proceeded without complications, she was assassinated by the other retainers. Though the incident itself was ghastly, it was apparently a political struggle born from jealousy and private grudges.


  But this was the spark that triggered the “dark elf hunts.” The elves, who were supposed to be pure and fairylike beings, transformed into bigoted slaughterers despite their same origin.


  The dark elves, whose position had been unstable from the get-go, were driven out of the nation’s center, forced out to the borderlands, and were now on the verge of extinction.


  The majority of them had died in ambushes. Some were shot to death. Some were hung. Some were made to dig a massive hole in which they were buried alive. Some chose death themselves, despairing over living any longer…


  In the case of Dinerúth’s clan, their village was suddenly burned down by Elfind’s army, and most were killed. She had been out hunting, and while she’d heroically tried to return to face them, her people had been outnumbered. Making an impossible choice, she and the other survivors crossed the country’s border of the Sylvan River, using the territory of Orcsen as an indirect route to escape, planning on getting in touch with the other dark elven clans…


  This means I’m also indirectly at fault for this situation, huh… Gustav quietly considered some rather disturbing notions.


  We orcs were Elfind’s main opponents in past wars. While it took me many years to get here, I was the one who focused on unifying the orcs’ territories, stopping our invasions, making clear national laws, developing our industries, even interacting with the humans despite occasional strife, and increasing our national power. To think that it would drive the elven races to do this…


  “So… What do you plan on doing now?”


  “Go back. I plan on going back,” Dinerúth stated flatly. A strong will was evident in in her eyes and in the set of her thick and gallant eyebrows, the same chestnut color as her hair. Her plump lips were pulled in a straight line. 


  Her low tone, unsophisticated choice of wording, and her body—much more burly than other races imagined elves to be—burned with the overwhelming flames of resentment. 


  “I’ll save my clansmen, work with the other clans, and put up as much of a resistance as I can.”


  “I see…”


  Gustav had no intention of stopping her. He had no right to interfere, however…


  They can’t win. They’re completely outnumbered.


  It seemed that she understood this as well.


  “I’ll kill as many white elves as I possibly can.”


  Gustav was silent.


  She was well aware that it was just reckless defiance. But the dark elves had been so driven into a corner by the white elves that they had no other choice. 


  After a moment of hesitation, she spoke again.


  “I know that I’m in no position to ask this of you, when you’ve already saved us like this, but… Would you be able to give us some weapons and medical supplies? And might I be able to leave those of us who are heavily wounded or faint of heart with you? Seeing as I have no provisions to give you in return, if you do this for me, I will return here and I will swear my life to you. You can eat me or treat me as a sow, whatever you wish.”


  In silence, Gustav massaged his brow. He contemplated her words for a moment, thoughts quickly racing through his mind, before making his decision and speaking.


  “If you are that resolved, then I would like to offer you another option.”


  “…Hmm?”


  “In anticipation of needing to reinforce your people’s efforts to attack at a later time, you and all of your brethren should relocate to our nation.”


  “You must be joking,” Dinerúth said, befuddled, as she looked at him. Her expression said that she didn’t believe him.


  “I’ve heard that your race, having significant magical power, can contact your fellows as long as you’re somewhat close by. Is this true?”


  “It is. But we can’t use it to reach too far right now. The white elves would notice.”


  “I understand. That is why I agree that you should return and get into contact with as many of your clansmen as possible, gathering and rescuing those of other clans as well, and have them cross to the southern shore of the river. I’ll tell you now that this will be much more difficult than fighting. You must do this without being noticed by the white elves. Do you know why?”


  “Because if the white elves found out that you were aiding us, it could cause a war between Elfind and Orcsen.”


  “Yes, exactly.” Gustav nodded, as if she had gotten full marks for her answer. “That is why you must convince your brethren and escape swiftly in absolute secrecy.”


  Dinerúth listened quietly.


  “I will gather food, medical supplies, and my subordinates on this southern shore. After we provide this covert assistance, we will welcome you into our kingdom.”


  She seemed to be completely perplexed. Rather than wavering because of imagining how difficult it would be, she appeared to be wondering why they would offer the dark elves more help than she could have hoped for. Especially seeing as it was coming from the orcs, who they had previously fought. 


  She came out with her question frankly.


  “Why would you be so generous? It’s difficult to believe.”


  “I expected a response like this; I don’t blame you.”


  Gustav decided to be honest with her. In his experience, honesty, rather than petty tricks or deception, was the best policy at times like this. As the leader of a ­nation, he recognized there were situations that called for underhanded dealings, but that didn’t mean that it was necessary every time.


  “I fought your people 120 years ago in Rosalind Valley. I was but an ordinary soldier then, a youngster who couldn’t see the whole picture, but—”


  “What a coincidence. I also was there on that historic battlefield as leader of my clan.”


  “I see.”


  It seemed that Dinerúth was much older than Gustav, who had turned 150 years old that year.


  He had heard that elven clan leaders not only served the same role as the human’s mayors but also as squad commander in wartime, leading the unit their clan would be made into according to its size. Those who were somewhat older, with strong magic and leadership skills, who the people around would listen to, were chosen.


  “I bear no grudge against you and yours. Soldiers fighting in wars is just how the world works. Regardless, it was us who attacked the country of dwarves here for their granary because we were on the cusp of a famine. Elfind merely sent out their troops because they felt threatened. The fault lies with us orcs. But are you aware of what happened after we lost the Battle at Rosalind Valley?”


  “We defeated the orcs and returned home…”


  “The dark elves did, at least.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “A faction of white elves stayed in Rosalind Valley. Then, they attacked the dwarven king who ruled over the southern shore of the Sylvan River.”


  “Ridiculous. I heard that it was you orcs who wiped them out as you retreated.”


  “That’s what you were told. And it would account for why even trade between individuals died out. It’s a narrative fabricated by the white elves. They had looked down on the dwarves in the first place, and, feeling threatened by their mining and metallurgical technology, used this lucky break to destroy their kingdom.”


  Dinerúth didn’t respond.


  “It was then that I witnessed just how calculating the white elves could be.”


  As he explained, she listened without a word.


  “There are other magical races that the elves drove from the region of Beleriant. Werewolves, kobolds, great eagles… It seems they feared the werewolves’ fangs, scorned the kobolds’ business acumen, and couldn’t tolerate the great eagles being as intelligent as themselves. All of those races are now part of my kingdom. If you’d like, I can introduce you to them. My partner is a werewolf, while the people who I hired for my housekeeping are kobolds, and the dwarves support our nation with their engineering. The great eagles fly through the skies for us. The reason I made eating other races taboo by law is so that we could live alongside each other.”


  She was silent.


  “And that meant that you and your brethren were the white elves’ next target. You’ve seen more than enough of that yourself, haven’t you?”


  Dinerúth was stunned. Her limbs were shaking, her shoulders heaved with her breaths, and her eyes were ­flitting all over the place. But it seemed that some of what he’d said convinced her.


  The dark elves were the most specialized in hunting in all of Elfind. She had firsthand experience with driving other races from the peninsula. And that amplified her hatred against the white elves. 


  If the war against the orcs, which had been extolled as a holy campaign, had been false… If her people had been manipulated into driving the other races away, fed all sorts of lies, and used as mere tools by the white elves… For how long had the dark elves been fooled? And now the white elves were trying to exterminate them?


  We were naive.


  “Because of this, I’m sure that one day, in the not-so-distant future, there will be a war between my kingdom and the white elves. And it will not be simple skirmishes but a total and final war, with both nations’ destinies on the line,” Gustav continued.


  Still, Dinerúth didn’t respond.


  “When that happens, I want even just one more race on our side. I want comrades who we can count on. This is why I saved you and your brethren,” he said, openly admitting that it had been a calculated choice.


  “May I smoke a cigar?” Dinerúth finally asked.


  “Go right ahead. I’ll smoke my pipe while we’re at it.”


  After the both of them heaved deep sighs, a curious psychological thawing occurred between the two. The sound of matches striking rang out almost simultaneously, and tobacco smoke wafted through the air. 


  This dark elf’s low tone might’ve had an irresistible gentleness to it, had we spoken in more every day and in peaceful circumstances, rather than this dangerous meeting… Gustav mused, having the leeway to think something so trivial.


  “I have one question, orc king.”


  “What would that be?”


  “When you’ve gathered enough races, and the day comes when you win against the white elves… How can you guarantee that it won’t be the orcs who will be mistreating those other races next?”


  This woman is sharp, Gustav thought, impressed. He decided to answer that question honestly as well.


  “A logical concern. There are more of us than any of the other races, and our past deeds aren’t anything to boast about. I’m sure that you’re worried that we’ll become tyrannical.”


  She’s just been through something, after all. It’s not strange if she can’t trust anything or anyone.


  “But what could have happened 120 years ago would be impossible now. The reason is because of our numbers.” Gustav explained, “Compared to other races, orcs eat an unbelievable amount of food. Without increasing our food production, strengthening our industrial power, and making our nation prosperous, we wouldn’t be able to feed ourselves until even tomorrow. Despite our strength, we don’t have much magical power. Because of this, we rely on the kobolds’ magic and business acumen, study the dwarves’ technology, lean on the werewolves help in our pastures, and request the great eagles to predict the weather… We orcs must all count our blessings and work hard.”


  That answer seemed to satisfy Dinerúth. 


  “So that’s what you meant by ‘food is the foundation of everything.’ And that’s going amazingly well. In these last 120 years, the orcs haven’t attacked us even once, even during the harvest. And just from seeing you and the doctors, I can tell just how far your species has come.”


  If her meal had been “thrown together,” there was no doubt that they were a prosperous nation.


  “That’s right. You really are sharp,” he remarked. So intelligent that he was glad. “And there’s another reason. Even if we win against the white elves…”


  Gustav took a drag of his pipe tobacco, swirled it around his mouth, and thought of how he’d grown soft as he breathed it out. He hadn’t intended to tell her this much—his aides wouldn’t understand at this point in time.


  “Soon, we’ll be at war with the humans. Guns and cannons, railways, telegrams, iron boats… I believe you understand since you now use a breech-loading rifle instead of the muskets that you had to load through the muzzle. The humans are rapidly developing their technology. Soon, we won’t be able to compensate with our magic and physical strength… No, we already can’t. In order to avoid that war, we have no choice but to unify the races for our country.”


  “Orc king, forgive me for saying this, but you’re incredibly strange. When I’m speaking to you, I’m not speaking with an orc. You think like an elf…or like a human.”


  Was she complimenting him? He was addled but relieved that she seemed to see eye to eye with him.


  “Of course, you’re the king, and I must take my hat off to you. To summarize, you’ll give us dark elves a place to live, weapons, and the opportunity to defeat the damned white elves in the near future.”


  Dinerúth stood up, her movements gallant in nature. The silver lining in the predicament of her race being near extinction was that now she knew what she needed to do, and it fueled her. Knowing that this meeting between different races had ended in success, Gustav stood as well.


  “I accept your offer, orc king.”


  “Then I welcome you from the bottom of my heart, Dinerúth Andariel.”


  The handshake the two shared was a tad awkward, which was understandable given their races’ history, but it was firm.


   


  ***


   


  One month had passed from that meeting.


  The season transitioned from autumn to winter, and the Zehnseig Mountains, at the northernmost edge of Orcsen on the south shore of the Sylvan River, were ­already capped with a thick layer of snow. The number of days that a sleet mixture of rain and snow fell on the plains were increasing, and clear days were becoming increasingly rare as the temperature outdoors kept on dropping.


  While it wasn’t snowing that night, ice-cold rain poured relentlessly.


  The Sylvan River was wide, and it ran deep throughout most of its length. There were large waterfalls upstream, steep cliffs that ran along both shores, and to top it off, there were barely any bridges connecting its banks. The river, long considered their national border on account of their legends, was a sort of holy ground for the elves. It cut off convenient access to the northern part of the peninsula, acting as a natural stronghold.


  Rocks and river sand collected in the downstream area to the east, creating walkable shallows. This was where the final group of dark elves, numbering roughly one thousand and two hundred, crossed as they fled Elfind.


  Within the forested area just slightly south of the opposite shore, Gustav Falkenhayn was impatiently waiting for them. 


  Finally, he thought.


  Having the dark elves escape in this season was exceedingly difficult. The sparingly few bridges had never been an option from the start. Elfind’s soldiers had set up a sentry post around them, increasing their security. While attacking them and crossing by force might have been a viable one-off strategy, there were far too many dark elves needing to be evacuated to use this method. Besides, even if they were able to cross, they would run straight into the settlement Elfind had on the southern shore of the river. It was, quite literally, “a bridge too far.”


  Back when the operation was just beginning, Dinerúth had a hard time convincing the clans to agree with the plan due to their distrust, fear, and scorn for the orcs. But as the imminent danger of the white elves’ ethnic cleansing closed in on them, she finally succeeded in persuading them. However, just when they became able to evacuate, they found they could no longer use the shallows to cross since the white elves had begun patrolling it. 


  While only occasionally, the Elfind Army had started to deploy mounted scouts. These soldiers would attack a town here, burn a village there, and close off the major highways, shrinking their encirclement of the dark elves more and more each day. 


  Thus, the dark elves had no choice but to use a point upstream from the shallows for their escape. In small groups, they had to swim across the freezing cold river in the winter with rising water levels after climbing and descending sharp cliffs—all the while already spent and carrying only a tiny amount of food so they wouldn’t get caught. 


  Dark elves were nearly unageing, immortal beings who wouldn’t die without being severely wounded or ill or giving up on living themselves. Even so, this sojourn was incredibly difficult. In order to stave off frostbite and the like, they’d need medical attention immediately after they arrived. Not to mention that most of them had been heavily wounded in battles against the white elves or completely exhausted. The number of dark elves who were tragically swept away into the rapids or had run out of energy and passed away wasn’t insignificant.


  Gustav had commanded his nation’s border guard, several field kitchen wagons, half of the division’s munitions supply train, and all of the field hospitals of the Seventeenth Jäger Division—who were stationed in Arnbandt, the Orcsen city closest to the border—to assist them. However, he needed to use caution when deploying his forces. If he openly sent his army out, then they were likely to end up in a skirmish with Elfind.


  They had decided the locations where the groups would cross and where they would temporarily meet up on the other side of the river. Kobold soldiers of the Orcsen Army who could use magic, along with several dark elf volunteers, would use magical communications at the lowest strength they could manage to avoid being intercepted when informing the evacuees of the meeting spot. The groups of dark elves, ranging from several dozen to one hundred, would escape to the final rendezvous point near the lodges. While they had considered several alternate crossing locations, they couldn’t change the reality that every other option would just add to their hardships.


   


  ***


   


  During these challenging times, Dinerúth stayed in Elfind. She took on the difficult task of facilitating the evacuation plans on the dark elven side. She and a small, elite squad of her clan brethren used the firearms and medical supplies that Gustav supplied, plus a tiny amount of rations and water, to make unconventional attacks against the Elfind army. They weren’t full-on combat, but through disturbances and obstruction, she was able to buy time for her people to escape. 


  And, inevitably, that meant that her squad was the last group to cross.


  At that point, the water levels had risen so drastically that the crossing point they’d used upriver was no longer viable. Even the shallows downstream to the east were becoming dangerous, and coupled with their injuries and exhaustion, swimming across the river was considerably reckless.


  It was then that one of the officers of the Orcsen Army’s staff headquarters made a suggestion: Why not intentionally reveal to Elfind a unit small enough that they wouldn’t see it as a serious threat? 


  The elves surely wanted to avoid a border dispute just as much as Orcsen did. And while having Orcsen coming to learn of this after the fact was one thing, they probably didn’t want anyone to know that they were deep in the middle of a genocide. From their point of view, it would likely be as if they were exposing a weakness, both from a diplomatic and a defensive position. Orcsen hadn’t originally used the shallows because of Elfind’s military in the first place, so it was worth trying. Gustav approved of the plan immediately.


  While it was difficult getting the numbers just right, they formed a platoon’s worth of jägers from each regiment of the division, set them up in every location, and had them frequent the areas. It would seem as though Orcsen had noticed something happening on the border and had dispatched the group because of it.


  The plan worked perfectly. The mounted scouts from Elfind’s army retreated from the shallows, but it wasn’t likely to last long. There was a chance that they would return in larger numbers, possibly along with a search party accompanied by foot soldiers and horse artillery.


  Quickly using magical communications, it was decided that the final group would cross that night. Luckily, in what might have been called divine intervention, the rain weakened immediately before the crossing was about to take place.


  Orcs, having flourished as a race thanks to originally being nocturnal, could see in the dark. This was especially the case for Gustav, who had magical power himself. The dark elves had the same ability. When they used magic to strengthen their night vision beyond their physical abilities, their eyes would glow a faint red. He could see glimpses of that light now.


  The dark elves traversed the shallows silently, knee deep in the water yet moving quickly as a group to prevent leaving anyone behind. Each one had decorated their cheeks in white war paint and wore a hooded coat with patterns—these could be called their ethnic dress, and they had been passed down through their clans. 


  In a rare occurrence, Gustav felt a slight chill run down his spine.


  What a look in their eyes…


  It wasn’t because of the glow emanating from within their hoods. These were the eyes of soldiers. Even under the falling rain, they all looked directly forward without moving a muscle, brows frozen.


  These were the eyes of those who had amassed so much experience in actual battle that they were disgusted with it. Eyes that had witnessed both the deaths of their enemies and their allies, and survived, all while maintaining their will to fight. 


  Along with this, the group possessed a great hatred as well; so much so that it eclipsed the disdain Dinerúth had a month earlier. Their loathing for the white elves broiled. Within the line were those supporting their out-of-breath comrades. Many of them clutched bundles of talismans on cords, most likely collected from their fallen brethren.


  Their gaze bore a resemblance to that of a werewolf on the hunt.


  As those at the front of the group reached the shore first, they stopped to watch over the rest until the very last one had successfully crossed the river, before pushing into the forest where the temporary camp was located. Gustav didn’t need to check who was last. He, himself, wrapped Dinerúth Andariel in a thick blanket.


   


  ***


   


  At first, Dinerúth didn’t seem to notice him. She stared up at his massive frame for a moment, with an expression that could be taken as either fatigue or despondence, before she finally seemed to understand that she had completed her task.


  “Orc king.”


  “Don’t worry. Don’t speak. You did it. You did wonderfully, Dinerúth. You made it back.”


  Rubbing the blanket, he used his healing magic to surround her. Almost impulsively, he carried her in his arms to the medical team. The cooking company of the division’s supply train were baking bread along with a hot salt broth that contained meat.


  “Orc king. How many did I save…?” Dinerúth asked from in his arms. It was clear she wasn’t asking about her own troops.


  “Roughly twelve thousand.”


  “I see.”


  Before the slaughter began, there had been around seventy thousand dark elves total on the border. Most of the rest of them had died, and what other few survivors there were had been taken to the north as serfs.


  Since the massacre had come completely by surprise, they’d suffered most of their casualties at the very beginning. The reason so many had died at once in such a short period of time was because members of the elven race were more like spiritual beings encased in a body—strong despair could prevent them from continuing to live. This manner of death was essentially the same as one losing their life’s spark. Timing-wise, this massive loss would have been when Dinerúth first crossed the river.


  Gustav apologized. “I’m so sorry. If only I had noticed sooner.” 


  Dinerúth shook her head. Then, she took out the talisman at her chest and clutched it firmly. 


  “I am eternally grateful to you for blessing us with your aid. Without it, we dark elves would have likely died out. As promised, from this moment on, you may consider Dinerúth Andariel to be your property and yours alone, mein König.”


  It was Gustav’s turn to be somber. Her nobility drove him to silent tears. While it was an undisputable fact that he had gained a powerful and unparalleled race as compatriots, a vicious jaw to devour the white elves, none of that mattered at that very moment.


  “Then you and yours are my citizens, my countrymen, Dinerúth. I will repay your fealty with everything I have.”


  Chapter 2:
The Land of Abundance


   


  YEAR 876 OF THE CELESTIAL CALENDAR.


  Spring was on its way.


  Roughly 155 miles south-southwest of Beleria as the crow flies was the capital of the Kingdom of Orcsen, Wildschwein, “wild boar” in Low Orcish. It was this city in which Dinerúth Andariel arrived.


  Wildschwein was nearly in the center of the western side of Starion. The continent was one of the cultural hubs in this world, where humans and many magical races were gathered. Dotted with forests, rivers, lakes, and wide, undulating plains, it was located near the eastern edge of the massive, flat morass that took up the greater half of the continent. It was a beautiful city, sandwiching a river coming from one of several headwater valleys to the east that were formed when the world was created. Rather than being extravagant or opulent, its simple sturdiness suggested reliability.


  Currently, roughly one million intelligent beings resided within. It was split into three districts: the old city to the west, which was created several hundred years ago as the center of the orc’s capital; the new city to the east, that was built about fifty years earlier; and the suburbs, which had been recently added as a municipal area in response to the capital’s increasing population. 


  In the suburbs, farmlands and farming communities used the vast plains. Whereas the old city’s residential and craftsman’s districts had traditional-style buildings—constructed with wood, mortar, and stones during the previous Celestial Century—the new city’s large-scale structures were magnificently made with iron frames, marble, and sculptures, creating a civic center and a mercantile quarter.


  There were separate paths for foot traffic and carriages made up of well-tended stone-paved road networks, water­ways, and a rail network that spread to every corner of Orcsen.


  In the autumn, the evergreen stone oak trees that lined the streets grew tons of shockingly large acorns, and they filled the many parks and fountains. Every bit of the city was flourishing.


  I can’t believe it…


  Just how many times had that thought run through Dinerúth’s mind?


  Even among the capitals of the human nations, there probably weren’t this many grand cities. She had thought that Elfind’s capital of Tirian was a huge city, but compared to Wildschwein, it was almost like a village in the middle of nowhere. Was this really the capital of the orc’s nation, formerly known as the Dark Forest among the elves and humans?


  There were werewolves, dwarves, kobolds, and great eagles living within. Orcs made up 70 percent of the population, while the other races made up the remainder.


  There was no fighting between the different races. This was thanks to an outstanding administrative government, fair taxes, equal education, a unified language, the guaranteed freedom of every citizen to choose their own occupation, and a clear and systematically implemented military conscription system.


  Amazingly enough, there were even embassies for several human nations. There were also churches for the Starlic faith, the religion that most humans followed, which had a massive influence in Starion. Though, seeing as how relations between the religion and the magical races were tense, they were generally only there for the human residents and didn’t do much proselytizing.


  Just as the orc king said, they really did have cultural exchange with the humans.


  And, while they weren’t as large in scale as the capital, cities like this were located in every corner of Orcsen, connected by highways, intercontinental water transportation, and railroads, making travel easily accessible. Currently, the surviving dark elves were journeying here from up north on several specially dispatched trains on a nigh-daily basis, with short travel times and without the need for any transfers.


  Was this truly the nation of the orcs, who had invaded the lands surrounding them and committed such atrocities just 120 years earlier in the Battle at Rosalind Valley?


  But no matter how hard it was to believe, Dinerúth and her fellow dark elves were poised to reap the blessings of this prosperity as well.


   


  ***


   


  “You are my citizens.”


  The orc king’s words had been truthful. In the suburbs of Wälderburg, on the northwestern edge of the new city, the dark elves had been granted a new subdivision by royal decree, where they would all settle together for the time being. 


  This area had previously been the Orcsen Army’s third capital training grounds which also included the national agricultural experimental station next to it. Surrounding the region were plenty of forests, lakes, and marshes, and farmland that could be converted to pastures. 


  As for where the dark elves were to live, the national budget was in the process of being frantically wrangled to fund the small town being built from bricks, mortar, wood, steel frames, and stone.


  After their escape, they had been staying temporarily in the training grounds’ barracks to heal and recuperate, but the entire site was being gifted to them. The dark elves would establish a new army unit at Wälderburg and train there. Likewise, the agricultural experimental station and the plots surrounding it would be theirs to use as a new type of community farmland, so that those who hadn’t joined the military could aim for financial independence.


  The army unit’s clothing, equipment, firearms, and an extremely small living stipend for the time being were given to them by Orcsen. The wages of those who had joined would be directly equivalent to what the officers of Orcsen’s army were paid. They weren’t a militia but a legitimate army squadron temporarily nicknamed the “Dark Elf Brigade.” Orcsen’s ministry of war had already approved budgetary measures for the squad to have a provisionary military account pooled separately from the fiscal budget.


  They were being treated better than they could have ever expected.


  And there was one more surprise for them: Once the orc king had decided how he would work with the dark elves, the national and local administrations, and the citizens, had accepted it without resistance. Everyone in this country treated the king’s words with the utmost respect. 


  While the nation had administrative agencies, a military center, and self-governing provinces, there was no legislative assembly. People would offer the king advice and recommendations, but once he decided on something, he took no objection nor complaint.


  Gustav held sovereignty, supreme authority over military affairs, diplomatic authority, legislative authority, and judicial power over his kingdom; its major constitutions and laws were decided by him.


  From the point of view of the human nations, this system of government was a bit dated, but it seemed appropriate for what they would call a “country of demons.” Yet, his wasn’t a reign of terror. Dinerúth herself had already experienced more than enough that proved this.


  On this particular Saturday morning at the beginning of March, she experienced one more.


  “Ah, we’re here. This is it.”


  In the land’s tongue, the park in the central district of Wildschwein was called Waldgarten.


  Gustav Falkenhayn, king of the orcs, was visiting this park, the oldest and largest in the capital, on foot, rather than in a carriage or on horseback.


  He wore the standard military uniform of a general of the Orcsen Army: a double-breasted black jacket with a stand-up collar, six buttons in two columns, and red piping. His lampasse trousers were the same color scheme, with two thick stripes and one thin. 


  While it was March, and buds were beginning to sprout on the trees, it was still considered to be winter in the area. Because of this, Gustav wore a military greatcoat with epaulettes. The top button of his overcoat was open, showing more of the wide collar’s red fabric, and giving him a slightly stylish look.


  On his hip, he wore a saber and a pistol. Rather than the regulation pickelhaube spiked helmet donned for ceremonies, he sported an ordinary military peaked cap. 


  In essence, he looked no different than any other army general. The only differences that could be seen were those that represented his rank, the Oberste Heeresleitung, the commander in chief: his epaulettes and the thickness of the lampasses on his trousers. That was all the differed.


  Compared to his hunting attire, it was far more formal, but considering his position and power, it wasn’t especially fancy. He didn’t wear anything like grand jewels set in rings or cufflinks specially made for him out of pure gold and silver. If Dinerúth had to name one item that could be considered decorative, it would be the large, orc-sized pocket watch on a chain in his uniform’s pocket, but even that had a practical use.


  At his side was the werewolf, Advin. This massive ashen wolf, standing at over three feet at his withers, adored Gustav as both his master and king, having had a longtime history with him as each. He accompanied the king wherever he ventured of his own volition, as a sort of bodyguard.


  To be quite honest, Dinerúth wasn’t very good with werewolves. They were a magical race thought of as something to be feared due to their attacks on elves, both historically and in mythology. The dark elves, including Dinerúth, had played a part in exterminating them from the Beleriant Peninsula, so she felt intensely ashamed when he stared at her with his massive eyes. But since the werewolf had saved her life, she was putting forth effort to root out this prejudice little by little.


  “This is the park.”


  “…Here?” Dinerúth asked.


  She was also wearing an Orcsen Army uniform, but hers was uniquely designed for use by the newly formed dark elven unit. The unit would be mounted, putting the race’s skill with horses to use, so her uniform was that of a cavalry officer.


  With black as the base tone for her entire outfit, she wore a dolman jacket decorated with silver cord and bordering. Its back had the same coloring, with thin ornamental embroidery. Her military trousers had a tightened hem to give leeway in between her thighs and were lined with silver lampasses, the thickness and number denoting her rank. Below those, she wore knee-high riding boots with spurs. On her waist was a sabre in a silver-trimmed sheath and a military revolver in a leather holster.


  The uniform had an elegant design, but the most stylish aspect of it was the hat. It was a northern-style busby made of black fur, with a cockade of two black circles on a white background that signified Orcsen’s national military. The most unique part was the emblem on its left, modeled after the silver tree’s leaves. Dinerúth liked the fact that it didn’t put any pressure on her long, elven ears.


  Her greatcoat was a sleeveless-cape style that reached down to her waist. It had a hood, borrowing from the dark elves’ native clothing.


  “Yes,” Gustav replied. “Listen, you can hear it now.”


  It was only nine in the morning, but she could hear a bright hustle and bustle filled with joyous music. She saw the source almost immediately. It was a morning markt, a flea market.


  There were tons, and she meant tons, of street stalls and vendors crowded together. Stands selling vegetables, others grilling wurst, some selling seasonal flowers, fruit stalls, butchers, fishmongers, general stores, toy shops, antique vendors… And while she had grouped all of the shops selling meat as simply “butchers,” some dealt with poultry, others with pork, and a few even boasted about their beef.


  The shopkeepers’ voices were boisterous, and the chatter of the customers, who were mainly locals, further livened things up. There were orc parents with their children, kobold merchants, dwarven peddlers… 


  There were even human customers. They seemed to be from one of the several embassies dotting the civic center or a trading company. Wherever they were from, they looked like they hadn’t been here long. They were gaping at all the magical races they saw, as if they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. Dinerúth understood how they felt—she was feeling the exact same way.


  “They hold these in parks all around the city every Saturday morning. There’s one near Wälderburg too, is there not? This one is the closest to my residence. I come often.”


  “I see…”


  Unbelievably, this bustling Saturday markt’s main demographic was the common folk. While there were some permanent stores that dealt with wholesale and brokerage, they were in the center of the capital and took up an entire block on their own.


  Orcsen was a nation of abundance. This fact overwhelmed Dinerúth once again. There was a saying that anyone who wanted to know the real nature of a country should read the local newspaper, their popular fiction, or go to their markets, and from what she was witnessing firsthand, she finally understood that sentiment completely.


  But even so… she couldn’t help but think.


  A king surveying a town was something that happened in any country, and it was true that Waldgarten was right in backyard of the king’s royal residence, but did he really have to do so on foot, with a single werewolf as his guard? Dinerúth had come to the residence to pick up some administrative documents that were necessary for the dark elves as a newly allied race, only for Gustav to chirp that she’d come at a great time and ask her to accompany him.


  My king is so hasty.


  “It’s the king! Mein König!”


  One of the kobolds checking out the strawberries at the fruit stand closest to them noticed Gustav and cried out in an adorable voice. Compared to orcs and elves, it was truly an itty-bitty breed; it was probably even small to dwarves. Its corgi-like body was petite, and it stood upright on two legs. Pinched dexterously in its dainty little hand, with the paw-pads particular to their race, was a sample strawberry. It wore a top and bottoms like one would see in a farming village, which only further reinforced its cuteness.


  That it had noticed Gustav immediately wasn’t a surprise. While he was suppressing the magical energy in his body in an attempt not to stand out, he was on the taller and wider side for an orc, and he had both a werewolf and Dinerúth, a dark elf, with him. The two were still rare sights in the country, so his attempt at discretion did little good.


  “Our king!”


  “Mein König! Mein König!”


  “Our king! Long live our king!”


  The cheers circled around them, spreading further.


  “Hello, good day.”


  A little bit of bashfulness in his black eyes, he lightly raised a hand in response and checked out the fruit stall belonging to the first kobold.


  It was selling large red spring Belmore strawberries that glistened in the morning dew. They were sticky and sweet yet exceedingly refreshing, and their rose-petallike scent made even Dinerúth, whose sense of smell wasn’t as sharp as an orc’s, smile.


  [image: ]


  “Excuse me, my good man. Strawberries, hmm? They look delicious.”


  “Yes, my king. Please, try one,” the orc shopkeeper said.


  “Ohh, these are sweet. Could you bundle some up for my breakfast?”


  “Yes, it would be an honor!”


  In a shocking turn of events, Gustav took some coins out from the pocket of his greatcoat and actually properly paid the kobold for the berries. There was no clichéd back-and-forth with the shopkeeper offering them for free and the king ordering him to take the money. It seemed that the townspeople were used to their king’s personality and incognito visits.


  After that, he visited a greengrocer, a wurst griller, and the general store. Within a mere thirty-minute span, Gustav had his arms full of paper bags. When Dinerúth offered to carry them for him, he told her not to be a bore and to buy whatever she wanted herself. And then…


  “Well now, let’s get back. I’ll have my chef use these strawberries in my breakfast, so you should join me. You elves love berries, don’t you?” he said, inviting her with a graceful wink of his chunky brow.


  This man is an unbelievably kind king.


  There was no sign of any sort of the extravagant showiness that those in power typically exhibited. Take, for example, the king’s royal residence, where he spent most of his day-to-day life. The prime ministers and presidents of the human nations were one thing, but a king living in the kanzlei, where the governmental offices were, instead of a palais?


  The king’s royal residence was a recent construction built out of steel framing and marble in the new city. It was a massive and magnificent building, decorated with sculptures and with a Fissiterranean-style peristyle, and it boasted a grand staircase at its front that faced the main street. Its interior was nothing but practical, and what decorations and furnishings it did have were down-to-earth. The king’s quarters themselves were only a small part of the building.


  Along the river at the city center was the palais in which Gustav had previously resided and governed from. Seeing as it was a fortress from ages past, it was far from being opulent or ornate, not to mention that nowadays the king had completely moved out, and it was used as the Wildschwein Police Forces’ offices.


  Gustav’s private lifestyle was quite modest in comparison to Orcsen’s national strength. And he didn’t rule over his retainers or citizens with arrogance. 


  As Dinerúth took breakfast at a round table in the corner of his office, she thought about this once more.


  “My king, Gustav. Are you always like that?”


  “Hmm? Ahh, yes, I am. Isn’t it easier that way?”


  “That’s true,” Dinerúth replied, bursting into laughter.


  Now that she thought about it, if anyone who didn’t know the context had eavesdropped on them, they would think that they were ignoring all subordinate-superior etiquette. However, apart from when they were out in public, or at formal events and ceremonies, Gustav didn’t want his aides speaking to him too politely. He had given her that same order when she’d first arrived in the city. Despite having been taken aback at his way of doing things at the beginning, she was now used to speaking to him with her regular masculine and rough tone.


  These days, the physical features of his that she had thought were so sinister when they’d first met now seemed to show off his personality. This was especially true of his black eyes. She’d noticed this most clearly at certain times—like at that morning’s markt. If you’d gotten the chance to take a good look at his eyes then, underneath his gruffly chiseled brow, you’d find they were round, cute, and youthful, like those of an innocent child. 


  All of this wasn’t to say that he was indecisive, or that he didn’t have any skill in governance, or military prowess. If anything, he was swift with his decisions and peerless in both politics and military affairs. The order he had given Dinerúth and the dark elves at the beginning of the year to put together a cavalry unit, after they had healed from wounds and fatigue suffered during their escape the year prior, was no exception.


  “Cavalry.”


  While it was true that most of the dark elves were skilled riders, this had confused them. Compared to a unit of foot soldiers, the estimated cost of forming a cavalry unit was much higher. Establishing a brand new, large-scale unit was sure to put immense strain on the nation’s defensive budget, and this weighed on their consciences.


  In addition to the dark elves’ innate magical powers and vitality, their marksmanship and mountaineering skills had been sharpened thanks to hunting and the pasturage they lived on. Would it not have been better for them to form a unit of rangers—or, as they were known in Orcsen’s army, jägers? That was what they all thought. After all, that had been the role they filled back in Elfind. 


  Their arduous experience in crossing the river influenced their thoughts as well. Light equipment made their travel easier. Wouldn’t the dark elves be more useful in the future war against Elfind if they took charge of the jägers, which were one of the lighter armored infantry units and highly mobile? Their mobility was born from the fact that they didn’t equip anything large, which also meant that they couldn’t battle for long, but their race’s eating habits were frugal from the get-go. They were confident that they could still fight splendidly and fiercely anyway.


  “While that would be of great help… My army’s biggest weakness is how few cavalry units we have,” Gustav had told the bewildered dark elves. 


  The reason was exceedingly simple: “Orcs aren’t suited for riding horses.”


  I see. That’s absolutely true.


  Orcs were massive and heavy. The average one weighed 550 pounds. Even those who were on the smaller side were over 330 pounds, and larger orcs like Gustav were close to 660 pounds. If they tried to mount a normal horse, they would crush it. Because of this, the orcs were forced to ride draft horses, larger breeds which other races and countries would normally use to pull carts or tow heavy artillery.


  While these draft horses met the Orcsen Army’s needs, their size meant that they had poor mobility; it was like making weightlifters do sprints and endurance races. While it wasn’t completely impossible for these draft horses to do the swift scouting and chases that were the main purpose of cavalry units in the first place, it made for an absurd regiment that was exceedingly dim-witted and difficult to use. 


  This was the current state of Orcsen’s cavalry unit. Then, one may think, why not do away with the cavalry entirely? If they were to do that, it would put them at a disadvantage in the modern military system of Taktik der drei Waffen.


  The Taktik der drei Waffen, the “tactic of the three arms,” was a strategy wherein infantry would be countered with the mobility of cavalry units, while cavalry would be combatted with the firepower of artillery. The ability to freely utilize the regiment your enemy would rather not be countered with could lead to victory. If your army barely had any cavalry, while your foe did, it would mean that the battle would be tipped against you from the very beginning. This was why Orcsen’s army had one comprising orcs, despite it being a disadvantage. But they couldn’t go on like that.


  “So, in essence, you want us to form a proper cavalry. And this is you begging me for it,” Dinerúth joked.


  “That’s right.” Gustav grinned and guffawed in agreement.


  Once he finished laughing, he schooled his expression and explained further.


  “But your unit won’t be comprised only of cavalry.”


  The unit, he clarified, would also include soldiers of every type, making it an independent force.


  “There will be three cavalry regiments, along with one regiment of jägers, a battalion of mountain artillery, and a company of combat engineers. On top of that, it will have a munitions supply train and enough field hospitals to support all of them. If it’s going to be completely self-sufficient, then it will end up being a corps roughly eight thousand soldiers strong.”


  Why vary them like this, though?


  If the force was made of high-mobility cavalry units, it would inevitably be equipped with mainly carbines and sabres—hussars—rather than curraisier or lancers as heavy cavalry would carry. That was fine. It fit with the dark elves’ skills.


  As mounted scouts—which was also one of the main purposes of the unit—they needed infantry and artillery units that could chase after them without too much of a gap forming. 


  It wasn’t always necessary for a scout to go so far as to enter enemy territory, instead they needed to be flexible and be able to retreat. However, there were also times when they would need to keep control of the location they had advanced to by constructing a field encampment at any cost. 


  The problem was that cavalry alone wouldn’t be able to accomplish this, especially as the cavalry unit’s strongest method of attack was a sort of double-edged sword. In turn, having your cavalry charge an enemy was out of the question. For if the enemy counterattacked with a large-scale infantry, the cavalry’s guns and charges wouldn’t be able to hold them at bay. 


  Were they to charge regardless, the unit would suffer massive casualties and need to be reorganized, even if they emerged victorious.


  Another reason was that the carbines that cavalry units were equipped with had shorter barrels than the guns used by the infantry. This made them easier to handle, but it also meant they were at a disadvantage range-wise. You could also assume that if the enemy brought out their artillery, then you would have to counter with your own.


  The reason the unit would require combat engineers as well was because they wouldn’t only be fighting on level and simple battlefields. Bridges or field encampments would need to be built in more complicated environments.


  Then, you may wonder, why not just form this unit with orcs? You see, cavalry units weren’t the only way the orcs used draft horses. Infantry, artillery, combat engineer contingents, and munitions all used warhorses as well. In fact, every other unit combined required more horses than the cavalry. This was because each of them would have their own mounted officers and things like horse-drawn cannons and military carts. All of these warhorses were from large breeds like Percherons, which inevitably meant that the entirety of Orcsen’s army had inferior mobility compared to other nations’ armies.


  The option of forming a cavalry out of members of the smaller races like dwarves and kobolds was also impossible. While it was true that there were enough of them enlisted in the Orcsen Army, and that they would technically be suited for this work, the actual problem was that they were just too small to ride horses. Even if they were to use rideable breeds, their feet wouldn’t reach the stirrups.


  This was why the dark elf force that was being assembled completely from scratch needed the ability to deal with anything that came at it—it had to be autonomous.


  There had also been the option of scattering all of the dark elf cavalry soldiers out into each orcish division, but there weren’t enough of them for that. Plus, the idea of throwing members of an all-female race into pack of male orcs was something that the military was concerned about. There was a high chance that bad things could happen.


  “I’d like for you to think of it as a slightly smaller-scale division with mobility. I want you to put together something that could be called a Brigade Kampfgruppe.”


  “Amazing.”


  Dinerúth was awestruck. And, even though it was, in a way, rude to be so surprised about a plan thought of by the man who saved her and her entire race, she did really like it. Very much.


  If the unit was to be eight thousand soldiers strong, they would be able to form it from the twelve thousand dark elves that had survived. That would leave four thousand as back up. And even then, not every single one of them was suited for the military, so some could support their town as citizenry.


  “Let’s do it.”


  Seeing as she was both the representative for the dark elves and the commander of this large new unit, Dinerúth had been given the rank of Generalmajor in the Orcsen Army. The nomination of top-level officers for the unit was being left entirely to her and those close to her. Once fully formed, it would be under direct control of Gustav; in war, the brigade would be a complete and decisive battle force, whereas in peace times, they would act as his guard.


  In short, Dinerúth had joined the ranks of the king’s retainers.


  To Dinerúth, Gustav Falkenhayn was a tactical genius. Sure, he had the ministry of war and the national military’s chiefs of staff assisting him, but he himself was the one who scrutinized the questions and suggestions that the central bureaucracy brought forward, made decisions, and put those decisions into action.


  In the first place, without his talents and the strength that went with them, she wouldn’t have been able to evacuate the dark elves. 


  Though he would never tell anyone, least of all Dinerúth, who he’d never reveal his true feelings to ever again, deep down, he lamented not being able to save more of them.


  And as for his political prowess… With a single glance, you could understand how prosperous the nation’s capital of Wildschwein was—to say nothing of the country itself. Under Gustav, many races had been united over these roughly 120 years.


  For civil affairs, he was especially well-versed in the promotion of industries. He enriched the nation with agricultural reforms, revitalized the manufacturing industry making iron and steel, and formed trade links both within the country and internationally.


  Apparently, when Gustav had begun his reformation of the nation’s structure one hundred years earlier, no one around him had been able to understand it. But after he had several fields become experimental agricultural stations, he published books on agriculture, leading to improvements via new farming methods and irrigation all across the country.


  For the dwarves, his industrial revitalization centered around mining and the steel industry.


  Just a while earlier, Dinerúth had been surprised when she was shown the Orcsen Army’s latest official artillery that her unit would be equipped with, which included the breech-loading, 2.24-inch mountain gun and the 2.95-inch field-and-mountain artillery guns. Both the barrels and the gun carriages were made out of steel. And it wasn’t just any steel. 


  After many years of hard work, the dwarves’ industrial research had succeeded in casting morium steel, known as mithrin, on a large scale. It was what the incredibly expensive and precious woodsman’s hatchets unique to the dark elves were made of. The hatchets were given upon coming-of-age and would be treasured and used for a dark elf’s entire life. Mithrin was a type of low-alloy steel with an incredible strength-to-weight ratio that was much stronger and harder than normal steel and resistant to the cold. In Elfind and most of the human nations, standard steel, iron, and sometimes even bronze was still used in the manufacturing of their guns. It was clear which had higher durability, longer range, and shooting accuracy. 


  The techniques and manufacturing capacities of the weapons they produced gave a concise display of a nation’s industrial strength. 


  In the current year of 876 of the Celestial Calendar, Orcsen’s yearly production of pig-iron was 1.2 million tons, and for steel, it was around 900,000. While the casting technique of mithrin was treated as a top military secret, private heavy industry also produced plenty of cast iron and cast steel, which other industries utilized to build the national rail system, structures, and marine vessels. High-performance railways and boats could carry far more massive loads of cargo than a horse and rider ever could, making the nation even richer.


  But similar levels of agricultural and industrial reform along with revolution were taking place almost simultaneously in the human nations. You could say that each country was influencing each other. If there was one aspect of Gustav’s policies that was completely different from other nations, it was that he was venturing into using magic at the same time.


  For example, to protect against the heat, magic seals that combined the formulas for ether peltier and aeril were engraved on a thin metal plate and placed within hats. These included the high-ranking officer’s busby that Dinerúth wore, along with service and peaked caps. 


  During the summer, these seals would detect rising ambient temperatures and automatically cool the inside of the hat, making the wearer unbelievably more comfortable. The amazing thing was that, while it depended on the spell’s settings, once the temperature dropped in the night, they would automatically turn off to avoid having an adverse effect. Similar magic seals were created on a larger scale and with higher efficiency in food storage installations and freight cars, inside guest rooms and cargo holds in boats, and within engines. Advances in food storage techniques meant more goods could be transported at once and living spaces were made incredibly pleasant to be in.


  The effect was better than anyone could have ever imagined. Every one of Gustav’s reforms proved to be effective, and they complemented each other, even beginning to synergize. Some twenty years later, even ordinary citizens could easily get fresh seafood from the northern sea on their dinner tables in Wildschwein, located in the middle of the continent.


  Magical seals were just one of many technological innovations that the humans couldn’t copy due to their lack of magical abilities.


  For example, Orcsen had established human-style communications technology—telegraphs—at the same time as they did rail systems. However, they picked soldiers with magic and placed them within every military unit to utilize enigmatic communication, also known as magical communication, as well as magical medicine. Each unit larger than a battalion had these soldiers in order for the military’s enigmatic communications network to be able to convey information with superior units in real-time.


  The effect was immense. There was no comparing a military that could only utilize messengers and telegraphs to give orders against a magical one that could instantly get into contact with even large-scale units such as battalions while they were in a field battle. Apparently, it had been adopted to make up for the lack of mobility that a mostly orc military lacked.


  Enigmatic communication was even utilized in civil affairs. Orcsen’s ministry of communications used it in addition to the postal service and telegraphs. Private businesses and civilians could use it to swiftly make transactions.


  The leadership skills to accomplish all of this, the tenacity—Gustav’s genius was incomparable. It was as if he had seen another world and had gained a secret but powerful knowledge to create far-sighted and deeply laid plans.


  Dinerúth couldn’t suppress the wonder she felt.


   


  ***


   


  After finishing off their superb breakfast of strawberries wrapped into crepes, they drank richly scented, strong black coffee the waiter made according to their individual tastes. As they did so, Dinerúth quietly kept on thinking about her new master. While Gustav was a wise and magnificent king, he did have a number of personality flaws. Once you began reflecting on them, there were more than you would expect.


  First of all, there was his quickness to act.


  While this decisiveness was why he was beloved by the populace and the reason he had been able to successfully and swiftly manage complicated matters such as evacuating the dark elves, he also tended to go out incognito on his own without discussing it with anyone if they weren’t paying attention. This un-kingly conduct occurred every day.


  There was also his tendency to talk too much.


  Possibly because of his overflowing ingenuity, once he got onto a topic, he would talk nonstop. He also hated being interrupted. Had it not been for his unusually deep voice, Dinerúth, who had spent long years seeing the orcs as enemies, might’ve felt some disgust for him.


  Then, there was the fact that no matter how many times you might admonish him for it, he would read the paper and magazines during meals.


  Orcsen’s incredibly advanced metal letterpress and printing technology had allowed reading published matters to become a breeze. But while Dinerúth understood that it was important for a king to know the trends and news of common society, Gustav would always have his head in the clouds while he read. It wasn’t polite.


  You could call Gustav a studious person, but he went beyond that, as if he were addicted to printed text. Within his royal residence, the only thing he had been oddly intense about was his desire for a massive personal library to be filled with his huge collection of books. 


  He read indiscriminately. It didn’t seem to matter whatever the topic was, because sometimes you could see him reading books on philosophy that would put anyone else to sleep, and at other times, you could find him poring over children’s picture books. He also understood the languages of other nations and would read a range of books from those on the art of war of the neighboring empire of Gloire, to collections of Elfind mythology and legends.


  He also had a habit of not putting things back on the shelves. If you left him to it, the desk in his office would end up covered by a mountain of books. If his aides questioned him about them, he would get angry and say he was still reading them, making tidying difficult. But no sooner than you thought it, he would suddenly start organizing his library down to the smallest detail, getting everything neatly in order. In short, he also had some mercurial qualities to him.


  He could be bashful and shy.


  While this was also one of his charms, it seemed he felt uncomfortable with public speaking, such as giving speeches at events like ceremonies. At other times, like the incognito trip out to the market where his citizens had cheered for him, he would anguish over it all later when he was alone. As a king, she would prefer for him to be a little bit more majestic.


  He was also a voracious eater—and a gourmet at that.


  This was a vice that all orcs shared apart from other races, but from Dinerúth’s point of view, he ate an unbelievable amount of food. He would have a heap of bread so large that you’d be afraid it would topple over on the dinner table, and his soup bowl was nearly the size of a tub. He was even likely to ask for seconds of his main course, which was already several times the size of other races’ servings.


  His sweet-tooth was, likewise, on another level. He always requested dessert after all three of his daily meals, and he liked having a snack after his afternoon nap. At that very moment, he was enjoying plenty of sugar and cream in his nigh tankard-sized cup of coffee. It was enough that she worried he’d eat himself sick before long.


  Apart from this, he also had an excessive love of coffee and always had a personal opinion on the way the beans were roasted or the way each nation in Starion brewed it.


  “I’m fond of medium roast.”


  “Pick the good cream.”


  “There’s a luxurious brewing method called ‘mazagran’ that was introduced by a nearby country. It’s just the style you’d expect from the south. It has a bit of a surprisingly refreshing feel for the summer.”


  Things like that.


  And, quite shockingly, he was also a bit of a picky eater.


  Orcs, as a race, had a very good sense of smell, and Gustav’s was particularly strong; he disliked the peculiar scent that some foods like celery, cucumber, and watermelon rinds had. But, possibly out of consideration of the commercial farms, he rarely mentioned this out loud.


  Not to mention, he was a heavy smoker.


  Dinerúth thought it seemed excessive, despite occasionally enjoying a cigarillo herself. Before meals, after meals, or while he was working or reading, he’d be smoking his pipe. 


  Such a smoking instrument that produced a lot of smoke from the get-go, but his favorite one was especially large to compliment his stature. In turn, there was always so much smoke wherever Gustav was that you might think there was a fire. But Dinerúth secretly enjoyed the indescribable feeling she felt watching him use his fat fingers so nimbly to stuff the bowl of his pipe with tobacco.


  And while that tobacco smoke wafted about—when he did his work governing, and slipped in time for meals, sleep, and breaks—he tended to get a little bit too into the small details. It was a good thing that he was so diligent. But that attention to detail combined with his reading addiction meant that he remembered the details of any document he reviewed very well, and many a bureaucrat would get the discrepancies and mistakes pointed out to them. He also had laws memorized in the same way, making any requests for his decisions nerve-wracking.


  These things were all fine and dandy, however. Given Gustav’s position, if he felt like it, he could have debauchedly immersed himself in the luxuries of great food and drink or used inhumane tyranny to force his subjects to submit to him. The fact that he endeavored to rule justly and lived incredibly modestly for a king made all of these flaws trivial. Many of his weak points were also strengths, thus his retainers turned their cheek to them and decided to compensate themselves instead. 


  But his biggest flaw was on another level.


  No matter how much his retainers and aides may have encouraged, warned, or coaxed him, he made no attempt at taking a queen or even a beloved mistress. Apparently, this had been an issue for a long time, and he was still unmarried. There had never even had any rumors about him with anyone, much less prospective engagements.


  He was currently 150 years old in year 876 of the Celestial Calendar and had long been an adult in the eyes of the long-lived orcs. To put his age into human perspective, he was somewhere in his late twenties, in the prime of his life. 


  And when anyone inquired, he would answer:


  “We in Orcsen do not choose our kings based on their bloodlines like humans do. We decide who rules by choosing he whose magic power and abilities are the strongest. I, myself, along with all of our past kings were chosen in that way.”


  While this was reasonable, it also sounded like sophistry. There were factual historical examples where the children of kings from magical races did indeed possess powerful magic that was passed down to them. For Gustav, his aides argued, having a family would enrich his life.


  First and foremost, magical races were generally long-lived and unageing, and as long as they didn’t suffer any massive physical injuries or illnesses that couldn’t be healed with either magical healing or medicine, they were nigh immortal. However, they also had very low birth rates. Races like the elves, who were entirely female, didn’t even know themselves how they were born. They had a peculiar way of appearing as babies one day, all of a sudden, at places in their homeland thought of as sacred.


  The reason there were so many orcs was not because they were particularly fertile, but because their bodies were even tougher than other magical races, and thus they survived more often. A family blessed with child just once in ten some years was enough to inspire a flurry of festivity. When you considered it, while he may have been late to marry, it was never too early to do so either.


  Some had suspected that he might actually be homosexual, but those predilections were actually completely out of his interests. Most magical beings had no religious beliefs and thus had no opposition to such inclinations based on religious morals like those in the Starlic Church’s doctrines. In turn, those with such preferences did so openly, and while it was accepted in society, Gustav’s personal tastes were different.


  He’d once apparently answered:


  “I don’t lean that way. But anyone with those preferences is free to and have every right to feel that way. I wouldn’t think anything less of them.”


  He didn’t have any interest in other races either. He made no attempt to find anyone to satisfy his affections or lust. 


  Case in point, when Dinerúth—a member of a race on the brink of extinction with absolutely nothing to offer—swore to give him her life, she had meant that he could do with her body what he pleased as well. This was because she had seen and heard an unpleasant amount about orcs doing such things to elves during their past wars. And yet, he had accepted her loyalty alone and hadn’t laid even a finger on her. On the contrary, he treasured her as one of his retainers.


  He was strange. Exceptionally strange.


  The core of the wrongness Dinerúth sometimes felt about Gustav was the single fact that he didn’t seem like he was an orc at all. The only thing about him that matched up with the qualities of orcs was the quantity of food he ate.


  In fact, not a single attendant or chamberlain had ever caught him actually sleeping during the afternoon nap period that quieted even the nation’s government offices. Usually, he would just be reading a book. 


  While things had greatly improved under Gustav’s many policies, orcs at their root just weren’t that sort of race. They were true to their desires, and in particular were greedy for food, sleep, and sex. When they encountered anything along those lines while they craved them, orcs knew no bounds.


  For example, cannibalism of their own race and others was the orcs’ greatest and worst trait, and from the point of view of other races, something to fear. Though this was now forbidden by national laws. 


  While humans and such might find it surprising, magical races tended to dislike conflict due to their long lives and being basically ageless. This was because the weight of a life was different to them than to humans, and the depth of their fear of death was immeasurable.


  Though there was a historical truth that the orcs’ gluttonous appetites and starvation from famines were the reasons why this occurred, other races never resorted to cannibalism or devouring other races, even when starved. If you had to bring up a race that did something similar, it would be werewolves, but they would never turn their jaws on one of their own. In fact, they had a custom of burying their own after they died.


  The fact that orcs would eat other races despite being one of these magical races was proof they were driven by their desires and lacked self-control.


  In order to help them avoid the taboo, Gustav had introduced a substitute: He made a nationwide effort to encourage the orcs to eat pork.


  Pigs could be raised on mixed grain, and their large litters made them very efficient livestock. Their meat could be processed into wurst sausages, ham, bacon, and salami, and kept for a long time—on top of being delicious. 


  Still…


  In Gustav’s case, how did he suppress his desires for sex and sleep? He was an orc on the outside. But he didn’t seem like one on the inside.


  But that was that. These suspicions didn’t have much impact on Dinerúth Andariel’s day-to-day life. She could even say they were trivial at the moment. Just something that she wondered about a bit.


  Right now, she had to hurry and establish the brigade. She needed to make it so the dark elves could support themselves in the future.


  Dinerúth was no longer just leader of one clan like she had been in their homeland. She had become the representative for all of the dark elves who had survived, so there were plenty of things she needed to handle, and most of all, to lead.


  “So much I’m sick of it.”


  Most of her days were spent in their garrison and community of Wälderburg, and the first thing needing to be done was to train her race up in order to be able to fulfill her duties as Gustav Falkenhayn’s retainer. If she didn’t, then it would amount to a betrayal of his decision for Orcsen as a whole to accept the dark elves.


  There were other reasons she needed to bring results as well.


  While it hadn’t come to the surface yet, there was some friction between them and the other races, especially those who were senior military officials. King Gustav’s royal command had made everyone in the nation obey and accept the dark elves outright, but this tension was unavoidable given the history between them. National policy couldn’t bind an individual’s feelings, after all.


  And the dark elves didn’t consider themselves squeaky clean on that front either: They didn’t completely trust every orc yet. They still wanted to cover their ears at dwarven pronunciation, they feared the werewolves’ jaws, they shunned the kobolds’ business acumen, and they felt guilty about the great eagles.


  But, of course, they understood that just because something was unavoidable, it didn’t mean they had to be happy about it. Since Gustav had anticipated this happening, he chose to declare a royal command—his secret weapon as king. Thus, he had announced that once their brigade was fully formed, they would be under his direct command, placing the dark elf race as a whole under his strong protection.


  While Dinerúth and her brethren were immensely grateful to Gustav, at the same time, this put an unbelievable pressure on them. Not only had he saved them from extinction, but he was also defending them. If they didn’t produce results, they’d probably be criticized as being incompetent and disloyal. And as a proud race, they wouldn’t be able to stand it.


  It was because of that that they had so many things they needed to learn that it made them sick.


  First off was the language. 


  Gustav had made Low Orcish the unified language of all of the races under Orcsen’s laws seventy years earlier. It had the same linguistic origin as Elvish, and most of the grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciations were the same, so it wasn’t as if they couldn’t understand it at all. From the dark elves’ point of view, the Classical Elvish that the white elves sometimes used in their vernacular was much stranger. Along with Classical Elvish’s grammar and vocabulary, those who spoke it shared a musicality thanks to the rhymes and common syllables that would allow you to interpret a conversation’s meaning, which made it a headache.


  But Low Orcish’s nature as a unified language meant that there were bits of vocabulary, sayings, pronunciations, and accents from the other races like dwarves and kobolds on top of the base Orcish. This gave it the peculiarity of having an excessively large number of onomatopoeias used in daily life especially, which the dark elves needed to get used to. 


  To quote the language teacher that King Gustav kindly sent to them: “You folk will experience the very same pain we all did seventy years ago.”


  On top of that, considering that it had been ages since Elfind had cut off diplomatic relations, all of the translation dictionaries were outdated, rendering them useless. This meant the dark elves needed to figure out divergences in vocabulary and sayings they’d never heard before, share them with everyone else, and then use them themselves. It was a pain in the behind that required patience.


  Indeed; “the silver trees do not grow all at once.”


  Putting this dated Elvish proverb in a way that they would understand, it would be something along the lines of “In everything in the world, the more difficult something is, the longer it takes to accomplish.”


  Next were farming methods.


  Those used in Orcsen had been gradually innovated since the latter half of the previous Celestial Century. In the past fifty years, the methods had been rationalized and systematized according to agricultural science, quickly spreading and becoming quite modernized.


  Due to dark elves living mostly in the mountains, while dairy farming might have been one of their fortes, farming wasn’t. From a climate and geographical standpoint, the Sylvan River’s basin as a whole was unsuitable for large-scale farming and cultivating certain grains. 


  The things that they had used as staple foods were oats, rye, barley, and a bit of buckwheat. They had made these into breads and porridges. These crops were grown with an agricultural method known as the three-field system.


  To give a rough example, they would split their farmland into three, and they would plant rye here this winter, oats and barley there in the summer, and leave the other one idle for pasturing. If they used the same land to harvest grains over and over again, it would quickly become barren and unable to grow anything at all.


  That was how things were supposed to be.


  However, in Orcsen they used something known as Felderwirtschaf—crop rotation. To put it in rough terms, it got rid of the annoying need to leave one field to fallow. 


  They would plant wheat or rye in the winter in one big field, and once that was harvested the following year, they would plant turnips, potatoes, and sugar beets in the same field, and then harvest them. Next, they would plant barley and buckwheat in the summer. Once they harvested that, they would plant clover and alfalfa for pasturing. Then, they would repeat this cycle over again.


  “In this region, you should use wheat or rye as your winter grain and barley for the summer. In between those, I would suggest you use turnips or potatoes for your intertillage. When the land is too fertile and needs to be adjusted, then asparagus is quite delicious.”


  The dark elves were stupefied when this was explained to them. The scholars and technicians of the agricultural experiment station had become their teachers and they explained that there were seeds that would restore the fertility of a plot’s soil. By planting them between crops, you could avoid damage from repeated cultivation. (In actuality, there were seeds whose planting and harvest periods overlapped, and it wasn’t as if they didn’t let fields fallow at all. Plus, there were some farms that specialized in growing a certain vegetable for sales, so it was all a bit complicated.)


  Add to that that the farmland they’d been given had been irrigated using the nearby lakes and rivers as water sources, so the land was much more fertile and the crop yield for their size was incredibly high.


  All farmlands across Orcsen did this as well. In the current year of 876 of the Celestial Calendar, the percentage of Orcsen farmland that was irrigated was already up to 37 percent, centered around the country’s southern region.


  Not only this, but their farm equipment was also of very fine quality. 


  After farmland was used as pasturage, they would use a plow, a cultivating tool which looked like huge claw, to till the soil. Since this was an older invention, the dark elves had, of course, used something along the same lines back in Elfind. Though, Orcsen’s plows weren’t simply made of iron but steel. Naturally, steel was much tougher than iron, and by digging deep, they could till the soil all in one go.


  The tool itself was massive and known as a heavy plow. Something so large was obviously completely impossible to be used with manpower alone, so it was drawn by horses or oxen. This was benefited by the fact that most horses used by orcs were draft horses.


  The heavy plow had been invented forty years prior, and the price of them had gone down after steel production increased, making it possible for them to be used commercially and standardized all at once.


  Nowadays, they weren’t made entirely of steel as they’d been improved with iron parts. Iron was softer than steel and made the plows more durable. The same thing was done for other farming tools like sickles and rakes. 


  These tools were far more advanced than Elfind’s.


  Agricultural research was also being conducted to improve the areas of fertilizer, dairy farming, and strains of seeds. This, of course, provided leaps in the amount of agricultural production, which made the citizens’ eating habits quite rich.


  It was just so much more different than Efind. Right after the dark elves’ escape, in the Wälderburg barracks’ canteen where the were temporarily dwelling, they had been served white bread baked from wheat flour with their dinner. To them, this was an incredibly luxurious food.


  “We should never have trusted the orcs.”


  “This is the treat we’re getting before they either kill or rape us.”


  “They’re definitely going to execute us tomorrow!”


  Some among them had burst into tears, misunderstanding things.


  In Orcsen, white bread was no longer a luxury. Most orcs historically preferred the taste of rye bread, and two thirds of the nation’s farmland were in climates more suited for cultivating rye than wheat. This led to white bread being made with only wheat flour or bread made from a mix of wheat and rye flour, which could be found on the dinner tables of ordinary citizens. What’s more, using engraved magical seals allowed for innovations in food storage. Now, long-distance transportation to the consumer from long-term storage or the areas where it was produced was possible by aging it in low temperatures. Wheat, which was already more delicious than rye, became even tastier.


  From the dark elves’ point of view, the passion Orcsen showed for food production seemed almost abnormal. It was something handled all across the nation. And what they thought was even stranger was the fact that there was almost no social class system in Orcsen, where nobles or regional lords would own vast tracts of land. While there was the large-scale farming industry, and farmers worked as laborers, there was almost no peasantry.


  Most of the farmland was owned by either the country or provinces, and the majority of farming families had loan agreements with either of the two; the tax of which could be paid with goods or cash. The grain paid to the government was not just placed into food storage as stock for famines but also used to adjust the supplies put on the market. It allowed for the regulation of prices to avoid any excessive declines in value due to overproduction or fickle weather.


  You may think that the nation ran the agricultural industry, but their mindset was a tad different.


  Mutterland, oh mutterland.


  The motherland is ours.


  The motherland’s abundance is ours.


  This was a verse from Orcsen’s national anthem, which had been written roughly seventy years earlier. For the orcs, who didn’t have a religion, the only thing that resembled it was the thanks they gave the earth before they ate. The original words were a bit different from the current version of the anthem.


  The motherland is mine.


  The motherland’s abundance is mine.


  The wording had been changed from “mine” to “ours,” from singular to plural. This update—this type of thought reformation—changed the orcs.


  Orcsen’s current population was roughly thirty-five million with orcs making up around 80 percent of the population. If the orcs didn’t share the earth and its blessings with the other races, they would starve. They would have to invade other nations like they used to, eating other races and cannibalizing their own. To the orcs, this was a tragic past that should never be repeated and something to fear.


  For Orcsen, agriculture wasn’t simply policy: It was foundational for their survival. 


  To better test each area’s small differences in climate and soil, agricultural experimental stations were created throughout the nation. The station granted to the dark elves was originally on the verge of being sold off, because it had been one of the first built, was small, and it had already served its administrative purpose.


  “Too small, huh.” 


  Dinerúth couldn’t help but be exasperated. 


  The experimental station had roughly fifteen hectares of land. It could produce more than fifteen tons of rye, enough for eighty elves to eat as their daily staple diet for a year. And that was with rye alone! And here, they were calling an area of land that could feed an entire dark elven clan, no matter its size, to satiation for a year too small.


  The total land area they’d been given that could be turned into farmland was nearly a whopping two thousand acres. If they cultivated it all, they would be able to provide for roughly three thousand people. To repeat it again, that was on rye alone!


  Considering the summer barley harvest and the crop rotation vegetable harvest, along with the number of dairy products they’d manufacture and livestock they’d produce with their dairy farms, it quite possibly would be enough to completely feed about 60 percent of the surviving dark elves all on their own, if they lived modestly.


  They’d been worried that the others around them might envy them for being given that much land, but those fears turned out to be irrational.


  Orcsen’s land area was 135,135 square miles. It was much larger than Elfind, and the land being cultivated was only a small fraction of that. As you would expect, national policy encouraged the cultivation and development of unused land that could be converted for agriculture. Any citizen could apply to the nation or province to either buy or rent land for farming if they so felt like it. While it did, of course, require some capital, they could defer payment until their farm got on track, and there was even a low-interest financing system in place to cover the initial operating costs.


  “Please, please, just grow something.”


  Having too much food was much less of a problem than having too little. You could never predict when a famine would occur. Any surplus could be put into storage, and anything that was left over after that could be exported. That was the situation on their end. The dark elves planned to sell the majority of their harvests to either the region’s agricultural union or merchants to earmark as income for their race, so they would do splendidly.


  While it was all thanks to Gustav, they had never expected to be more well-off in Orcsen than back in their homeland. But of course, if they didn’t learn and master Orcsen-style agriculture and put it into practice, they would be “counting their fox pelts before they were caught,” to use a proverb from Elfind.


  Really, though, they couldn’t be anything but stupefied.


   


  ***


   


  There were many things they needed to learn in terms of military affairs.


  Dinerúth and her fellow dark elves were a race of formidable warriors, proper soldiers with magical power and skill in marksmanship and equestrianism. Those among them who were clan leaders, vice clan leaders, or at an equivalent level, had trained as officers in the Elfind Army’s military academy, but some of Orcsen’s state-of-the-art tactics and weaponry just baffled them.


  On the second week of March, an orcish adjutant named Major Müffling from the royal residence, with some rather pitiful innate features came to them and said, “There is an opportunity for you to observe our land army’s divisional maneuvers shortly. What say you?”


  While it had been worded in a way that gave the prideful dark elves the choice whether to participate or not, this was, in effect, an order from King Gustav. Something along the lines of “It’s an opportunity for you to study by observation on the field. Come.”


  The war games were planned to last three days.


  “We cannot thank you enough. We will attend,” Dinerúth said, responding then and there.


  Within the day, she’d chosen who’d accompany her from those who were planned to be made executive ­officers in their brigade:


  Iavasril Ainalind


  Ardís Farothrien


  Elenwë Lindil


  Arwen Calenarien


  Elanor Findoll


  Freda Melethgíl


  Lia Echuirdís


  Laernor Celebrin


  Every one of them was clan leader class, and they were spirited women poised to become the brigade’s chief of staff, staff officer, commanders of the cavalry and jäger regiments, artillery battalion, engineering company, and logistics officers.


  Incidentally, the dark elves’ first and last names felt a tiny bit strange after they learned Orcsen’s language. Both of their names were made up of adjectives. Together, they made one predicate.


  For example, Dinerúth’s full name, Dinerúth Andariel, meant “a tall girl with a quiet fierceness.” Last names were one generation only and could be more properly described as compound names. Not only that, but most of the names came from Classical Elvish rather than Modern Elvish, so representing them only in letters didn’t get their meaning across at all—though the words used went in and out of style, so many of the younger generation of dark elves had compounded Modern Elvish names.


  If you were to give Dinerúth’s name a liberal translation, it would be, in the wording of a grandma:


  “When ye were born, ye were already big, and while ye didn’t cry, ye ran wild.”


  While compound names also existed in Orcsen, surnames would usually be prefixed with the names of their birthplaces or occupations inherited from their ancestors. So dark elven names did indeed sound a bit strange. But others could tell that the sounds of the names were beautiful.


  Back when they had initially begun assembling their unit, their first cross-culture conflict actually came from their names when the army’s personnel department were drawing up the documents for their commissions and appointments. They had to check with every section several times to make sure they’d correctly spelled names they’d never seen or heard before. It had been a comedy of errors that they could laugh over now, but it also had served as a lesson for all that they would never know something unless they actually tried it.


  Chapter 3:
The Generals’ Hill


   


  IN THE LATER HALF OF THE FOLLOWING WEEK, Dinerúth and her officers visited the Orcsen Army’s capital large-scale maneuvering grounds, located just past the suburbs to Wildschwein’s west. Observation of the exercise was set to begin early that morning, so they had set out on horseback from Wälderburg before night had even broken, each of them carrying their equipment over the top of their normal military uniforms.


  The spring air still had a chill to it. While it might have been March, temperatures hovered near zero in the early morning, and the breath of both the dark elves and horses turned white in the air.


  Since the cavalry’s horses had already arrived at their brigade’s garrison, they were riding them. The horses were Mearas, a pedigree from the Beleriant Peninsula that had spread everywhere across the continent of Starion as warhorses. They were also a proper riding breed rather than draft horses, making them incredibly novel to see in Orcsen. 


  However, they’d run into some obstacles in their procurement of these Mearas horses.


  As Orcsen bred only draft horse breeds, like Percherons, for both military and civilian use, the number of stables who bred Mearas could be counted on one hand. And while they were bred, a scant few were for dwarves and kobolds to ride or for show. There was no way they could supply all of the horses for a brigade of eight thousand soldiers and especially not when it was built around the unit’s cavalry.


  The final count of the brigade’s cavalry units were three regiments, consisting of eighteen companies that would each need 159 horses. Not to mention, when you added the horses that would be necessary for the regimental staff, they would need nearly three thousand horses—for the cavalry alone. Then if you began accounting for how many would be required for the jäger regiment, artillery battalion, and the rest of the brigade, it was enough to make you feel faint.


  It was decided that the majority of the horses needed would be imported from human nations Orcsen had diplomatic relations with. But at the moment, Dinerúth’s unit was a “horseless cavalry.”


  Then you also had to consider all the smaller details of equipping a cavalry for Mearas horses, and problems like the sizes between draught and riding horse tacks being different, their horseshoes not fitting, and the bits being too big became all too apparent. They had rushed to have military armories and private companies produce them to buy, and had the farriers and saddle makers within the brigade make the ones needed immediately themselves.


  There were even signs that the breeding of the Mearas needed for the military would fall on the dark elf brigade in the future.


  To be quite honest, nothing but these sort of issues had been popping up lately, which they wouldn’t have known about without putting things into actual practice. Regardless, Dinerúth was rather exhausted. The night before the observation, she had gone to bed early, of course, but she also mixed some diluted elixir into some firewater and chugged it to force herself into sleep. Her subordinates did the same.


  Each of them had things they needed to do for their respective positions, and they’d split the management of the civilian bits between one another while learning from the instructors that the military academy had dispatched for them. On top of that, they’d been reading things such as the Orcsen Army’s infantry and cavalry drill manuals, officer manuals, and books on military tactics late into the night for several nights in a row. Orcsen’s army had an excessive number of those sorts of manuals, and those in commanding roles were expected to have read them all, so they were suffering over them with improvised dictionaries in hand.


  No matter how much base stamina and magic the dark elves might have had, they were incredibly tired. 


  And yet, as members of a proud race, they had left before daybreak to avoid being late, and thanks to their admirable efforts, they made it safely to the capital’s large-scale maneuvering grounds before their expected arrival time. 


   


  ***


   


  From the grounds entrance, they passed through an area lined with very impressive practice barracks and a mess hall, among other things, guided by the soldiers assigned to each location. By the time they arrived at the observing officers’ assembly point, the night sky was beginning to brighten.


  “Wow…” Dinerúth let out a breath of admiration.


  While most of it was grassy plains, there were several gently rolling hills, and the eastern side slipped into the woodlands, so it was plentiful with trees that ran along with rivers and lakes. There were even cultivated fields and an empty village modeled after a farming town that had been intentionally built by the military. It truly was an expansive place. In other words, it was a place where they could test out several battlefield environments that they could expect in different locales.


  Though they varied in scope, there were many maneuvering grounds like this across Orcsen. Some garrisons for units larger than regiments even had their own attached. It was so that divisions that wanted to do field exercises could do so about twice each year, drawing a sharp border between the maneuvering grounds and agricultural land to avoid hindering their production. In order to not waste the massive amount of land they were located on, most normally allowed local livestock breeders to pasture on the grounds, or the military would use them as an agricultural side business.


  Of course, there was also the standpoint of protecting military secrets as well. Dinerúth and her dark elves had been astonished when they’d heard that Wildschwein’s maneuvering grounds had two railway sidings running through them, exclusively for military use.


  At one end of the maneuvering grounds, on top of a hill that was a bit higher and with a somewhat flatter top than its neighbors, there were several tents for command connected to each other. They were tied to the ground along the periphery, with wooden stakes supporting the tents driven quite carefully into the ground in anticipation of strong winds. 


  Inside, it had a large foldable table occupying the center, covered completely with a red velvet cloth. There was a chalkboard along with several chairs. Surrounding the tent were binoculars, large observation tools mounted on tripods, a field telegraph pole, and a small tent for telegraphs. At the base of the hill waited a cavalry company to be used as messengers.


  The Feldgendarmerie, the field military police, had also brought several werewolves along. The werewolves had half-moon-shaped bronze metal plates hanging from chains around their necks, distinguishing those of their race who worked with the military. 


  According to the Senior Commander Instruction—the handbook for military generals that Dinerúth was in the process of reading—this extended tent area was called the Maneuver Control Division. To speak figuratively, it was where a match’s referees worked. The allied and enemy forces, along with the staff officers acting as judges placed all over the grounds, would contact them, and they would scrutinize the results of the offense and defense, the rights and wrongs of their actions, and judge them. They were there for the purpose of announcing the results of the battle after the maneuvers finished, along with giving a “critique” with their comments and criticisms.


  This was also the temporary residence for King Gustav Falkenhayn, who had visited to observe the wargame this time. Preparations for the maneuvers had begun the day earlier, and he had stayed in the ground’s lodging house. While you may worry that dark elves had arrived later than the king, in this case, their unit had appeared at their officially scheduled meeting time, so there was no issue. 


  Gustav, in his standard military uniform, sat at the head of the table inside the tent. Lying on the floor behind him was Adwin, of course, a metal plate hanging around his neck.


  Noticing Dinerúth and her group, Gustav spoke with a slightly distant tone and lifted a hand lightly to greet them. 


  “Ah, you’ve come, Generalmajor.”


  It seemed that he was fretting a bit about etiquette, what with so many ordinary officers and soldiers and military authorities around that he wasn’t close enough to call his aides. But he still maintained little interest in fancy decorations. His chair wasn’t a lavish throne, though orc-sized, it was a simple, standard, military-use folding chair with a back.


  He appeared pensive because he had his unlit pipe in between his lips and was holding a notebook and pencil in his hands.


  Dinerúth followed etiquette as well, quickly giving him a salute.


  “My king.”


  While the length and angle they would extend their palm or elbow out might differ, most nations, Orcsen included, would straighten all their fingers. Dinerúth’s salute only had her graceful index and middle fingers extended. Her thumb, ring finger, and pinky stayed clutched as was the traditional elven salute. While there had been arguments about which style of salute her brigade in the Orcsen Army would use, Gustav’s opinion that “It’s fine how it is. It’s cool. I like it,” had allowed them to continue using the unique style.


  Nowadays, Orcsen and the human nations’ militaries didn’t keep their uniforms formal and standardized. Though their basic equipment and weapons would stay military issue, it was popular to have different color palettes or designs for each unit to show some individual style—some even borrowed from folk dress designs. This was also the reason Dinerúth’s brigade’s uniforms looked unique. Despite this, the different styles unexpectedly blended quite easily. 


  “Generalmajor, old Seebeck is sober today, so you should be a bit careful of him.”


  Dinerúth didn’t know how to respond. “Oh, no, Your Majesty…”


  In front of the troubled dark elf’s gaze and beside Gustav was an orc much older than the king, with a face that might appear to others as lean and mature. He looked up and gave the still-saluting Dinerúth a generous nod. It was the aide that Gustav had called “old coot” back at the mountain lodge. The rank insignia on his shoulder showed he was a Generaloberst. On his red collar was the gold brocade of a general’s insignia in the shape of a beech branch. His trousers, as you would expect, had thick red lampasses. He also had several medals and service ribbons.


  He was Karl Helmuth Seebeck, the Orcsen Army’s Chief of Großer Generalstab, the Great General Staff. He had known Gustav before he became chief and was his closest retainer.


  Dinerúth had met him several times since evacuating her people. She’d also shared meals with him already, alongside Gustav. Her original opinion of him, formed at their first meeting—that he looked unpleasantly serious—had proven wrong: He had an unexpectedly amusing personality when you got to know him. This was especially apparent when he drank his favorite strong red wine, produced in the western part of Orcsen. He was a quiet drinker, but he drank a lot, giving him a mischievous wit and the tendency to make some rather dry jokes.


  On the sleeve of his greatcoat was a green armband signifying he was a maneuver control officer, so it seemed that he was overseeing the Control Division for today, acting as the maneuver control supervisor. This was unusual. The maneuvers today were between divisions with a hypothetical opposition to each other, so while it would be with an appropriate number of soldiers, it wasn’t at the level where they were putting every single unit of theirs into battle. Thus, someone as highly ranked as Generaloberst Seebeck wouldn’t normally be acting as supervisor. It was the sort of thing that someone high ranking in the division, in the corps HQ, should be handling.


  Not only was his presence in the role odd, but there were other senior General Staff officials seated around the large desk.


  Generalmajor Erich Greven, Chief of Operations. An orc.


  Generalmajor Gilim Keith, Chief of Logistics. A dwarf.


  Generalmajor Helmut Staupitz, Chief of Communications. A kobold of the Dachshund variety.


  Generalmajor Karl Rothenberger, Chief of Topographical Intelligence. Another orc.


  Their subordinate staff and adjutants were either in the same tent or in a connected one. With Generalmajor Greven serving concurrently as the Großer Generalstab’s vice-chief, one of the key positions within it, the tent seemed like the General Staff had moved there. If she were to put it in war chronicle terms, this was the “Generals’ Hill.”


  Dinerúth got the hint.


  These maneuvers might end up being quite complex.


  The General Staff were incredibly peculiar from her point of view. The branch was originally an organization for managing and supervising the army’s logistical operations, but now it also planned the army’s operations as a whole, along with making proposals to Gustav. This sort of system was known as “military command,” but it had jurisdiction over handling such details as investigating equipment and weapons systems, making requests to the military government and engineering departments, and working with the educational sector to manage each unit.


  On the north side, next to Waldgarden—where the morning markt was held once a week—the General Staff had a massive marble government office all to themselves. Its size was comparable to the royal residence. No other nation had a similar organization on the same scale.


  While there were several countries who had organizations with a name that could be translated as “general staff,” those were there for the sake of giving staff officers some place to stand-by in periods of peace, so that they weren’t unassigned, so to speak, and that was it. Most nations would assign the titles of chief of staff or staff officers during wartimes to the king’s aides and those who commanded the army—the generals, and commanders of each rank—and considered that acceptable.


  But an organization directly under the king that existed in peaceful times, and one that rivaled central government agencies like the ministry of war in size, at that? It seemed excessive. It was also a tad difficult to understand why Orcsen would create an organization solely for the sake of logistics. 


  It was thought that you could just leave something like logistics to field procurement, allot an officer for it in every unit, and make some accounting officer execute it. Otherwise, your army wouldn’t be able to maintain its mobility.


  It may have seemed like a careless way to think about it, yet it wasn’t a particularly odd idea, considering that it was how most nations’ armies operated. The more complicated logistics got, the more an army’s mobility would drop, which was why procuring things in the field had long been the mainstream method.


  For example, most thought that any commander worth their salt should never touch the MREs, meals ready to eat, that were the emergency rations every single soldier carried with them unless it was absolutely necessary. Instead, they would consume the provisions procured on site. This wasn’t out of consideration for the soldiers, though it was true that the food would be fresher. Every time MREs were eaten, they would need to be replenished from the rear. They wouldn’t be able to go any further. This backward phenomenon of back-end logistics getting in the way of an army’s actions could be expressed with the elven army proverb of “An army getting caught in the branches.”


  The way Orcsen thought so seriously about logistics was simply so unusual, you’d think that there was something wrong with their heads. But after immigrating and becoming a citizen of the nation, Dinerúth understood the thought process.


  Moving an orc military on a large scale meant that they would require a massive amount of food. If they followed in other countries’ steps and gave a set officer funds to buy supplies as needed, they would end up bleeding a region dry quite in a flash. This meant that logistics would have no option other than either sending food from the rear base or preemptively building food depots near the front line.


  She could understand that. However, this would, of course, end up being a massive operation. Procuring goods, managing the horse-drawn wagons, supervising the transport lines, and all sorts of other things. There would actually end up being more of those “all sorts of other things” as drudge.


  Among the supplies that had to be sent from the rear guard to the front lines were things that were absolutely necessary for the military—ammunition of all sizes, spare weapons and equipment, feed fodder for the warhorses, along with reservists, of course—all of which were enough to cause a headache by merely thinking about the amount of paperwork necessary.


  The creation of the General Staff was due to the invasion of Orcsen by the human nation of Gloire, their northern neighbor, sixty years earlier. It was Orcsen’s first large-scale war as a country of several united races. To them, it had been a war entirely to defend their nation, which meant that there was all the more reason to not want to devastate either the lands that would become battlefields or their citizens. This concern led to the strategy of sending food, weapons, and ammunition to the front from the rear base being devised and implemented.


  Known commonly as the Deutonic War, it was named so after Deutoné, a single artillery officer who rose to become emperor of Gloire, uniting the country, creating a strong military, invading surrounding nations, and ultimately becoming a great hero to the humans. It was such a massive war that the reclusive elves up in the Beleriant Peninsula on the northern shore of the Sylvan River, who had isolated themselves from the rest of the world, ended up hearing about it. It lasted twenty-five years, though Orcsen had only been spurred to participate in five of them.


  Dinerúth had badgered Gustav into telling her about it, and he had shown her some of the military annals compiled and published by the General Staff. While Orcsen had won the majority of the battles and the war overall, they had failed utterly at maintaining their supply lines. Things had been as good as they could have been while they fought within the kingdom, but once they counterattacked and marched into Gloire themselves, the General Staff at the time had run out of steam.


  It wasn’t that Seebeck and his men had been incompetent. Back then, paved roads had been rare, let alone railroads, meaning that society relied mostly on water transport using the nation’s rivers to carry most of their shipments. But no matter how much the logistics organization tried, the supply line always ended up being stretched too thin, and in turn, they were unable to fully support the army on the front lines.


  Another negative was that merchants, designated by the army, handled most of the business of procurement and maintaining the supply line. Essentially, they’d had all the work dumped onto them.


  In the end, the Orcsen Army reluctantly procured their supplies in the field once they began fighting in eastern Gloire, even being forced to harvest their grain and sow the seeds themselves in the territories they came to occupy. They made alliances with other human nations, moving as a united front to exhaustedly reach Gloire’s capital, and forcing Deutoné to surrender, ending the war. Gustav told her that, had they not taken pains to avoid putting the humans on the defensive by abandoning their occupied territory, as well as grabbed a colossal amount of reparations through a peace treaty, it would have taken longer for Orcsen to become so prosperous.


  Reflecting on how the war had gone, the kingdom’s General Staff was transformed into something expansive along with the creation of even more systems within the army that weren’t found in other nations, so that they would never “get caught in the branches” ever again. 


  In Orcsen’s current army, there was a branch known as the staff. 


  In other countries, officers of the infantry, artillery, and every branch would go on to become staff, but Orcsen had a system that would raise officers to become staff from the very beginning. Talented officer candidates would be placed into this branch, educated at the Land Army Academy—the army’s greatest educational institution—and given preferential treatment, their status denoted by trousers with red lampasses. They would then be assigned to each unit, tasked with logistical work and strategy propositions. Those who were promoted further would be allotted to the General Staff (though that didn’t mean that ordinary officers in other branches couldn’t become staff too).


  Communications.


  This was another branch that wasn’t yet present in any other nation. Others would give engineers the responsibility of supervising the construction of telegraphs in the field and assign officers and men from each branch to handle communications between units.


  Orcsen’s communications department was in charge of proposing plans to lay telegraph cables, operate the telegraphs, and establish, implement, supervise, and manage enigmatic communications. Here, those of higher rank would be assigned to specialist divisions within the General Staff as well. This was because the army’s communications were heavily involved in logistics operations and the proposal and implementation of strategies. It was considered the best way to smoothly manage the army’s operations and bring about their success.


  Transport.


  This branch shouldered part of the logistical business. Their role was shipping supplies from the rear base to the front lines using warhorse wagons, water transportation, and most recently, the rapidly developing railways. They didn’t just transport supplies; they were also in charge of their management and storage. They kept close communication with the accountants who dealt with the operations and financial budgeting sides, along with the cooks who actually prepared the food after it was delivered to each unit. Most of both the Kingdom of Orcsen’s nationally owned and military-use storehouses were attached to food storage sections of harbor institutions and train stations to make their jobs easier.


  There was also the Military Geodetic Survey Section. It was best described as a subbranch of the Topographical Intelligence Department of the Staff HQ. This section specialized in cartography for military use that was comprised of carefully selected officers and soldiers with skills related to geodetic surveys who consolidated these maps for topographical intelligence. This topographical intelligence included the locations’ climate and environmental features, the disposition of its inhabitants, and local economy. It went without saying that information on a target area’s landscape and geography was extremely important for strategizing and carrying out logistics. Although other nations’ militaries had similar organizations, Orcsen was peculiar in having them be part of the General Staff.


  And so—


  It was then that Dinerúth, who was just outside of the tent, sensed the presence of something with her magic. Not from the land around them but the sky.


  She looked upward.


  That’s a…


  Before long, a massive shadow passed over the roof of the tent, flying in a curve.


  Possibly out of instinct, several of the werewolves at the base of the hill began to howl, but a short glare from Adwin made them shrink back.


  There was the loud sound of flapping wings. A short distance away, in the center of a two-layered circle that had been drawn with white lime by the engineers, a massive flying bird touched down.


  It was a great eagle. The front halves of its wings, its tail feathers, and the plumage on its legs were a lustrous white. Its beak was orange yellow. Its coloring and form were enchantingly beautiful, awe-inspiring, and even noble. 


  The span from tip to tip of a great eagle’s wings spread wide was said to be over twenty feet, and there was no doubt that they were the world’s largest flying creatures and another magical race. For Dinerúth, this was the first one she had seen in a very long time. They were a race that had been driven from the Beleriant Peninsula long ago.


  With a tough expression on its bobbing head, the great eagle walked surprisingly deftly to the top of the hill. While the tent had been built quite large to account for the sizable physiques of the orcs, it was still a cramped fit.


  “My king,” the bird said, in a cutting voice befitting of its sharp beak.


  “Morning, Reinders. How is the weather today?” greeted Gustav, lightly raising a hand once again. 


  It seemed that, as long as it was outside any sort of ceremony, this was the way the king greeted people rather than saluting them back.


  “It is a wonderful clear spring day. While there are some clouds, I would guarantee that today’s weather will be perfect.”


  “I see. This is your first time meeting him, isn’t it, Generalmajor Andariel? Let me introduce you. This is Werner Reinders, a great eagle. He’s the son of the current patriarch.”


  Turning his neck, the great eagle looked to her and pointed his beak downward. It looked like a bow. When she realized that this was his race’s way of saluting, Dinerúth gave him a slightly rushed salute back. From his neck hung the same type of metal plate as the ones the werewolves wore, meaning that he was a member of the military. And when she looked at the rank engraved upon it…


  Goodness. A Generalmajor.


  While Dinerúth was of the same rank, there was a practice known as seniority in any military, meaning that whoever was appointed a rank first between two soldiers of the same rank was the superior officer. Judging from the age of his metal plate, there was no mistaking that Reinders had seniority. In this situation, the fact that Dinerúth had saluted after him was considered to be rude, but it seemed that Reinders didn’t feel like rebuking her for it and was letting her off the hook. This was understandable considering that it was difficult to distinguish seniority between two soldiers at their first meeting, along with the fact that she had only just defected to Orcsen and was being introduced by the king.


  This had given her some relief, but…


  “My name is Reinders. I command the Adler Corps. It’s a pleasure to meet you…is what I would like to say, but—” Speaking in a strangely harsh tone, Reinders paused, looking at her.


  His eyes. There was something in his gaze, separate from the sharp glare particular of birds of prey. That “something” felt familiar to Dinerúth.


  “I have met you before. Long, long, far too long ago. You probably don’t remember. While we have much to talk about it, let us do that at another time,” he said.


  Her words caught in her throat as the memories came back.


  This great eagle. He’s… 


  Possibly because of the evident tension between the two, the previously noisy tent fell silent.


  Gustav cleared his throat. 


  “Anyway, Reinders. Sit,” he urged, smoothing things over. 


  He ordered some soldiers to carry in a log that had been prepared in advance. After it was laid down in one of the corners of the tent, Reinders climbed onto it. As great eagles couldn’t sit normally because of their builds, a perch like this supplied the most comfortable position for him.


  The dwarven Generalmajor Keith began laughing vulgarly, as if something were funny, and the kobold Generalmajor Staupitz chuckled as well, signaling the tent’s return to the hustle and bustle of business.


  Dinerúth let out a soft, shaky breath. Their laughter… It sounded as if it were saying, “Serves you right, dark elf.”


  It might have just been her imagination, brought on by the fatigue she’d felt lately. But it couldn’t be. Werewolves, dwarves, great eagles, kobolds. There was no question that all of those races didn’t think positively of Dinerúth—or of the dark elves.


  She felt as if her body would start shaking from the rage, felt guilt grab hold of her heart, felt like the sadness would crush her. All of those feelings mixed together, making her unable to think clearly, and Dinerúth left the tent saying that she needed to contact her subordinates. She wasn’t even sure if the excuse had been convincing at all.


  That great eagle. She did remember him.


   


  ***


   


  Seventy years earlier, Elfind had pushed to “exterminate vermin.” Elves were adept at hunting, and it was a policy to expel the magical races who threatened them from the peninsula.


  Werewolves had “fearsome jaws,” attacking and stealing away elven babies. Great eagles had “massive wings,” attacking the other wild animals throughout the nation. That was that.


  With this intent, the dark elves would hunt both races, and since the country paid bounties by the head as well the fact that they could sell the pelts or feathers of those they struck down, it gave the clans a valuable source of income.


  Regardless of national policy, Dinerúth herself didn’t think the great eagles posed much of a threat anymore; the shrinking of their habitat and climate changes had caused the great eagle populations to dwindle. Even for the dark elves, who lived off of their hunts, the number of times they hunted the eagles for prey were few enough to turn a blind eye to. If anything, on the incredibly rare occasions when she saw one fly through the sky, she thought that they were stunning.


  This was why when she once came across a young great eagle perched on the branch of a large tree during her hunt, Dinerúth didn’t even nock an arrow to her bow. From the shadows of a mountain path, she quietly suppressed her magic, keeping a distance so that she wouldn’t be noticed. She pulled her clan outfit’s hood over her head to visually camouflage herself and just stood there enchanted by the beauty of its wings glittering as it sunbathed in the morning sun, not even considering it as a target to hunt.


  But great eagles were clever creatures. They had magic as well. When it finally noticed her, it stared right back at her.


  ‹Have you come to hunt me, dökkálfr?›


  While his voice had an echo of hesitation in it, the great eagle had been the one to use magic to communicate with her. This was the very first time she’d learned that great eagles could speak.


  ‹No. I was just enchanted by your appearance. This place is dangerous for you. Flee, to somewhere far from here.›


  ‹I see. I understand.›


  The great eagle flapped his wings, disappearing high into the southern sky. That was the last time she ever saw a great eagle within Elfind.


   


  ***


   


  He was that great eagle from back then. There’s no mistaking it. I saved him. But there’s nothing I can do about him hating us as a race…


  “Dark elf.”


  The familiar voice had come from behind her. Turning around, she found Werner Reinders standing there, having too slipped out of the tent at some point. While his voice had his race’s characteristic sharpness, it also seemed somewhat perplexed as well.


  “My apologies. I hadn’t intended for that to happen. I meant to express gratitude for what you did all those years ago, but my tone ended up hostile due to the memory of my brethren that you and yours killed.”


  “…It’s all right. Don’t worry.” Realizing that he was speaking to her on a personal level without military ranks in play, Dinerúth replied in her normal tone, “You’re truly that great eagle, aren’t you? You survived.”


  “Yes. You remember?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “I see.”


  The great eagle clucked his throat. It seemed that he was laughing. Happily. Dinerúth herself was in near tears.


  “I should have thanked you then and there. My apologies. I was still young at the time, just having reached adulthood,” he said.


  “You were so magnificent that I couldn’t tell at all,” Dinerúth replied teasingly, as if to get back at him for moments earlier. But to make sure he got what she meant, she made sure to raise her expression, lips, and one eyebrow to show it was a joke.


  “I’m most grateful for that,” Reinders said, his laugh growing louder.


  “You came to Orcsen?”


  “Yes, and they’ve treated us very well. Within the military, my brethren and I are being put in charge of something called aerial reconnaissance, operating a test unit.”


  “Luftaufklärung?”


  “Yes. Another recent idea from the General Staff. Truly, they think up so many things. To put it plainly, we’ll do the same sort of scouting as you will with your cavalry, from the sky. Since we can see everything from afar while flying through the air, we will be able to see enemies marching on us immediately, and with our magic, even if the enemy were to hide in a forest, we’d be able to find them as long as we were meticulous.”


  Dinerúth was speechless. The effectiveness of such a strategy had stunned her.


  “According to our king, this is already beyond the conventional concept of Taktik der drei Waffen. For the first time since our world’s creation, land warfare will become one with the sky. It will be something worthy of being called Gefecht der verbundenen Waffen, Combined Arms.”


  I see. I see, I see…!


  You could call it a revolutionary change. It would rewrite the world’s military history.


  Why had none of the elves thought of this? The answer came to mind immediately. They had never properly interacted with the other races. Even Dinerúth hadn’t known that great eagles could speak until that day. While there had been legends about it passed down in her clan, she had been convinced that it was just a myth.


  “Up until now, we’ve spent our days taking to the sky during the crop seeding and harvest periods, observing the weather and flying back to report on it. I had flattered myself, thinking that I was being helpful to our nation. But if we were to combine this with technology such as barometers and anemoscopes that the humans have recently created, then we will be able to gauge the weather precisely, with little margin for error.”


  “That’s…absolutely right. That’s wonderful.”


  It would be a great help to the farmers and to life in town. So that had been the reason Gustav had asked him about the weather first and foremost. Now that she thought about it, he had said something similar in the past given that the weather greatly impacted military’s movements. It was difficult to predict the weather accurately, even for the military. 


  “But after kobold enigmatic communications soldiers were assigned to units, and the orcs realized that they could use of their magic to sense things far away—someone had the idea to use our skills for the military as well.”


  “I see…”


  “Each race sees their own skills as being normal. They don’t consider them anything special. It is by living together that they first learn their differences. You never know anything until you try. I hadn’t even considered that the orcs even had that ability.”


  He was right. Yes, that was it—you never know anything until you try. That was what Dinerúth had been struggling with lately.


  “Today, our young will be flying. I’m sure that you and yours understand this well, but communications and detection using magic vary widely depending on each person’s magic and experience. There are even some who can barely find anything at all or accidentally send their waves in a completely different direction.”


  This was also true. Dinerúth was of the opinion that magic was not the all-powerful thing humans imagined in their picture stories, but something like an improved version of what they called the five senses. Sight, sound, touch, taste, smell, and a sixth: “feeling.” And by using the power that magical races were gifted with, this could be strengthened.


  At the same time, just like humans’ abilities, there were slight differences between members of the magical races. Some were good at seeing things close by, while others were better at seeing things farther away. That sort of thing. 


  To put it a different way, magic was nothing more than that. It was mostly something they used passively, there wasn’t much that had a direct effect on others—aside from healing magic. That, in itself, just felt like giving someone your vigor. Seeing as how the user could end up collapsing if they overdid it, people typically administered elixirs or relied on medical aid first.


  The “flame magic” or “freezing magic” that the humans had dreamed up was something even Dinerúth had never seen in her life. It was said that there were some who could do such things in the age of mythology, but nowadays, the only vestiges of it were seen in some engraved magical seals.


  In addition to the skill that each of them was born with, experience also had a strong impact on their magic. By gaining more experience, a person that might’ve once been convinced they were bad at something could eventually become good at it. Likewise, they could improve even further on something they were already good at, and it could become a strength. (But sadly enough, there were instances where someone was bad at something no matter how much they tried.)


  Dinerúth had begun to wonder if the reason dark elves had such high magical power was because they were a long-living race who mainly hunted. While their young would make mistakes when out hunting, they would eventually grow to become seasoned, dexterous hunters.


  This meant that Reinder’s corps was advanced enough that they were able to give their young members that “experience” through trial and error.


  I’m jealous. We don’t have the leeway for that yet. But sooner or later, it will definitely become necessary. We may never make our living off hunting again. But we will end up partaking in a more dangerous, merciless, and cruel “hunt”—military operations.


  “I’m aware I’m one to say this, but…” Reinders said finally and rather hesitantly. “I sympathize with your situation. From the bottom of my heart. Both the reason you’ve come to this country and what you’re trying to do now are quite similar to what my people went through.”


  Dinerúth didn’t respond immediately, letting him speak.


  “I realize this may not be something a youngling like me should be saying, but the dwarves, kobolds, and werewolves, despite appearances, they’re very understanding races. But as living beings, there are some things that while we understand them with our heads, our hearts take longer to catch up. I understand that now, after how I treated you—who saved my life—earlier.”


  He was choosing his words carefully so that he wouldn’t invite misunderstandings. His behavior, his nobility. He was like a legendary knight. This was another thing that was difficult to put into practice, regardless of if you wanted to. Dinerúth was jealous. She truly envied him.


  Then, Reinders brought his beak to his own left wing, plucking one feather from near the tip.


  “Please, take this as an apology. There would be no greater honor than for this feather to be put in that lovely cap of yours. While this may be an unnecessary concern for a people as proud as yours, seeing this feather might soften the others’ attitudes toward you.”


  “…Thank you.”


  Grateful from the very bottom of her heart, she placed the feather in the left side of her busby—in the metal silver tree leaf decoration that represented the dark elf brigade—just as he wished.


  Upon her return to the tent—Gustav was the first one to notice, and after looking a tad surprised, he gave her a cheeky wink.


  There was still another man coming to the “Generals’ Hill.” The final observer, he arrived around seven o’clock in the morning.


  With the thumping clatter of hooves and the shaking of the ground, several soldiers riding Percherons “raced” to stop at the bottom of the hill. After leaving their horses in the field stable, an orc and his men climbed the hill, loudly chattering and laughing with their noisy voices.


  “My king! Oh, mein König!”


  “Oh! You’re here!”


  Shockingly enough, Gustav stood up, truly happily, and ran out of the tent to meet the orc before he had even made it up, greeting him with a firm handshake and a hug. Seeing as how the king had risen, naturally, everyone else in the tent followed suit.


  “Schwerin, Schwerin, Schwerin! You villain! My tusk! I knew who was coming by the hoof clatter alone!”


  “Ha ha ha, who are you calling a villain! You’re going to fall again! My king, I’m thrilled to see you still in good health!”


  “And I’m glad to see you fine as well, Schwerin!”


  His voice was like the sound of a gong, and he had a large frame, even for an orc. From a quick glance at his rank insignia, Dinerúth saw that he was a Generaloberst. In the Kingdom of Orcsen, this rank was given only to marshals who had taken control of a stronghold on a battlefield. And she had heard that there were no current ones, which meant that this rank was both the current highest and rarest of military personnel. There were only three men ranked Generaloberst.


  The orc had a scar running from his right brow down to the edge of his lip, and his tusk on that side was broken. He was obviously a war veteran.


  He couldn’t be, Dinerúth thought. He couldn’t be that man…


  “Commander of the Northern Army, Aloysius Schwerin has arrived.”


  When he quickly gave a salute and introduced himself, Dinerúth’s suspicions were proven correct. As she saluted him back along with the rest of them, she was both surprised and amused at the prank fate had played on her.


  Goodness. Goodness gracious. Today is almost like a day to reminisce on old times…


  Even she had heard of his name and appearance, and his military service was long indeed. Dinerúth had been told that within the orcish forces, he was a champion who you should never fight one-on-one and to run away as fast as you could if you met him on the battlefield. That warning had come 120 years earlier, in Rosalind Valley, when he had commanded the Orscen Army.


  So he’s still alive…


  Whatever the case, Gustav had told her that he had been an ordinary soldier back during the Battle of Rosalind Valley. Just what had happened in the years since to make them appear as close as a real father and son? It also seemed that this champion truly respected Gustav as king from the bottom of his heart.


  “Hey, Seebeck. You haven’t kicked the bucket yet?”


  “Unfortunately, no. I could never regret it enough if I died before you.”


  “Hee hee hee hee, just give me your precious wine already! You’ve written it into your will already, haven’t you?”


  “Who in their right mind would leave a will like that…?!”


  Now that I think about it… The Chief of Großer Generalstab was also there then, wasn’t he?


  As she tried not to smile while the man continued his witty greetings, Dinerúth reflected back to old times. It was a strange feeling given that she’d once fought these boars on the battlefield, with flintlock guns and bayonets. Some had even wielded spears. How basic the wars had been back then!


  Now, she would be learning the latest military tactics from them. It was too late to go back now, but she truly was in an odd position.


  After Schwerin had greeted each commander, Gustav introduced him to Dinerúth.


  “Oh, so it’s you! I’ve heard all about it. Yes, yes, you’ve had it rough.”


  “Generalmajor, during peaceful times, Schwerin is the top boss of the Seventeenth Jäger Division who saved you. Another one of his subordinate units is acting as one side of today’s divisional maneuvers.”


  “My king. I’m not a boss. What, am I supposed to be a brigand or something?”


  “You might as well be a brigand, you villain!”


  “Ha ha ha ha ha!”


  I see. Gustav did say the northern army. And to the north of Orcsen is Elfind.


  Dinerúth politely thanked him. The lighthearted way he replied, denying having done anything, made her like him even more.


  Schwerin began, “Generalmajor. If you don’t mind my asking—”


  “Yes, Your Excellency?”


  “When you’ve got the time, can you tell me all about Rosalind Valley? I’ve spent these 120 years just wondering and wondering about the details of why we lost back then, unable to sleep anytime other than noon and night!”


  “…Hee hee hee, ha ha! Of course, if you’re all right with someone as subordinate as me, then I’d be happy to.”


  “I see, I see! Goodness, it’s a wonderful thing, to get this sort of experience when you’re as old as I am!”


  Dinerúth was truly enjoying this. But at the same time, she was touched when she realized that Schwerin was worrying about her in his own way. No matter how the tactics and weaponry may have evolved, she admired that the art of winning someone over and boosting them up never changed.


  Lately, she’d been finally able to start telling the differences between the orcs’ personalities, feelings, and quirks, even though she’d had so much trouble doing it before. She simply needed to look into their eyes. King Gustav was like a child. Generaloberst Seebeck was just like a philosopher. Generaloberst Schwerin was a broad-minded boss man. That was it.


  It was fun. Truly fun.


  Dinerúth turned around. Generalmajor Keith and Generalmajor Staupitz seemed as if they were doing their very best to make heads or tails of their subordinates, seriously discussing this and that with their backs to her. The way they couldn’t hide the little bit of irritation they were feeling was how she could immediately tell that they were just posturing.


  Now that I think about it, judging from their service records, those two probably don’t have any actual experience on the battlefield.


  There was no doubt that experience was worth more than the stripes of your uniform within the military.


  Dinerúth’s mood was just getting better and better. As she returned to her seat at the foot of the table, she suddenly, and belatedly, caught onto something about their conversation that sounded unusual.


  The Seventeenth Jäger Division. The closest force to the Beleriant Peninsula, to Elfind. The Northern Army was an upper organization and yet, one of their units was taking part in divisional maneuvers? 


  The distance between Wildschwein and the north was 155 miles. And that was as the crow flies. The maneuvers had actually begun the day before. How in the world had they gotten here?


   


  ***


   


  “I am Manteuffel of the First Grenadier Division and leader of the red army. I’m glad to be working with you today.”


  “And I’m Grostahl of the Seventh Grenadier Division, leader of the blue army. I hope you go easy on me.”


  The Generalleutnants exchanged a handshake before splitting to the south and north ends of the grounds with the staff officers and adjutants following them.


  The First Grenadier Division was nicknamed “Groß Wildschwein,” as it was garrisoned in the capital, Wild­schwein, as its defensive division, so to speak. In short, they were considered the army’s elite unit. In the hypothetical situation for these maneuvers, they were the defenders, the red army.


  The Seventh Grenadier Division was nicknamed “Norden Eber,” as they were part of the Northern Army and were one of the oldest divisions, created when the modern Orcsen Army was established. In these maneuvers, they would be the blue army, the hypothetical force invading the region the red army was defending.


  The term “grenadier” was a term unique to the Orcsen Army that referred to their infantry. It essentially meant that both armies were infantry divisions—the army’s main forces. Neither “army” would be fighting with their full strength. Instead, each had selected one grenadier brigade, one artillery battalion, one cavalry company, one engineer company, and half a squad from the division’s logistics supply train. 


  But these units hadn’t taken peacetime formations; they were on a war footing.


  These days, the military differentiated between the two. From a national defense standpoint, it was necessary to always have a standing military, and ideally, one that was ready to fight at any time. Nowadays, however, their defense budget would run dry due to the massive size of the units and the number of soldiers within them. The amount of military personnel would put pressure on other industries, eventually devouring the very backbone of the nation itself.


  And so, during peacetime, the practice of most nations’ militaries in maintaining officers who would be the core of a unit in wartime and the bare minimum number of troops, roughly half the size of what they were at war, was born. If war broke out, they would mobilize their troops and bring themselves back on a war footing. In military terminology, this was called “replenishment.” (Though this may be obvious, even militaries in nations that used the wartime mobilization system kept high-tension units such as royal guards and border security fully manned at all times.)


  In Orcsen’s case, they had enacted a draft system through the philosophy of universal conscription.


  The draft was thought of as the necessary duty and privilege of every Orcsen citizen to their nation, and draft dodging methods used commonly elsewhere—paying money or having someone go in your place—couldn’t be used. This was why they used the family register held by every Orcsen citizen in the governing region they currently lived in.


  Any and every adult male citizen would be drafted to join the military for four years and undergo training. Once their draft period ended, they would return to being civilians but would be registered for another four years as reservists. If war broke out, these reservists would be mobilized first, bringing the military back to its full form—on war footing. This methodology was born after the Deutonic Wars, and while there were other nations with similar systems, Orcsen’s was structured in a more detailed and well-developed way. 


  Many other nations also adopted standing militaries centered around volunteer soldiers, but Orcsen judged this structure to be unreliable. Their draft system was one that considered how to prepare high-quality soldiers and how to mobilize them during wartime. Having a volunteer military worked for countries where the educational standards for citizenry and their loyalty was high. While Orcsen did fit this bill perfectly, it was easy for the number of soldiers to vary during peacetime, and it also had the undesirable habit of gathering people from impoverished or criminal groups, which was why they adopted the draft system instead.


  All adult males would undergo a conscription physical examination which would measure their stamina, physique, eyesight, sense of smell, and whether or not they had magical power, and gauge who was and was not suitable for military service. 


  In this phase, those who were judged unfit to serve under the precise criteria laid out would not be enlisted. Conversely, those who were already considered to be fulfilling their duties to society, such as people working as civil servants, in higher education, or students of subjects such as medical science were also exempt. These measures were for the sake of avoiding any sense of unfairness while also maintaining the country’s infrastructure.


  By nature, those who passed the physical examinations were a small fraction of the nation’s population, and with a limit on the total membership of the military, they couldn’t take them all. Only those who were suited for it would be fully enlisted.


  Once enlisted, they would join units based in their region until their service period ended and they became reservists. They would then be unable to live outside a two-day range of contact from their unit’s location. While there was nothing stopping them from moving within that area, they would be required to update their address in the registry. They were also banned from going on trips that would keep them away for long periods of time. This was so that they could respond quickly if the military gave them orders to come back for any reservist training exercises—known as reservist call-up notices—and if war broke out, of course.


  Even within the draft was something known as the home guard system, which had been established some thirty years earlier. It wasn’t unusual to have people sign up to be in the second reserve for another five-year span after they were done being reservists. There were even some retired military personnel and people with military experience who had half independently formed a citizen’s militia, volunteering themselves for the army in wartime.


  It was a wonderful system. Year by year, it not only increased the number of individuals with military experience, but by calling reservists and second reservists back for regular exercises, they were able to retrain them with the knowledge of the latest military strategies and weaponry.


  In terms of the maneuvers they were conducting today, the reservist members of the First Grenadier Division and Seventh Grenadier Division had been mobilized a week prior. They were given their clothing and equipment back, some basic training to regain their senses as soldiers, and brought to these grounds on a war footing. (However, just because maneuvers were being held, it didn’t mean that reservists would definitely be mobilized. Regulations stated that reservists would only be mobilized twice a year at most during peacetime.)


  This system in and of itself was put together astonishingly well, but that wasn’t the only thing that surprised Dinerúth.


  The Seventh Grenadier Division had only been mobilized the day before. They had used the railroads to leave the state of Meltmeer in northern Orcsen where they were based. Orcsen’s National Railway Company was operated with incredible precision and its network was spread across the entire kingdom. Working with the General Staff’s Logistics Division, the company had prepared a number of twenty-two car special military transport trains and had created a schedule precise to the minute which they would use to transport them to the Logistics Station’s double-track platforms on the northern side of the maneuvering grounds. And of course, this plan being enacted by Orcsen meant that no blunders had been made. Nailing every detail no matter how small, they even took into account the food storage attached to the stations in each region and the train’s stoppage times to feed the soldiers; orcs couldn’t handle not being fed, after all.


  Orcsen’s army had been researching railroad transportation for troops for twenty years so far. Generalmajor Keith, Chief of Logistics in the General Staff, had originally been a railway specialist, as had Oberst Walestelehben, who was in charge of the Logistics Railway Department. Now, their research results had been consolidated as comprehensive performance values.


  As an example, they knew it was possible to transport the eighteen thousand members of one fully replenished grenadier division under the current system—along with their four thousand and five hundred horses, four hundred supply carriages, and seventy-two artillery pieces—on either forty-two eight-car trains or fifteen twenty-two-car special train formations and get them all 155 miles away within a minimum of two days. Having tested this numerous times, they had already identified and made efforts to resolve various problems with the system, not to mention the railway itself.


  Goodness.


  Dinerúth was stricken. There probably wasn’t any other army in the world transporting a military force this large so quickly over such a long distance. The militaries of other nations—even Elfind—had been testing transporting troops via rail, but theirs was mere child’s play in comparison.


  Looking back on it, there were plenty of factors that would prompt Orcsen to develop this part of their logistics network, the railroad, to an odd degree. Their communications network—and the military’s magical one—established alongside it. Food storage across the entire country due to their fear of famines. Their well-thought-out mobilization system.


  Hadn’t Dinerúth herself relied on their railroad to come to the capital? Hadn’t she been the one amazed that they hadn’t transferred even once on the trip?


  And more than anything, the General Staff had thought of nothing but methods to utilize the railways for their strategies and logistics.


  If she had not seen the results with her own eyes, it would have been so different than Elfind and other ­nations that they would have stayed messed up inside her mind, not connecting with each other in any sense of realization.


  She finally understood why all of Gustav’s retainers were military men. This country, this kingdom known as Orcsen didn’t move the military. The military moved the country. 


  When that finally clicked for Dinerúth, it gave her a shock so strong her whole body could have shaken. And right after she was hit with the realization that she still didn’t understand enough.


  “Well then, allow me to begin explaining our goal for these maneuvers.”


  9:50 a.m.


  “Needless to say, anything said going further is confidential. Be sure not to share this with anyone else,” Seebeck said, giving the soldiers in attendance a nod. They pulled away the velvet cloth that had been covering the table in the center of the tent. 


  A massive map. Game pieces painted in red and blue, showing different formations of infantry, cavalry, and artillery for both sides—for wargames. A conductor’s stick and drafting materials, dice, and a list of the main artillery’s strength.


  These were all necessities for maneuver control, but Dinerúth noticed something strange. The map wasn’t of the maneuvering grounds. It was much larger, almost as if it showed a completely different place. 


  The northern part of Orcsen and the southern half of the Beleriant Peninsula.


  This is…


  The number of pieces and their sizes didn’t match either. The infantry battalion had become a brigade, the division an army. Their sizes were scaled up, and the pieces faced each other on opposing sides of the Sylvan River. The forces on Orcsen’s side of the border were roughly five hundred thousand.


  This. This has to be…


  “Today’s exercises will be an experiment on railroad mobilization utilizing these divisional maneuvers, along with experimenting with the newest tactics. We will also use them as data for the Fifth Revisional Review Tabletop Exercise of the Orcsen General Staff’s Campaign Plan No. 6. Due to their content, we have not shared these plans with the units participating in these drills. Overseeing these activities will be the Maneuver Control, located in a separate location on the grounds. Command of our opposition in these tabletop exercises will be handled by Inspector General of the Cavalry, Generaloberst Zieten, along with a section of the Operations Division in the General Staff’s offices. Overall control will also be handled there separately.”


  Pausing, Seebeck gave Dinerúth a short glance before lowering his eyes. In that gesture, in his gaze, was a hint of worry.


  “As you are all already aware, Campaign Plan No. 6 is the Elfind Invasion Strategy proposed five years ago. Now, due to the completed construction of all six railway networks the army requisitioned for use in a hypothetical battlefield and the disappearance of roughly seventy thousand of the hypothetical enemy force due to various circumstances, it has been assessed that a large-scale revision of the plan is necessary. Because of this, Generaloberst Schwerin, who is expected to assume command of our main force when this plan is executed, is in attendance.”


  Elfind. Seventy thousand. He’s talking about…


  “10:00 a.m. Let us begin.”


   


  ***


   


  “You must be thinking that we’ve shown you something awful, aren’t you?” Gustav asked.


  After the maneuvers began, he must have been bored with nothing to do, so he exited the tent to look through the battery commander’s telescope. Dinerúth followed, having been told to accompany him.


  Most of her subordinates had already been scattered across the grounds when the two division leaders split north and south. They had left after being asked if they had anywhere in particular they’d like to watch the maneuvers from, with the freedom to observe from wherever they’d like. The only ones Dinerúth still had on hand were Oberstleutnant Iavasril Ainalind, the brigade’s planned Chief of Staff, and Oberstleutnant Laernor Celebrin, who was set to become the brigade’s Operations Officer. Both women had chosen to broaden their knowledge at the Control Division’s Hill.


  “It’s called Kriegsspiel, a war on paper.”


  If you wanted to give an army actual experience in battle and for HQ to review their operations, having troops undergo practical exercises was the best method. But maneuvers couldn’t be done often. The larger the drill, the more on guard surrounding nations would become. If you wanted to soften their guard, you could either allow the military from each nation’s embassy or newspaper reporters to attend. However, you wouldn’t be able to keep any tactics or weapons under wraps. It would also impact the budget.


  Instead, they would conduct a wargame. They would lay out a large map, gather the generals, give them each an army to command, and have them compete. Perhaps you could also have the top brass and staff observe, to broaden their knowledge.


  In order for it not to amount to empty tabletop theory or divorce it from reality, all of the values in question were taken from past and present measurements done in the field. How many days would it take to march a certain distance? How much food or ammunition would be consumed in one battle? What was the accuracy rate? How much of an impact would weather have? All noted and answered. 


  They even devised a method to reproduce elements that were undefined. For example, if a shoot-out were to occur, they would divide the accuracy rate by six between the maximum and minimum. When both armies made contact, they would roll a die. The resulting number would become the accuracy rate on the virtual battlefield.


  While every nation utilized wargames, they did it in a more rudimentary way, purely to reflect what was occurring in reality. No other country did something virtual on such a large scale, in such extreme, minute detail.


  But that wasn’t what King Gustav was really saying.


  “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t shocked,” Dinerúth answered quietly in her ordinary tone, after checking to make sure no one else was around. 


  She understood exactly what King Gustav wanted to show her. What the General Staff was. Just how thoroughly prepared an organization Orcsen’s army was. And…


  “At the very least, you’ve been planning on conquering Elfind for the past five years. You’ve been deliberating and planning ahead in an effort to perfect your plan. And we dark elves were among the targets.”


  “That’s right.” Gustav stood up from where he was looking through the telescope, staring straight at Dinerúth and nodding. “Do you want to quit your position as my retainer?”


  She was quiet.


  “If you want to step down, this is your chance. Despite how I may seem, I look at others quite arrogantly. I choose who I keep by my side.”


  [image: ]


  “Don’t treat me like a fool,” she answered curtly. An intense anger bubbled up inside her. She wanted to yank this king down onto the ground. “You think that this is enough to make me—make us dark elves lose heart?”


  It was Gustav’s turn to be silent.


  “Of course a nation would prepare itself for war. And Elfind is Orcsen’s greatest potential enemy. You yourself were the one who flat-out told me that back in the mountain lodge. Elfind is holing itself up, with no interest in anything beyond their border on the Sylvan River. So your only option to settle things would be to invade. This is another logical conclusion. And if you’ve been putting so much work into your invasion plan, then of course we dark elves had been part of your potential adversaries until recently. Had we not, then we surely would have been enraged by you for treating us like fools.”


  He didn’t reply.


  “King. Orc King. You’re testing us, aren’t you? Giving us weapons, making us part of your army, testing whether we truly want to fight those damned white elves. Which side we truly want to be on, between Orcsen and Elfind. You’re asking if we really want to become your citizens. You’re correct in thinking that the average person would turn right back around.”


  The king’s expression, his demeanor, hadn’t changed yet. His thoughts were beyond that. Dinerúth continued on, wanting to tell him that her people all knew that. That she wanted to yank him to the ground was beyond that.


  “Did you think I wouldn’t realize that you were concerned for me, for us dark elves?” she asked.


  Gustav said nothing.


  “That includes why you had me meet Generaloberst Schwerin and Generalmajor Reinders. If we kept on pushing, striving to form our brigade, even after being tested, then whatever the kobolds, dwarves, or the whole lot of them might say, they would accept us. No matter how much they might scorn us internally, or treat us like tools, or sympathize with our cheap chivalry, they would accept us. They would accept us as part of this nation. Did you think that I wouldn’t realize that you weren’t truly testing us but the high officials in the army?”


  He listened silently.


  “You had absolutely no expectation that we would quit from the very start. And you didn’t even think we wouldn’t notice. You really were treating us like fools.”


  Gustav’s eyes looked almost like those of a dejected child, and he apologized all too soon. 


  “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  It even appeared as though his massive frame was shrinking.


  “He he. Ha ha ha!” Dinerúth laughed. 


  She felt like she’d won. An incredible win.


  “I’ve wanted to say this for a while, but you’re too kind. You could even say that the way you express that kindness is hard for others to realize. You think of others to that extent. It’s a lovely thing to be as just a man. I’m grateful. But as a king, you should be bolder. Haughty, even. Your retainers would still stick with you. I would, as well. This doesn’t even begin to count as being arrogant. You’re deeply compassionate. Deeply, deeply, so deeply that you can’t even see the bottom.”


  “…Am I really?”


  “You are.”


  Dinerúth was certain. Back when he’d found her in the mountains and resolved to save her and her people, she had no doubt this king had almost gone with the flow, unable to just abandon them. Had he been an aloof and cunning king, then no matter how gruesome the civil war between the elves might have been, it would have been better for him to just let the white elves slaughter all of the dark elves, then spread word of it to the surrounding countries.


  What he needed back then wasn’t for us to survive. Just my corpse should have been enough.


  Dinerúth even understood that the Dark Elf Brigade hadn’t been born purely out of a military need but as a political alternative. If they formed the brigade and spread news of it inside and outside of the nation, then Elfind would be forced to make up an excuse about how something like that could have been born in Orcsen. 


  Human nations had a mythologically tinged image of Elfind with its purity, its sweetness, its serenity. She had no doubt those illusions would be blown away in an instant.


  That’s what we want. Yes. What we wish for. We no longer have a silver tree, an old home. 


  Sadly enough, it was their original homeland they loathed most in the world. And King Gustav knew that. That fateful night, he had seen their burning rage and hatred clearly and understood it more thoroughly than anyone else in the nation. Moreover, he gave them the option to quit. He showed them the simple truth, that the new land they would exist in wasn’t the sort of utopia that someone delusional might think it is. That to survive, they needed to use whatever they could, doing evil deeds, and sharpening their claws and fangs.


  Dinerúth truly was sure. He was showing them that even if they didn’t join the military, they could live humbly in peace in Wälderburg. In this country, engaging in agriculture was a fine way to serve their nation. While males had to serve in the military, females did not. Even if they were to quit, he would never abandon them based on his personality, his dignity as King of Orcsen. Furthermore, he asked her if she would follow him into hell.


  Screw that. Screw all of that. Bring it on. Our goal is one thing: To nock an arrow and keep on singing until we shoot it through our prey, Elfind.


  Dinerúth’s response was doubly sure.


  “So, my king…”


  “Yes?”


  “Will what we’re shown in these maneuvers continue to shock us?”


  “Yes. I guarantee it. My army—your army is strong. We can wipe Elfind out in a single blow, Generalmajor.”


  Chapter 4:
Divisional Maneuvers


   


  SCOUTS ON THE HUNT FROM THE RED ARMY—the First Grenadier Division—had arrived from the south to a location directly visible from the control tent. One grenadier company, made up entirely of orcs. 


  Their entire unit wore black uniforms with a standardized base color; they were known in foreign countries as “Orcsen Black,” and as “Sons of the Black Flag” to the citizens of the kingdom. The First Grenadier Division normally took on a ceremonial unit-like role, so the details in their uniform design were flashier than other divisions. This led to them all wearing pickelhaube spiked helmets.


  Their cavalry wasn’t present. They must’ve been carrying out their duties elsewhere. Perhaps the rest of the red army weren’t within visible range because they had deployed in other directions in search of terrain suitable for defense.


  The two-hundred-some soldiers of a single company crossed the gently sloping hills, marching along the road modeled after a quiet country lane. Each platoon traveled in two or three columns until they reached a three-way junction going east and north at the bottom of the hill. Under the orders of the saber-swinging commander, the leading platoon went straight, the second right, and the third left, quickly deploying left and right to stretch line abreast. They jumped down into the dried-up irrigation ditches that were dug crookedly east and west on the southern sides of the junction. With that, a defensive position utilizing the existing landscape—a skirmish line—was complete.


  The soldiers took out the shovels hanging on the left-back of their hips and dug at the bottom of the irrigation ditches, piling the dirt on the northern sides. They were reinforcing their position. Now, even the massive orcs could stay completely hidden as they fired.


  While there was still a hint of winter in the air, the spring sun shone down on them. Their pickelhaubes and the officer’s scabbard glittered. It looked like the sparkling of a rippling wave, a spring tide.


  They’re fast.


  Impressed, Dinerúth Andariel watched them through binoculars from the command hill.


  While it defied expectations, orcs could be quick. Despite their massive bodies, their use of draft horses and elaborate logistics might give the impression they made for a very slow army, but their tactical-scale movements were incredibly nimble, agile, and swift.


  Orcs’ bodies were a mass of muscle, not fat. They also possessed tenacious physical capacity and stamina. For some distances, they were probably faster than a cantering Percheron, so much so that you might wonder if a cavalry made of draft horses was even necessary.


  An “orc storm.” That was what Dinerúth’s race had called them once upon a time.


  When invading other nations, the orcs formed large, thick, and dense formations that reached five thousand, eight thousand, or even ten thousand in number. Clad in armor and wielding long spears, they’d charge straight ahead, like a tempest raging on the earth.


  An orc storm.


  It was just like the Battle of Rosalind Valley 120 years ago. Neither side had worn armor, but the circumstances remained unchanged. They’d held a tight formation, beating war drums, using the bayonets of muskets like long spears, firing rapidly, and charging in unison at that same speed. Using firearms only made them more fearsome. 


  The ground trembled. The earth rumbled. The land tremored. She could still recall it clearly, a sound as if something had clawed its way out of the gates of hell. 


  All that remained was pure fear. Of course, the orcs’ massive bodies in and of themselves were weapons. It was undoubtedly a major component. 


  However, Dinerúth now realized that it was that speed, that agility like wild beasts, that was the orcs’ true essence of fear.


  That hasn’t changed, even now.


  Before long, the main body and rearguard of the company below them arrived. The left and right deployment and advance expanded in scale, with a single battalion on the front lines. When it came to the scope of the battalion, movements become a bit more complicated and not all forces were positioned out front. 


  The battalion’s headquarters was positioned near the ridgeline of some belt-shaped hills. A company that seemed to be the reserve force was also moving down from the spine of the hills to their foot. The artillery and grenadier battalions had been allotted the same firearms—2.24-inch mountain guns. 


  From a caliber standpoint and through the eyes of an elf, this weapon was essentially a child’s toy. However, the fact that an infantry battalion held two pieces of artillery was, indeed, significant. Possessing a compact frame and mobility, this firearm was able to be deployed by the battalion commander to provide direct fire support as he pleased.


  Two more battalions arrived.


  The grenadier regiment’s headquarters had a company with six 2.95-inch field-and-mountain artillery guns attached. 


  They also began deployment.


  Before they knew it, a single grenadier regiment of approximately two thousand soldiers had completed a defensive encampment spanning a half mile east and west in no time at all. The depth of a third of a mile was achieved through the reserve forces and artillery. 


  Dinerúth took out her pocket watch and checked the time. An hour hadn’t yet passed since the first company’s arrival. Of course, it didn’t just simply take up position in a horizontal spread. The two battalions at the first lines usually had one company each positioned at their rear flank, assigning them to defense as a reserve force called the “support unit.” Each company also had around a platoon at hand for the company commander. This encampment was meant to withstand even reckless attacks from the flanks.


  The reserve force wasn’t just deployed to the flanks; the unit would reinforce the front line in a time of intense combat and corner the enemy in a counterattack. From Dinerúth’s perspective, it wasn’t solely agility that allowed them to set up an encampment so rapidly—the soldiers’ high educational standards served as a supplementary factor. 


  They didn’t wait for their commander’s orders, as they took their assigned positions and readied their small shovels. Digging holes and piling up dirt, they built a shallow trench where you only had to duck to stay hidden. When each commanding officer ordered them to fortify the encampment, they took it upon themselves to reinforce and expand them.


  Such actions were aided by the orcs’ great physical strength. For the average soldier of another race, these intense activities would require periodical breaks. 


  Once they settled down, all they wanted to do was reach for their canteens and relax. It was the same for the commanders. In their case, the charitable ones among them were assaulted by the urge to let their subordinates do just that. However, well-trained orcs were different. 


  Agility. Strength.


  Frightening and now reliable, the essence of the orc army’s characteristics hadn’t changed. Except…


  One regiment, half a mile wide and a third of a mile deep?


  “Brigadier Chief…”


  Oberstleutnant Iavasril Ainalind groaned from Dinerúth’s side. 


  She was a dark elf who possessed the tall height, dark skin, silver hair, and ashen eyes that were so common among her race. She had an intelligent countenance and served as Dinerúth’s trusted confidant. Back in their homeland, she had been a clan chief of a neighboring village, so they’d known each other since they were little girls. She was completely bewildered.


  “You’ve noticed it too?” Dinerúth said. 


  “Yes. Of course. They… No, excuse me, the Orcsen Army has completely abandoned their cluster formation. Then—”


  “Yes. Unless they have more troops, cavalry, and artillery, they won’t be able to break through. How troublesome.”


  She was referring to the rapid changes in tactics that had seemingly occurred. 


  Specifically, Orcsen had taken its once beloved cluster battle formation that utilized their great physical strength as a powerful weapon and discarded it as a relic of the past. 


  The reason was understood by the dark elves present as well. In the aftermath of the Deutonic War, the firepower of small arms and artillery developed swiftly. In the current era, if soldiers clustered together too tightly, they would be wiped out in an instant by long-range rifle barrages and concentrated artillery shots. Because of this, today’s armies formed what was called a skirmish line. 


  Each solider was positioned with one-to-two step intervals in between them, spreading out horizontally. As with the irrigation ditch from earlier, they also used terrain and field fortifications like parapets and trenches to hide and prevent exposure to enemy fire. Therefore, just a single regiment could deploy a defensive line of this width and depth. In a cluster battle formation, making use of half this area would’ve been considered good. 


  That was known as skirmish tactics.


  Of course, Orcsen’s army did train cluster battle formation firing techniques in case the need arose. However, there was no desire at all to aggressively use it. Unless the enemy was encountered while marching in a column formation, it would not be implemented.


  The Orcsen Army’s latest infantry drill manual, Year 874 of the Celestial Calendar edition, stipulated:


  In order to completely release firepower, the spread-out formation was without equal, with firing from a cluster formation being an exception.


  It used complicated language frequently found in drill manuals, handbooks, and military science books, but in short, it said firing should be conducted by skirmish lines and not cluster battle formations. 


  Dinerúth and her soldiers were quite familiar with skirmish tactics. Historically speaking, they had already adopted such methods long before Orcsen. All of them could use magical communication, which made the act of dispersing and reassembly simple. In the field, dark elves especially excelled at this. Their signature moves included sniping and distracting fire through skirmishers. 


  One hundred and twenty years ago, they’d destroyed orc military forces with these very same methods. However, the firearms of the time lacked in power and relied on the skill of an individual. This was a key difference from Orcsen’s large-scale execution. 


  “Sister…no, Brigade Chief, what would you do with the skirmish battle formation?” Iavasril asked. 


  “You, my chief of staff, are asking such a thing?” Dinerúth said with a chuckle. She joked, “Hm… I wouldn’t directly attack. We’d go around and encircle them or detour and strike from behind.” 


  Basically, she was saying this formation was that vicious. It wasn’t like the answer or question was a military chronicle or anything. The two women didn’t think it held any tangible meaning. Such a solution would only be possible if Dinerúth was either a lieutenant general or general and had been given complete discretionary power. For example, if she was ordered to capture this three-way junction and secure it at all costs with a comparable force under her command, there would be no choice but to engage in a fight with the defense encampment below. 


  Taking out the exercise site map stored in her leather pouch, she examined it and noticed that the three-way junction was quite important. At the south of the exercise site’s center, the highway collided—whether attacking from the north or defending from the south. With developments from the east and west, it meant that the junction was a place that both armies needed to secure at all costs as a route for both advancement and logistics.


  North of here lay a river that ran slightly diagonally from east to west of the exercise site. One wide branch of it flowed into the capital. The highway stretching north was in a prime location where it could keep the bridge spanning the river in check. The distance was within the sightlines of this hill, approximately a half mile away.


  A camp could be pitched on the north of the south coast where the bridge reached. But including the bridge in defense plans while the enemy’s movements were unknown was not a sound decision. They likely thought that they would be able to control it since it was in range for not only their artillery but their rifles as well, so there was no need to go to such an extent. 


  Now, what will the blue army do? 


  With a bad feeling she watched as this extremely intricate encampment began preparing lunch. 


  Field kitchens, large vehicles numbering around twenty per regiment, gathered together around a third of a mile behind the front lines and began to light their fires. In order to keep the smoke inconspicuous, they set it up beneath the foliage of the woods, taking great care to conceal their presence. The field kitchen was truly a “moving kitchen,” with a stove and a number of large and medium pots stored on the carriage bed, as well as a chimney. 


  “What an enviable number of supplies…” Dinerúth, amazed, muttered in admiration, peeking through her binoculars. 


  “The Orcsen soldiers apparently call it the ‘stew gun goulash cannon,’” Iavasril noted. 


  “Stew gun, stew gun. I see; it does look similar to an artillery battalion’s gun carriage. It’s a perfectly fitting term.”


  Compared to most armies that still used field kitchens built by small units at their deployment sites, there was a world of difference. Additionally, just like their reputation as a food-obsessed orc army, their structure was detailed, and each unit was large in number. 


  It seemed like the prep work was already done, as the cooking went very quick. No matter what kind of field kitchen they had, it could not cook while moving, but they were able to come up with an ingenious plan to prepare ingredients in cans and stockpile firewood in advance.


  Staffed by the field kitchen personnel and an officer in charge of reception from each unit, the workers began to pour a stew-like substance into a giant twenty-liter, insulated aluminum can. This was placed into an additional outer container and carried on the backs of soldiers. While it would be quite heavy for another race, the orc soldiers had no problem hauling them. This allowed them to deliver meals directly to the front lines in one trip. Each soldier received this can as part of a mess kit. 


  Afterward, a black liquid was taken out of the field kitchen’s side dish oven: coffee. It looked delicious as steam rose off of it. It was as if the smell was drifting over to Dinerúth, making her feel resentful. 


  At this time, supply wagons from further back of the reserve units arrived and began distributing rye bread, firmly baked and dried, which the supply corps’ bread-making company had spent three hours baking this morning.


  Rye bread was supplied to the field soldiers as a daily ration all at once. Since it came in the form of whole, rounded loaves, they looked like railway sleepers piled high on a wagon.


  Typically, this bread distribution was a morning procedure, but it seemed they hadn’t made it in time. 


  Of course, the supply wagons weren’t the only ones arriving. A cart loaded with fodder made its way to the field stables where the regiment’s horses were tethered.


  Oh my!


  Spontaneously preparing meals was truly characteristic of the orc army. And this was not her making fun of them either. Dinerúth was astounded at the thoroughness, consideration, and inner workings of this well-oiled machine. Even if things seemed leisurely, it was best to eat when you could. On the battlefield, warm meals were the height of luxury, raising morale and maintaining one’s energy to keep fighting. 


  Dinerúth couldn’t help but recall the wonderful cuisine at that mountain villa. How it had alleviated her wounded and weakened body. Honestly, right now she was starving. On top of the mounting fatigue over the last few days, she hadn’t eaten anything after leaving Wälderburg either. 


  Iavasril had an expression like she wanted to say something, and Hauptmann Laernor Celebrin, a tactics staff officer who was a bit fidgety, seemed to share the same sentiment. Despite this, they came from a proud race, so they wouldn’t say out loud that they were hungry.


  It was such perfect, and almost suspicious, timing when an orc private from the Regulations Department came to them.


  “Your lunch has been prepared; please come this way.”


  What a relief.


  “Which team is this?” Gustav, back in the tent, asked Seebeck as they ate their meal. 


  Inside the tent, the coal stove was warm, and along with that sticky and hot comfort came the irresistible scent of beef soup, stirred into the air by an orc soldier using something like a cooking ladle to check the contents of a large cauldron. The dark elves’ stomachs grumbled shamelessly. 


  “Blue army—it is the same as the Seventh Grenadier Division’s. Since we couldn’t piggyback on their rationing system, we re-created it using the same ingredients and cooking arrangements.”


  “I see. Yes, very good. No onions are in it. Staupitz, put your mind at ease. The soup is safe to eat.”


  “How auspicious.”


  Snickers spread around the room. 


   


  ***


   


  Dinerúth had been informed prior that the kobold race was unable to eat onions or scallions due to their biology. It wasn’t a matter of preferences; if any of their race ingested allium, they would have an allergic reaction that caused anemia, wooziness, and, in the worst cases, even death. In the last few years, and out of consideration for the many kobold soldiers serving, the Orcsen Army has removed them from the meal ingredients. 


  This was actually quite a serious blow as both onions and scallions were excellent choices for stored, processed, and dried vegetables for field rations. However, a system of dividing meal distribution up by race would be far too great a burden on the supply system, rendering it ineffectual. It couldn’t be helped.


  It had been decided that units were allowed to allocate a larger portion of meat rations to the kobolds. 


  Dinerúth’s surprise was about this.


  Essentially, the Regulations Department was eating the same food as the soldiers on the maneuvering grounds, which included the king, the two Generaloberst, the Oberstleutnant, Generalmajors, and elite field officers. Each one of them partook in the meal as if it were second nature. In any other country, there would not only be a military cooking division, but also personal chefs abundantly using fresh ingredients preparing lavish meals. 


  “What is in this? Beef shank?”


  “It makes a nice broth.”


  “My boys really have some fine skills.”


  “As expected of bandits…!”


  “But we’re not bandits, right?!”


  Smiles. Laughter. Banter. 


  Far from being disappointed by the simple food, they were having fun. It even filled Dinerúth’s and the others’ stomachs. 


  Come to think of it, were the subordinates scattered across the maneuvering ground able to receive their lunches? Worried, she went to quietly check and found that the rations had been distributed to the inspection officers at various locations too. What a relief.


  A number of personal alcoholic drinks had been brought in: Orcsen’s prized white wine, red wine, sparkling wine, champagne, gin, liqueur. There were also imported bottles, all lined up like artillery shells.


  “Oh. Here it is, His Majesty’s favorite Calvados.”


  “Here, this one’s good.”


  King Gustav nodded to Generaloberst Schwerin while tilting a glass filled with a freshly poured, viscous amber liquid. As expected, the server was an underling from the Regulations Department. 


  “Ever since I learned of it on the battlefields of Gloire, I’ve never deviated from it.”


  “It’s the best. This reminds me, I had a few bottles prepared. Take them back as souvenirs. Since my taste alone may not be to your preferences, I also have some blended whiskey from Camelot, Camellish Blackburn, aged seventeen years. The choice is yours.”


  “What? Thank you. Oh my, thank you!”


  It would have been a good idea to bring more liquor. I wish I could get something a bit stronger in this country, she thought to herself. 


  She took an enamel cup from the server and pulled out a metal flask from her left decorated fur pocket and poured its contents. The liquor was clear, but it certainly wasn’t water. She considered exercising self-restraint but judged it to be unnecessary. The liquor was sharp, like that of snowmelt of midwinter snow-capped mountains. 


  This was nice. 


  Generaloberst Schwerin eyed Dinerúth as a joke formed on his lips.


  “Oh? What’s this? Lady Schwartz can handle her liqueur?”


  “Yes, Your Excellency. I have a bit of a taste for it.”


  What a strange nickname they’ve given me… Lady Schwartz, Lady “Black,” she thought. 


  In Elfind, referring to dark elves as black in any form was basically discriminatory. But given his carefree nature and straight-forwardness, that wasn’t the case, or at least he certainly didn’t mean it that way. 


  Black represented the color of the military in this ­nation. It was also used in the national flag. In other words, it was actually quite a favorable expression. 


  “Are you fond of it? Schwerin, don’t be fooled. The Generalmajor drinks quite a bit. Strong drinks too. Utterly bottomless. After a whole bottle of liquor, her face remains the same color,” Gustav said.


  “What? How impregnable. That’s real fortitude. If you’d like, why not become one of my subordinates? You could drink as much as you want.”


  “Hey, Schwerin, the Generalmajor is directly under my command.”


  “Oh, right. Please excuse my rudeness.”


  With a theatric gesture suited to a rowdy knight, Dinerúth raised her cup high in the air. Once again, those in the tent couldn’t hold back their laughter. Even Generalmajor Keith and Generalmajor Staupitz smiled broadly. Fortunately, she had lowered her guard around them. Or perhaps, for better or worse, Gustav had re­affirmed her resolve, allowing her to be brave.


  Even so…


  Orcs really did eat a lot. Even rations, while not on the level of taste of a high-class restaurant, were plentiful in quantity.


  The Orcsen Army has determined that each solider deployed in the field should be supplied with the following daily:


  Rye Bread: 3.3 pounds, or hardtack: 2.4 pounds


  Potatoes or vegetables: 3.3 pounds


  Pork or processed pork: 3.2 ounces


  Beef, processed beef, or other processed meat: 8.5 ounces


  Beef tallow or dehydrated vegetables: 3.2 ounces


  Sauce: 1 ounce


  Marmalade or honey: 14 ounces


  Beer: 0.2 L, or wine: 0. 2 L, or liquor: 0.05 L


  Coffee: 0.5 ounces


  Additionally, special rations for those stationed in harsher environments included extra bread, jam, honey, marmalade, and sugar. It was a shocking quantity, double what other races provided. And compared to foreign armies who mainly used dehydrated vegetables, they had access to fresh vegetables, thanks to Orcsen’s superior food production and preservation abilities. 


  Every morning, each soldier received an entire loaf of bread known as Kommissbrot, which served as their portion for the day. They carried it around in a duffel bag, commonly referred to as a breadbasket, hanging it from their hip alongside a knife to cut it up. Stews or soups were prepared as side dishes using each unit’s field kitchen, rather than distributed individually. 


  Dinerúth almost felt like saying, “Something must be wrong here.” The logistics had truly been developed to an unusual degree. 


  There were also cooking manuals with a variety of recipes that exercised one’s ingenuity to make creative meals that ensured the food wouldn’t become tiresome. A few examples: If today’s meal was salted soup, to avoid any repetition, tomorrow’s would be meat stew. When wurst was issued as a processed meat, and there is a surplus of time, instead of adding it to soups as usual, you could boil it separately to give it a special feel, and so on. 


  This fixation on meat, which was high in nutritious value and loved by the soldiers, was specifically extraordinary. To the best of their ability, they had it cut and prepared right before their eyes. Soups and other such dishes were done in the same way. It served not only to boost morale, but to make it clear that rations were being equally distributed.


  Basically, it was a combination of flavor and thoughtfulness. It was this reason that Gustav and his men ate the same rations too. 


  Despite the friendly conversation and atmosphere, when it came time to discuss the taste of the food, their expressions turned serious. Occasionally the critiques were scathing. It was not merely a discontent grumbling but an observation focused on points for future improvement. 


  “Staupitz. Still too much for you after all?”


  “Yes. It is fortunate though. One meal lasts me three days.”


  “Keith. What about this part here? I figure there is a lot to be lost at the actual location…”


  “Certainly, there is a problem. However, it would be considerably difficult to investigate the number of us and kobolds assigned to a unit beforehand and adjust the amount supplied to us accordingly. Rather than oversupply, we’d be at a risk of undersupplying. We have no choice but to distribute as if all are orcs under the current system. Unless we’re dealing with the fixed numbers of the Field Military Police’s Werewolves, the Adler Corps, ah…or the tentatively named Dark Elf Brigade, which are all units tightly grouped by race, supply amount adjustments are difficult.”


  “I see; that’s likely how it will go.”


  “Mein König, I believe you are worrying too much.”


  “Is that so?”


  Schwerin replied, “Yes. Believe in your men just a little bit more. My boys are wonderful men. Any leftovers are used as special rations and shared among the battalion. They manage such situations quite well in action. Dwarves and kobolds also help by integrating into the army. Comrades in arms who share meals and coffee together are generally quite popular among their brethren. In exchange, at times when they can’t ride their horses or carriages, we carry them. During marches, we take their knapsacks and rifles… Such a thing is a natural among comrades.”


  “I see…I see. That’s right. As you were then. Thank you, Schwerin.”


  “It was no trouble in the slightest.”


  “Ah, Generalmajor Andariel. I believe you understand the gist of our discussion just now.”


  “Yes, mein König.”


  “Your unit’s supply amount will have to be decided soon. I know you have your hands full as it is, but after you speak to Keith and the others, choose someone from your unit to be in charge of logistics. If not, you may be surprised when only a single loaf of bread arrives to you on the battlefield each day.”


  “Yes, mein König. Thank you very much, Generalmajor Keith.”


  “It’s no problem at all; the pleasure is all mine.”


  That was how it went.


  Dinerúth was surprised by how there seemed to be no differences in rank or class during such discussions. The floor was completely open to all. In the military, respect for superior officers was demanded no matter what country one was a part of, especially in the case of social class systems. There were even militaries where commoner soldiers were not permitted to speak freely to noble commissioned officers. If anything, that type of country was standard. In the case of Elfind, a dark elf presenting their opinion to a white elf was a matter that required extreme caution; as a matter of fact, it was something that only a clan chief could do. 


  Of course, this current environment could be attributed to Gustav’s personality. However, this was also a pillar of the entire Orcsen Army. They had it clearly defined in their teaching manuals, marked it as a rule, and if anything, even recommended it. 


  According to the first article of The High Commander Teaching Guide:


  Tactics are a single means, a free and creative action founded on the basis of applying science and magical abilities. The open-mindedness and magnanimity of a commander is a supreme condition for tactics.


  In other words, the world of modern tactics, while it had become incredibly complex due to the applications of science and magical abilities on a large scale, also had to be creative and free. For that reason, commanders had to avoid narrow-minded thinking, listen to their subordinates’ opinions when offered, and be willing to implement them. 


  This was the first item within the commander’s manual and emphasized as most important. The education given to the soldiers was to understand their commanders’ orders and to come to agreement on their purpose independently before taking detailed action. If soldiers had an idea, they were to actively suggest it to a superior officer, as well as object to and debate orders that seemed out of the norm. This was both a soldiers’ right and duty. 


  This approach was remarkably flexible and unprecedented in any other nation. Encouraging soldiers to do such things was verging on the edge of fiction. 


  This was known as Auftragstaktik, mission-type tactics.


  Here, subordinates understood their superior officers’ intentions and devised solutions when meeting the situation in battle. It was written into the drill manual and adopted by the entire army six years ago. 


  This was fundamentally different in other nations where a single commander issued orders to the entire force and subordinates had no choice but to follow. For that reason, the Orcsen Army avoided a culture of salutes and honorifics, such as using “Your Excellency” outside of what was needed to maintain military discipline. 


  Unless a nation possessed great confidence in their system of government, social systems, citizens’ loyalty, and a sense of duty to the nation, it was an approach that risked inviting a military insurrection and the collapse of social class—other nations couldn’t introduce such a thing lightly. Or rather, perhaps it was something only Orcsen could do at present time. Their foundation lay in a national policy that prioritizes survival regardless of social or racial differences. 


  I see. Dinerúth was amazed. 


  She now realized that the behavior within the tent—as well as her introduction to Reinders—was a direct result of such policy. It was why the soldiers from the opposing exercise unit had begun constructing the encampment with such quick independence earlier. This was without a doubt one of the strengths, and a major one at that, of the Orcsen Army. 


  Real contact between the opposing exercise units began in the afternoon. 


  The Seventh Grenadier Division on the blue army’s side had one platoon of three great eagles assigned from the Adler Corps as an experiment to carry out “aerial reconnaissance.” They flew in the skies over the red army’s defensive line, with an altitude of over a half mile. The great eagles called this formation “one mountain.” 


  They began circling. 


  The red army did not notice them at first. When great eagles flew at such altitudes, they began to blend in, appearing no different in size than a common bird. Unless one stood staring up at the sky continuously, few people would likely notice anything was unusual. Above all else, their attention was focused on the defensive front toward the north. 


  In the silence, Dinerúth’s and her subordinates’ characteristically sharp-pointed ears twitched. They sensed the presence of magical communication coming from the spring skies. 


  To better explain the sensations, they “strained their ears.” Not in terms of increasing their auditory perceptions, but by focusing their magical awareness, they could directly pick up the “waves” of magical communication. Simultaneously, they gazed up to the source, spotting the great eagles soaring through the azure sky, their flight path drawing an arc.


  “Tallyho, tallyho.”


  It sounded like a great eagle. It was emitting magical waves that imitated the cries of their own race. 


  “Achtung, Achtung. Come in Milchkuh, Milchkuh. This is Blau Drei, Blau Drei. Do you copy? Over.”


  The military used simple code names in their communications. Blau Drei seemed to be this great eagle’s code name. 


  A reply came back through magical communication: “Blau Drei, Blau Drei. This is Milchkuh. Heard loud and clear, over.”


  The dark elves sensed it was coming from aboveground further north of here—which meant it was a blue army aerial unit. 


  “Milchkuh, Milchkuh. This is Blau Drei. I’ve spotted a regiment scale defensive skirmish line. The position is… Ah, according to the map, it is Beruta Dora Sechs, Beruta Dora Sechs. Over.”


  “Blau Drei. Understood. Around the three-way junction on the south bank? Over.”


  “Milchkuh. Right… The defensive front is facing north toward the bridge. Over a half mile east to west, south of the three-way junction… No, not that much. A skirmish line just under a half mile. Reserve forces in the rear. The depth is around half of the defensive front. Ah…there is artillery too. There are six visible guns… Six. Over.”


  “That’s a big help. Continue aerial reconnaissance. Milchkuh, over.”


  “Roger. Blau Drei, over.”


  The great eagles continued flying in a wide arc. 


  Just what was that? Dinerúth wondered, astonished. She thought she’d predicated how effective this reconnaissance could be. 


  But to think, it was to this extent?


  It’s noting every single detail almost precisely, isn’t it?!


  It was possible that they were making use of military-grade maps with precise grid divisions. Military-grade maps were marked with coordinates that ran from east to west as AA, AB, AC, and so on, and from north to south as 01 and 02, in a similar fashion. These coordinates were used in communications. 


  Dinerúth raised her binoculars to study the great eagles. These field binoculars, a product of the nation’s industrial goods, had a bright field-of-view that allowed her to make out a strange object attached to the great eagle’s neck—a wooden frame. She assumed it likely contained the map. 


  Since the great eagle couldn’t tilt its wings or legs much while in flight, it used that to check the map. There must have been countless rounds of trial and error that led to the execution of these methods. Whether the use of code names, the application of maps, or the repetitive communication method to ensure nothing was missed, it was far too well-oiled for a first test. 


  Before Dinerúth knew it, a commotion broke out in the red army’s encampment below. Officers were pointing to the sky as the soldiers rustled in a confused daze. Most likely, one of their kobold communication soldiers intercepted the magical communication waves and noticed the great eagles. 


  They were clearly confused. It was only natural. Armies faced each other on the ground; there wasn’t a textbook that taught them how to fight aerial enemies. Not even Orcsen possessed such knowledge. Even so, an officer drew his saber and gave a command. Several soldiers raised their rifles to the skies and fired away. Of course, this being an exercise, they only shot blanks. With the confusion, the soldiers’ attacks were discordant, and their bullets blasted all over the place. 


  Moreover…


  If they continue like this, they won’t be able to hit anything. 


  Dinerúth, who had hunted for food back in her homeland, knew this to be true. Everyone was merely chasing the great eagles with the muzzle of their firearms. It wouldn’t work. You had to predict the future position of the target based on their pattern of movement and shoot at their projected route. While this was true for prey that dwelled on land, it was all the more so for ones that took to the sky. 


  That said, the Orcsen Army’s recovery was quick. With every second that ticked by, the number of soldiers aiming their guns at the sky increased, the sounds of their gunshots finally syncing up. Some of the soldiers even figured out how they should aim. In all likelihood, there were those within the unit who had come from a hunting background and had advised their superior officers to change tactics. An officer nodded and clearly changed the direction his saber pointed. He thrust it forward to the projected flightpath, and the soldiers followed in line.


  “Blau Drei, Blau Drei. Can you hear me? This is the Exercise Control Department.”


  A magical communication came flying in from another direction, this time belonging to a different voice. It wasn’t too far away and aboveground, likely from the red army’s Exercise Control Officer. 


  “Exercise Control Department, Exercise Control Department. Blau Drei, I hear you loud and clear. Over.”


  “Blau Drei, it has been decided you’ve been hit from ground fire. Continuing aerial reconnaissance will be difficult. Pull out of the aerial zone at once. Return to the departure position and accept orders from the Control Department. Over.”


  “Exercise Control Department. Blau Drei, understood… Next time I’ll fly a bit higher. Returning to base. Over.” 


  With a strong flap of its wings, the great eagle turned its beak upward, flying toward the zenith before disappearing into the northern sky.


  “Hey, you. You, over there.”


  From behind Dinerúth, came the voice of Hauptmann Laernor Celebrin. With a hint of a sweetness in her voice, she spoke to a grenadier bodyguard from the Control Department. Laernor, with her chestnut hair and charmingly downturned eyes, could put any man from any race under her charm with a mere word when using that tone. 


  But Dinerúth knew not to be fooled by her voice nor appearance. Laernor was a hunter, someone with sharp sense who would use any means and come up with the most unconventional ideas to ensure the certain capture of her prey. That was why she was a tactics officer. Of course, she also received an officer education at the Elfind Military Academy. 


  “Hm? Hauptmann, what is it—” Her pitiful prey, the orc soldier, was clearly shaken as he approached. His face clearly conveyed the thought: “Hah, I never knew there existed such a beautiful creature in this world.” 


  It was that sort of scene. 


  “I have a request. Can you show me your rifle for just a bit?” asked Laernor.


  “That’s… But I’m keeping watch right now…”


  “Oh my. How wonderful, how impressive. In that case, what is the maximum range of your firearm? Can you at least tell me that?”


  “Huh? Oh, a mile.”


  “I see, thank you. You may leave.”


  Laernor returned to Dinerúth and Chief of Staff Iavasril Ainalind and whispered to them, “Did you hear that, my dear sisters?”


  “Ah. Thank you. You were interested as well, right? You wondered if that rifle could hit a great eagle high in the sky and bring it down.”


  “I heard the rumors and read the manual, but I didn’t believe it until I saw it in person. Orcsen’s rifles have incredible performance abilities…”


  “A maximum range of point nine of a mile? The distance may be a bit more, say, one point zero five miles or one point one miles.”


  “It’s hard to believe.”


  “Truly.”


  They spoke of the range of military rifles. These days, rifles from every country generally contained a movable sight near the receiver which was also referred to as the front sight. With the distance marked on the front sight, you could adjust and lock the movable part that you through aimed at the enemy. If the front sight on the muzzle aligned perfectly, you could fire direct hits at your desired range within the upper limits of the gun’s performance. 


  The Orcsen Army Infantry Drill Manual defined the ideal battle initiation distance as around one hundred yards. This applied to the distance wherein soldiers could adjust their sights, aim with the naked eye, fire, and hit the target (however, since it became more difficult to hit a target at longer ranges, the actual method was to fire at the enemy with a “barrage” made up of the entire force). 


  Along with that point, Orcsen’s rifles were longer than other nations’ who would have their distance regulated at around a half mile. The maximum range, the distance that the rifle could fire a bullet and remain effective, was generally around one thousand yards in the best case, sometimes reaching one thousand and three hundred yards at the most). 


  However, Orcsen’s latest rifle, the Erhard Gew74, a 0.43-inch lever-action, single-shot rifle, was adopted two years ago and was said to have a maximum firing range of 1.06 miles. 


  Naturally, if the two sides engaged in a fire fight, the Orcsen side would hold a large advantage. Even supposing that they engaged at the same distance of nearly eight hundred yards, the rifle was capable of shooting its bullets much farther and possessed greater penetrating power. Before having a chance to close the distance, they’d be overwhelmed by Orcsen’s barrage. It was Orcsen’s pride in their technological prowess that brought this to fruition. 


  The breech-loader type rifle, a category that included lever-action, single-shot types and encompassed most military rifles, also came with a problem. The complex mechanism in the rear could not control the gases generated by the burning gunpowder at the time of firing. Different from the old muskets, which were loaded from the front, these rifles were loaded from the rear. Since gas pushed the bullet forward, the more that leaked out, the less kinetic energy that was transferred to the bullet. 


  The Erhard Gew74 was the first rifle in the world to completely solve this issue. After escaping to Orcsen, and at the conception of their unit, the dark elves found this firearm lived up to the rumors they had heard. The mechanism was designed with extreme precision, containing a movable part to load bullets while also not having any gaps due to the genius of the structure. It was also manufactured with high precision using morium steel.


  Furthermore, they were working to improve the ammunition at the same time. Nowadays, the rifle bullets used around the world, despite differences in cartridge structure and bullet shape, all share a caliber of 0.43 inch, as if it were internationally agreed upon. While there were slight differences, after long technical trial and errors or imitation, every country arrived at that same answer. That was the optimal size. 


  But why?


  Black powder, used for army ammunition for a long time, possessed the characteristic of exploding and burning upon ignition. Kinetic energy passed through the bullet within just a single moment, instantaneously. The bullet being any larger or smaller in size would lead to difficulty in transferring that kinetic energy and a drop in efficiency. That was why it was a 0.43” bullet. 


  Instead of black powder, Orcsen opted to use brown powder.


  In a technical sense, it was an extension of black powder but substituted out wood as its base for rye chaff instead. Making use of this brown powder made only a slight difference, but it caused continued explosions and combustion that lasted for longer than a single instant. The extended explosion meant that more kinetic energy was transferred to the bullet, which was how they’d improved the firing range. Moreover, the tip of the bullet, where the metal cartridge filled with brown powder was stored, had been altered. 


  Up until recently, the rifle bullet had been shaped similar to an acorn. However, by sharpening it, and converting its flat tip into a point, its aerodynamics were enhanced, naturally extending the range of fire. Orcsen called this the Spitzer bullet. 


  Then the base—which took in the explosive force behind the bullet—had been changed from a flat shape to a tapered one. In the interior of the gun barrel, the cylindrical section—known as the bore—had been carved with grooves; the technique of which was from long ago, called rifling. This not only gave bullets additional gyration to increase their range, but it improved their flight ability as well, to overall extend the firing distance. This came to be called a boattail bullet because its shape was like the stern of a ship. 


  Essentially, the Gew74 rifle was the culmination of all of these elements, each one an evolution upon previous technology packed into a single weapon. To say it combined innovation and reliable technology would be a fitting description. 


  The improvement of gunpowder, however, had stemmed from engineers aiming for something completely different…


  In any case, it was another astonishing thing to Dinerúth and her subordinates. 


  Orcsen produces up to twelve thousand of these rifles annually at their two domestic armories, rapidly replacing the previous generation of standard-issue rifles. The same applied to shortened barrels for the cavalry and artillery, as well as items for combat engineers. 


  It was common sense for the army that in a firefight between the long barreled-rifles of the infantry and the short-barreled ones of the cavalry, the latter would have a disadvantage in their firing range; this was in terms of guns of equal performance and how they fared against each other. The Gew74 variation intended for the cavalry, the Kar74, had its ideal range of engagement extended to a half mile, due to its improved performance over the base rifles. In other words, it was sufficient to compete against the cavalry rifles of other nations. It was no wonder Dinerúth and her subordinates were left speechless and gazing in awe.


  The blue army headed south, aiming for the red army’s defensive line. They’d precisely pinpointed the opposition’s position and had identified their military strength and arrangement of troops. There was no reason not to advance to the important strategic point of the three-way junction. Moreover, the opposition was now aware they’d been detected by aerial reconnaissance. And so before the red army could deploy any countermeasures, the blue army commander had decided to take the initiative and advance in an attempt to quickly deal with the situation. 


  The blue army carried out that deployment movement of scouts, the main army, and the high-level units. However, their movements were more elaborate than the red army’s. At their location across the river, they kept their deployed forces deliberately thin. 


  Naturally, as soon as the red army used magical detection and gained visual confirmation of the enemy appearing straight ahead, they opened fire. The response was quite swift. 


  The red army’s frontline commander was wise. Rather than only relying on the extremely convenient magical detection, he combined the tried-and-true methods of utilizing both elevated scouting locations and sentries to have a wide range of awareness. 


  The distance between both sides was three-quarters of a mile. Even though it was slightly above the ideal engagement distance, the blue army’s battalion-sized force was not advancing. There was no other choice but to engage in a fire fight. Even so, they were within firing range of the Gew74. They also had artillery prepared. 


  The command was given. 


  The grenadiers’ skirmish line began firing. At first, it was controlled. The grenadiers loaded, aimed, and fired as one company unit under the commander’s orders. The sounds of gunfire roared within the cloudy white smoke, which differed little in amount produced from the black powder.


  The smoke from the brown-powder cartridges spread far and wide, but a single gust of wind was enough to take care of it. However, the thick stench of gunpowder hung in the air. It was referred to by the orc soldiers as “a smell more fiendish than any woman,” a phrase packed with both love and hate. 


  Bullets rained down, spanning a half mile. 


  A rifle barrage. 


  If these had been live rounds, any enemy who had been standing would’ve been mowed down indiscriminately. This powerful barrage was deployed twice. Next, they transitioned to independent firing. Soldiers who had finished loading their rifles and locating their targets shot without awaiting orders. Even though they were blanks, the sheer overwhelming power of a complete regiment, minus reserves, firing at full capacity, was dreadful.


  White smoke accompanied each shot. 


  That noise. 


  It enclosed everything. The people in the village bordering the maneuvering grounds were likely covering their ears as well.


  Dinerúth scowled, staring at the frenzied scene below.


  “They’re quick. At this rate…”


  The noise overwhelmed the entire maneuvering grounds, drowning out Iavasril’s groan. It was the grenadier’s rate of fire. A breech-loaded, lever-action single-shot rifle possessed such a capability of performance. 


  However, continuing to fire at this speed and rate would inevitably lead to an exhaustion of the ammunition supply each soldier carried. While it is likely an exaggeration to say this, they would most certainly use the majority of it. The infantry’s greatest weapon, the firepower of that rifle, would be lost. To compensate for this, they would now begin receiving reserve ammunition from the fully loaded military wagons waiting in position. 


  As for the Orcsen Army, the army that is always so obsessive about logistics, it was as if there were no restocking required at all. 


  “What is this…?”


  “Hey… Just how many shots are they going to fire?!”


  The dark elves exclaimed in bewilderment in a tone bordering on shouting. 


  “The infantry equipment catalog,” Dinerúth requested of her comrades.


  Laernor took out the manual from her military bag. The catalog detailed the types of equipment soldiers used and how they used it. Turning the pages roughly, she confirmed the number of ammunitions each grenadier carried. They wore two ammunition pouches on the front of their leather belts, each containing thirty rounds, and had two larger pouches at the back with forty each. 


  In other words, they were equipped with a total of 140 rounds of 0.43-inch rifle ammunition. 


  “How ridiculous,” Dinerúth said with a groan. 


  That was double that of other nations. 


  Rounds this size were large. Heavy. 


  Regardless of the nation, the infantry was a hardy military branch. It wasn’t just due to the load of ammunition they were equipped with. Rations. Canteen. Knapsack. Duffel bag. Personal tent. Small shovel. Overcoat. Emergency medical supplies. And above all else, the rifle. They carried all of these items, marching ahead on their own two feet. 


  And though their carrying equipment differed, human and elf races generally outfitted each infantryman with seventy rounds. This was considered to be the limit. Any more than this would interfere with their marching ability, the foundation of the infantry’s mobility. Those unable to endure it would collapse and become stragglers. 


  All nations came to the same conclusion that in order to increase the amount of ammunition each soldier was carrying, there would need to be a major technological innovation—even if it meant decreasing the size of the bullets themselves—otherwise, it was simply impossible. Even though there were occasions during wartime where they carried more than what was regulated as an emergency battlefield measure, increasing the regular amount was essentially unfeasible. 


  While elves possessed greater physical strength than humans, their physiques were not on the level of the orcs’, so that judgment remained the same. However, Orcsen’s ammunition carrying capacity was more than double that. The reason was evident; it was because they were orcs. The orc race had massive frames, brute strength, and monstrous stamina. The fear that caused one’s body to tremble in the face of the orc army was their biggest advantage.


  This also appeared to benefit them logistically. The Großer Generalstab possessed strengths of their own. In the best of cases, the orc race were voracious eaters. Naturally, this placed a large burden on the Army’s Transportation Corps when it came to shipping food. 


  Nonetheless, elsewhere, each soldier carried a fixed amount of seventy rounds, with the rear support carrying two batches of ammunition, totaling 140 rounds. Why not just have the soldiers carry that amount from the beginning? Orcs and only orcs were capable of doing this. Even if only by one part, it would lighten the burden on the rear support by that much.


  It was a reversal of thinking. 


  The policy of increasing the ammunition amount carried hadn’t been adopted as easily as Dinerúth and the others believed. Rather, it had been full of twists and turns. 


  If each soldier carried that much ammunition, they would run out before they knew it. If anything, wouldn’t it place an even greater burden on the rear logistics? At first, that was reason enough to oppose the change. So, the Orcsen Army conducted countless experiments in order to arrive at this point. Exercises where soldiers carrying seventy rounds and soldiers carrying 140 rounds were conducted, and it was verified whether or not the number of shots fired increased. 


  What they found was that generally, no matter which rifle and regardless of how quick and large-scale the firing seemed from the surroundings, the maximum number of rounds fired per soldier equipped with a lever-action rifle in a single battle was ten. As for the average, it was about seven rounds.


  However, assuming a single regiment of two thousand soldiers fired in simultaneous volley, it would be approximately twenty thousand rounds. Rather than the individual soldier’s rate of fire, it was the collective firepower of the unit that overwhelmed the enemy. 


  And this was not influenced by the amount of ammunition carried. This was because the current estimated elapsed time for battle would usually be over by that point. In other words, no matter how many rounds a soldier carried, this would fall within the regulated seventy rounds. Even if they engaged in multiple battles without resupplying, they’d manage somehow.


  Naturally, it was best to never run out of ammunition. This complied with the military tactical policies outlined in the manual: 


  Infantry combat is always a contest of firepower.


  Charges are only made against encampments the enemy has abandoned or left inadequately defended.


  The orcs had utterly disavowed the suicide charges that they once clung to so dearly.


  A new era. New technology. New tactics.


  “Our fangs are firepower. Our shields are firepower.”


  That is what they declared. Of course, this was not just the motto of the infantry, but the other branches of the army as well. 


  Below them were finely crafted and extremely high-performance 2.24-inch mountain guns and 2.95-inch field-and-mountain guns firing at full power. Both guns first fired a “test shot” and used this as the basis to adjust their aim. They repeated this process, called “revision firing,” shooting and readjusting until they reach the stage of “effective firing,” which was full-power—usually reached after the third or fourth shot. 


  The 2.24 inch mountain gun, one of the battalion’s artilleries, had a toylike quality. On the rear of the gun carriage, the part that rested on the ground, the “tail mount,” had a shape that jutted upward like a bird’s tail. At the bottom of this tail mount was a piece resembling a plow. After digging a hole, they embedded this plow-like piece—called a “plow anchor”—into the ground, to suppress the recoil and prevent it from jolting backward. The shells were so small that reloading took almost no time at all. 


  Moreover, the artillery was small by design. While regulations stated four people were necessary to maneuver it during direction changes or small movements, the powerful orc race only needed one. This artillery was so rich with mobility that even humans and elves could operate it if so inclined. It certainly had strong enough firepower, but it also had an exceptional rate of fire.


  The 2.95 inchfield-and-mountain gun was a much larger piece of artillery than this. The ammunition wagon, which was loaded with all sorts of shells, was pulled by six horses. Operation also required six people. When firing the shells, the recoil would cause it to move backward. Returning it to the original position to resume firing was the most difficult duty of the artillery, and the quicker this happened directly correlated to a faster rate of fire. 


  A skilled and experienced team of artillerymen could fire up to seven rounds per minute, though the average was three rounds per minute. If the situation permitted, it was desirable to pile up earth behind the gun. This was so when the gun fired, the gun carriage would climb onto the mound and gravity would return it to its original position. 


  The effective firing range was around one and a half to two miles. The maximum firing range was double that, but hitting a target at such a range was considered to be extremely rare unless it was an exceptionally large one, like a fortress. At a maximum firing range of three miles, it could nearly reach the horizon. At such a far distance, observation was naturally quite difficult. 


  While the continent of Starion was often said to be a land with many plains, in reality, these plains featured an undulation in elevation and had forests and cities. In most places, the direct visual range distance was just above three miles. This was an extremely troubling issue for artillery soldiers, as the rapid development of firearms had outpaced the development of observational methods of optical instruments and other tools, as well as the technical methods of communications. The method of artillerymen firing at targets they could confirm with direct observation and sighting was also known as direct fire. Not only was this the mainstream method, it was considered to be the only method. 


  Sending the observation team ahead or elevating them to higher ground and relaying their intel to the artillery batteries for indirect fire was an acceptable method, but it wouldn’t work unless the artillery battalion had its own communications unit. Artillery was frequently known as the king of the battlefield. A full-power shot roared, echoing and reverberating, creating atmospheric pressure, and robbing its enemies of all logical thought. 


  Even so… Dinerúth frowned, narrowed her eyes, and lightly licked her lower lip while pondering calmly. 


  When an inherently wild beauty such as her made an expression like that, she transformed into a fierce and stoic hunter. Despite having been exposed to Orcsen’s innovative yet numerous systems and technologies all at once, she found herself strangely composed. This birthed a new course of thought, one that consisted of how she would attack the iron violence that spread out below her eyes. 


  She was considerably impressed with the Orcsen Army, even appreciatory of them, and admitted to herself that there was much she had to learn from them. However, she also realized she could not imitate everything they did. The amount of rifle rounds they carried being a prime example. She observed them in her own way, through her eyes. 


  The binoculars whipped over to the blue army’s side. Across the river, a half mile ahead, they had deployed using the stone walls of the former pasture that once existed in the same spot. Even though they were returning fire, there was strangely no movement. She sent out a wave of magical detection, but she couldn’t sense the presence of any trailing units.


  They’re up to something. 


  That’s all she could think. 


  There still existed several methods to defeat such an extremely modernized army. They could either hit them with more fire- and manpower or flank them. Dinerúth was right. The fundamental principles of battle tactics remaining unchanged to their core, continuous through the passing eras.


  To break it down, victory on the battlefield was dependent on who could neutralize the enemy forces first, regardless of weapons utilized. Broadly speaking, it was either between attacking the enemy directly or indirectly. The tricks used for this purpose increased in number and complexity and spread out over wider areas, until it was eventually on a large scale. 


  Earlier, the red army had used a cavalry squadron to burn every bridge that crossed the river flowing from east to west through the maneuvering ground—except for one. As the highway leading from the remaining bridge was connected to the three-way junction, this left the blue army with no option but to attack the defensive encampment beneath the Control Department. The red army commander was convinced of this. 


  However, the blue army’s movements, which appeared to deploy inferior forces while accurately grasping the red army’s manpower and positions, were a diversionary tactic. Their main force had been positioned more than three and a half miles further east from this location. 


  They had their combat engineers build a bridge across the river, taking the long way around to flank the enemy’s rear. Since the river was wide, and the terrain such an obstacle, the red army wrote off an attack like this as an impossibility. 


  Though bridge building may be a simple act to imagine, it wasn’t something that should be taken lightly. Now­adays, however, engineering and technical methods had made it possible to accomplish in a short amount of time. 


  These achievable results were called pontoon bridges. To roughly explain it: By connecting several small boats side by side and placing planks on top, you could create a barge. Connecting several of these barges together created what was literally a bridge floating on the surface of the river. Pontoon bridges had existed since even before the Deutonic War. However, modern combat engineering units have advanced to the point where there were standardizations of their necessary materials and the maintenance for a consistent supply.


  In Orcsen’s military, under the Grenadier Division and separate from the Combat Engineer Battalion, was an organization called the Bridge-Building Platoon, operating within the same Combat Engineering Department. The Bridge-Building Platoon consisted of four units totaling eighty-three members. It was equipped with materials for bridges of all sizes and handled construction operations. 


  However, the red army had judged that even that kind of pontoon bridge would be impossible to bring to fruition. Carrying out this engineering work was not possible with just any river. The river’s current had to be gentle to a certain extent and be a width that could be used to build upon using the standard materials. 


  This was a conflicting condition with the natural environments of rivers, as the wider a river, the calmer the current, and very few locations met these requirements. The red army—the First Grenadier Division—knew this maneuvering ground like the back of their hand, given that they were stationed at the capital. There was only a single place where a pontoon bridge could be constructed. And because the location was far off the main highway, it would not be possible to transport the bridge-building materials by wagon. The red army had determined that if one chose to travel on the riverbank to access the location, heavier wagons would sink into the muddy ground. 


  Through sheer strength, the Seventh Grenadier Division of the blue army solved this problem. Not only did the engineers drag the bridge-building materials for around a half mile, the grenadiers did too. In fact, the pontoon construction was carried out through combat engineers instructing the grenadiers. Since the majority of them came from a farming or dairy farming background, they were used to extensive physical labor and mucking around in mud. And because they were soldiers of the northern region, eating only plain foods was no problem given scarce variety of grain crops. They packed almost twice the regulated rations in their bread baskets, having no choice but to finish this staggering task by evening.


  They continued their wide flanking maneuver around the red army’s expected battle area, attempting to strike the enemy line from the side. Once the red army realized their opponents’ intentions, their headquarters fell into a state of great panic. After all, they had committed half of their main force to the three-way junction defensive encampment.


  The subject of flanking maneuvers was slightly more complex.


  According to Orcsen Army regulations, “roundabout maneuvers” were different from “encircling maneuvers.” While there were similarities in how they both involved units utilizing circling maneuver warfare tactics, they were distinct. 


  Encircling maneuvers were conducted for the sake of tactical objectives, as in this current instance. On the other hand, roundabout maneuvers were a larger-scale, long-distance strategic movement. In this hypothetical scenario, rather than attacking the enemy encampment right after crossing the bridge, they may go further in the rear to obstruct the retreat route or go even further into the rear to strike at the logistics base. This is a case that required as such. 


  “Northern soldiers are strong, huh…”


  Gustav, who had stepped out of the tent and had come back unnoticed, informed Dinerúth and the others of the battle situation. Gazing far east from the hill, the river was visible, but the maneuvering grounds were far too vast. Between forests and topography of the land, the pontoon bridge on the river and the blue army under­taking their encircling maneuver were out of sight. 


  However, it seemed the outcome had already been decided. 


  “What do you mean? The king was born in the north as well. We also received great aid from the great eagles this time around,” replied Generaloberst Schwerin, who was accompanying Gustav.


  “Your Majesty. My king. If you ask me, you and the Großer Generalstab worry far too much about logistics. The soldiers were equipped with two days’ rations from the start. This, along with their rifles, ammunition, and a little medical equipment, would allow us to go anywhere. After all, we won’t die from being hit by a bullet or two.”


  “…True.”


  “Highways. Railways. They’re incredibly convenient. But when they are unusable, we must be able to overcome impossible circumstances. Of course, above all else, I am most grateful for your consideration. Two days is the limit for reckless actions, and four days is the absolute maximum, no matter how much we stretch. Even so, we who hold the front lines must never forget that—that is all. Dragging a tail that’s too fat and long will only become a hindrance to our mobility.”


  “Dragging one’s tail” was Orcsen’s way of saying “Getting caught in the branches.” 


  Schwerin’s case was this:


  Building a bridge away from the main highway and engaging in the encirclement maneuver was certainly reckless. However, they continued without hesitation, even engaging in night raids, refusing to give the red army the slightest room to regain their footing. They struck the red army’s side and rear positions, seizing them. Thus, both the bridge and the three-way junction fell into the hands of the blue army. Now they’d taken possession of the transportation infrastructure, supply lines could be maintained with follow-up shipments.


  There was only one truth. Military movements occasionally demanded such rash acts. The orcs’ tenacious physical strength was a traditional battle method valued alongside their firepower-based warfare.


  For Schwerin, who had commanded armies for many years, the pedestal which the king and the Großer Generalstab placed logistics upon seemed slightly foolish. As if they were only concerned with just the “tail” portion.


  “I agree. We never imagined our logistics would be perfect from the start. Nothing done by living creatures will ever be perfect. However, that is precisely why…”


  What is it that’s caught his attention? Dinerúth wondered.


  The king’s nostrils twitched. He gazed up at the sky, where the presence of twilight had already begun arriving in the east. As he scanned there, then glanced at the scene here, and spoke in a subdued tone. 


  “Schwerin, tomorrow will bring rain.”


  “…What?”


  Chapter 5:
When the Rain Falls


   


  IT WAS EXACTLY AS GUSTAV FALKENHAYN FORETOLD. The weather report from the Adler Corps arrived, and the needle of the aneroid barometer pointed downward. And thus, in the middle of the night, the capital environs—including the maneuvering grounds—were visited by dark clouds from the west, and rain began to pour. The temperature also dropped sharply, as if time had turned back to the dead of winter. 


  The rainfall was intense. 


  In Starion, the majority of the soil on the continent was composed of layers of fine, sandy, aeolian dirt, making it quick to turn into mud when it rained. This allowed river water to permeate deeply into the ground, creating fertile soil which could grow crops without irrigation, which was certainly a benefit. But for armed forces, such a situation was the worst-case scenario. Even straying just a little bit from the highways that were treaded down, compacted over many years, and paved with stone would have the infantrymen tripping. There was no need to describe what would happen to heavy cavalry and military wagons.


  Hauptmann Lia Echuirdís, who was in charge of logistics for the Dark Elf Brigade, visited the blue army’s logistics base at the military railway service building in the northern region of the maneuvering grounds. She had shoulder-length flax-colored hair and chestnut-brown eyes. Among her race, she was on the shorter side. 


  Yesterday, she had been shown the red army’s logistics base near the maneuvering ground’s barracks. It had been truly well organized, especially regarding its management methods, which she found particularly astonishing. The experience had been illuminating. 


  However, she’d also noticed a sense of perfection that came with exercises in any nation, which was a bit disappointing. The Orcsen officer serving as her guide suggested there might be more interesting scenes in the northern side, at the blue army’s base. 


  Ah, things are probably a bit chaotic over there. 


  After all, they were handling long-distance shipments from the northern region, including unloading them, accumulating them, management, and onward delivery. If she wished, she was told arrangements could be made. Lia gracefully accepted the offer. 


  She departed the red army’s side before evening the day before. Riding on the designated route the Regulations Department suggested, she arrived at the blue army’s logistics station just before the curtain of twilight descended. Rain had yet to fall at the time; rather, it was quite the opposite. As they rode across the dry land, their faces and attire were coated in a layer of dust.


  Even the Orcsen officer on the red army side was kind. The orc major in charge of the logistics base had greeted her warmly. 


  “My, that’s terrible. Good work. Dinner and temporary lodgings will be prepared immediately. What’s that? You brought your rations? No, no, do not worry yourself; this is a logistics station after all. While this is no big city restaurant, we can certainly spare a meal. We have a room available in the station building. You may stay there tonight. Hey, Private! Bring a water basin to the room. Make sure it’s warm. The Hauptmann is covered in dust. As a special consideration, we’ve prepared a private room for you.”


  To call it a simple mess hall was likely just a display of modesty. For Lia, her supper was filling and wonderful. She’d been served an incredible amount of military-use rye bread, apple-infused lard, two boiled wursts, mountains of large cucumbers and pickles, field-ration-provisioned oatmeal soup, and plentiful cups of coffee and red wine. 


  Typically, lunch was the largest of the three daily meals in Orcsen. Dinner was simpler, taking the form of what the army referred to as “frozen food,” with no soup. This directly contrasted Elfind’s customs, which made it a bit confusing when Lia had first arrived in this nation, but she was now fully accustomed to it. The only unfortunate thing was that should she have stayed at the red army base, she would’ve been with Dinerúth and the others, sharing in a breakfast and dinner accompanied with pleasant conversation. 


  At night, just before she fell asleep, she heard something like the clap of thunder far away. There was a flash of light outside the window, coming from the south. At first, she thought the weather had gotten much worse, but the sound seemed to actually be from flares. The exercise continued deep into the night, indicating an intense battlefield. 


  In reality, their ability to conduct night battles with such composure even in the face of a rainstorm was an astonishing threat to the armies of human nations. However, Lia did not think it was anything incredible, really. Both orcs and dark elves possessed the ability of night vision. Given the state of the tense exercise, her lackluster reaction was natural. 


  As the blue army began inspecting their logistics base the next morning, there was a tumult of chaotic and fatigued personnel that was lacking from the red army’s side. If anything, it seemed things had intensified during the night. This was because rain had begun to fall.


  The logistics station was impressive, though the building itself was quite simple. The structure was built up by encasing brick materials in concrete included three roof-covered platforms.


  What impressed Lia was that one of them, the platform at the furthest end of the three on the opposite side, was built to be exceptionally tall. Designed for freight usage, it was exactly the same height as the floor of freight cars, making it extremely easy to load and unload cargo. Alongside this platform were server freight storehouses with massive doors the same height as their floor levels. 


  And this was the same height as the loading platform of the military supply wagon. 


  On the opposite side of the warehouse was another massive door that served as a loading and unloading bay, allowing cargo to be loaded directly onto military supply wagons, lessening the burden on the workers. At first glance, it appeared extremely simple, but nothing matched its efficiency. The artillery that was brought in on uncovered flatcars could be unloaded sideways. Lia had never seen this type of station building in Elfind, and it impressed her immensely.


  The structure was the same as the red army’s logistics stations, which meant that Orcsen was standardizing this. Unbelievably, this was considered a small logistics station. For a military corps-sized operation, multiple freight platforms were required, and their construction differed from standard platforms. 


  According to the Logistic Officer’s Manual Lia had, it was desirable to have such structures in the field; there were situations where logistics stations needed to be built from scratch along a railway route. 


  She tilted her head, wondering how such an act was possible, but upon turning the manual’s page, the method was revealed to be extremely straightforward. 


  First, they leveled the ground at the planned site, then they had the Railway Unit deliver them spare ballast and railway ties. They compacted and accumulated the materials, laying out the floorboard and assembling the structure. There was also a portable ramp, which was essentially a massive wooden slide. They used it to unload cargo when a high platform couldn’t be built at a location. As to how they handled heavy artillery, they deployed crane cars to lower them. 


  Gazing upon the warehouse’s loading bay, she noted that several military supply wagons were already lined up despite how early in the morning it was. The scene evoked images of a large market. It wasn’t an entirely incorrect observation, as while the wagons held dangerous items like shells and ammunition, they also carried foodstuffs like wheat flour, rye flour, and fresh vegetables. 


  There was a frenzy as the Transportation Corps handled cargo. The neighing of the military horses and their white breath. The creaking of cargo beds, wheels, and leaf springs.


  The Orcsen Army’s Military Supply Unit used two types of supply wagons: four horse-drawn heavy supply wagons with a capacity of 1.5 tons and two horse-drawn light supply wagons with a capacity of 1 ton. Both wagons had identical front and rear wheel sizes, as well as cargo bed heights. In other words, their design had been thought out completely. Even though the length of the vehicle bodies differed, the driver’s cab, front wheels, rear wheels, leaf springs, and axles were all manufactured to be the same. Should a wagon ever break down, it would be a breeze to repair. 


  Heavy and light kitchen supply wagons were built with the same components base and the same design as the military supply wagons and distributed to the military. Furthermore, worn out military wagons were sold to civilians—many of them farmers—at extremely low prices. 


  So, what happened to them after that? Small-town wagon repairmen and blacksmiths had plenty of military-standard repair parts and spare components on-hand. Of course, they were used to driving them as well. Finally, even companies selling and manufacturing wagons for civilian use had hopped on this bandwagon, putting out nearly identical products. In the unfortunate event this nation became a battleground, these products would become valuable procurement targets.


  Oh my word!


  The concept of standardizing military wagons had existed for a long time, but it was rare for a nation to pursue it so thoroughly, considering the process and equilibrium. Lia, who was in charge of logistics herself, was well aware that if something was able to reduce labor on the front lines, it would also make accounting on the rear much easier. 


  It allowed for simple calculation of load capacity by cargo type. For example, if a case of thirty tons of rye flour had to be transported, they could swiftly answer the question of how many wagons were needed. Logistical operations also included planning for spare components for the wagons, which had also been simplified: front wheels for front wheels, rear wheels for rear wheels, leaf springs, axles for axles, and so on so forth. 


  If the army had various types of wagons, A for that one and B for this one, each one would have to be transported, stockpiled, and managed. In practice, the field wagon stations that carried out repairs would face many challenges. How wonderful it must be to not worry about such things! Standardization also included the logistical supplies themselves. 


  Rations, ammunition, medical supplies… Each of these resources were packed into wooden boxes or straw bags as close to the same size as possible. The size of the straw bags was simple enough, and the wooden boxes were uniform in plank thickness too, either 0.59 inches or 0.79 inches. The latter was for transporting heavy items like ammo boxes.


  Though it was a mere 0.2-inch difference, it yielded an 80 percent increase in strength as verified by engineering analysis. These wooden boxes could be taken apart at supply points and reused. A lot of the time they ended up as firewood for the mobile kitchens. The 0.79-inch-thick ones were also used as the floors of a wagon’s cargo bed. Naturally, military wagons heading back to the logistics base were able to collect the empty boxes. The logistics warehouse also had hand-pushed light-rail tracks, also for the sake of increasing efficiency.


  The careful attention down to the most minute of details was astounding. 


  “Heave-ho, heave-ho!”


  The shouts of encouragement echoed throughout the warehouse as the Transportation Corps pushed the light cars carrying the wooden crates. Lia observed from the outside, careful not to interfere. The Orcsen Military Supply Department contained many kobold soldiers. Of course, there were orc soldiers there too, and they seemed to take charge of the tasks that required physical labor. The kobold soldiers in particular stood out as they were supply wagon drivers. 


  Every member of the dark elves possessed high magical power. However, it was surprising that the kobolds—who did not all possess magical power and those who did had low magical power—were assigned to these roles. There were many reasons. One being that, historically, many kobolds operated in the fields of commerce and finance. During the Deutonic War, a large part of the nation’s logistical duties was entrusted to the kobolds who had operated trading companies. Even now, many of the canteens for soldiers contracted and rotated in and out of regiments run by kobolds. 


  Another reason was that as a result of their race’s historical background, they possessed extremely high literacy rates and specialized in the mathematics and bookkeeping fields required for accounting. One of their race’s customs to hire tutors for their children before they were of age for Nationwide Compulsory Education was still popular. Moreover, when it came to population within the nation, kobolds boasted the second most after the orcs; they made up a significant portion of those eligible for the draft.


  And then there were the orcs. Even here, their large frames remained relevant. When orcs served as drivers for military supply wagons, their body weight alone put pressure on the wagon’s maximum capacity.


  In ideal circumstances, two drivers manned a wagon, but the combined body weight of two orcs could easily take up half of a light supply wagon’s maximum capacity. Not to mention that due to the wagons’ structure, the heavier the front section was, the harder advancing became. 


  Thus, those kobolds lacking in magical abilities or weak in applications of magical communication and detection were assigned to the Military Supplies Department to serve mainly as drivers. Many of them were naturals at handling wagons, as if they’d been born for it. They used the steps on the side to ascend and descend to the elevated driver’s seat and cargo platform. 


  What about the extreme heavy labor loading and unloading tasks? That was where the orc soldiers came in. Logistics bases were arranged in that manner, with units receiving supplies being instructed that “Any orc soldier not busy ought to actively seek out loading and unloading duties.” 


  It had already been quite some time since such a basic framework like this had been adopted by the Orcsen Army—before kobolds started using magical communication. Witnessing commissioned and non-commissioned kobold officers shouting at orc soldiers was not a rare sight. As Lia observed the situation, she called out to the kobold sergeant major. He possessed a large frame for a kobold and was a jet-black Great Dane breed. The rank of sergeant major was the highest attainable position that non-commissioned officers could work their way up to. They were far scarier for privates than the commissioned officers who rarely got involved. 


  “Excuse me for a moment, Sergeant Major.” 


  “Ah? Ah, the Hauptmann who’s come to observe. Please excuse my rudeness; is there anything I can do for you?”


  Lia Echuirdís wasn’t bashful at all, which was further amplified by her open and cheerful personality. Those who met her quickly found any racial differences and historical grievances thrown aside. She possessed a truly magnetic personality. Even though she appeared a youthful dark elf, she was actually quite old. Her age granted her the skill to read the subtleties of other people’s feelings. 


  As for the sergeant major, she knew he was thinking to himself, Hey, hey, this young lady is a Hauptmann? With my perpetually scary face, why did she choose to me to speak to?


  “It seems quite hectic. Is there some sort of situation affecting logistics?” she asked.


  “Yes… For one thing, the frontline units were a bit reckless. Since yesterday’s river crossing went off the main highway, it caused congestion on site. Sending out supply wagons isn’t an issue, but none of them are coming back. We also must send out combat engineering equipment, so everyone is working tirelessly. To make matters worse, this damn rain came. I just hope it doesn’t get any worse…”


  “I see.”


  Indeed, there were supply wagons loaded with lumber and crushed stone. Most likely materials for mending the muddied land. 


  “Is that fresh food over there?”


  She was referring to the wagon past the one with the combat engineering equipment, which was loaded with wooden boxes packed with raw potatoes. However, its contents were currently covered by a tarp.


  “Yes.” The sergeant nodded. “While the rations units are bigger than ammunition boxes or medical kits, when it comes to the fresh and dry goods, they look exactly the same. Even we can’t tell them apart without double checking. Making sure they don’t get mixed up is our number one job. But you could tell just from a glance, huh?” 


  “Well, it’s simple. I can sense the remains of a cooling system magical seal. That was in food storage, wasn’t it?”


  He didn’t possess magical power, so he had never even considered there existed such a method.


  “Oh,” he said.


  “Actually, even something simple would do to mark them. If we engraved different magical seals on the wooden boxes holding dried vegetables and fresh vegetables respectively, even a kobold with weak magical power should be able to sense it, so—”


  Wait.


  Wait…


  Wait—


  “Hauptmann. Excuse my rudeness, but would you mind elaborating upon what you just mentioned?”


  At that moment, neither Lia nor the sergeant major took any note of it, but this humble conversation and half-childish whim would lead to the creation of the MIMS—or the Magic Item Management System—in the future. It was a seal-magic-based inventory management system that would bring about major reform not only to the Orcsen Army’s logistics system, but to the logistics systems within urban society as well. 


   


  ***


   


  Florian Taubert, First Class in the Transportation Corps, associated with the Supply Battalion within the Military Supply Column of the Seventh Grenadier Division. He was in charge of the Hf. Type 4 heavy supply wagons, one of the twenty-four vehicles assigned to each of the six columns of the battalion. He was of the kobold race, a Beagle type, and served as a driver in his unit. He was from a merchant family, born to parents whose hearts only contained kindness, in a provincial town in Meltmeer State, in the northern region of Orcsen. 


  Though referred to as a merchant family, it was not a large company but rather a town hardware store that primarily dealt in kitchenware. He was given the physical examination, passed with the highest aptitude level of fitness, classification A, and reported for enlistment. For him, the military was a good place. Though it was quite tough at first, it was something he now enjoyed as he spent his days. 


  His superior officer, the sergeant major, seemed to have an intimidating energy at first glance, though while he was strict, he was a truly kind person. The monthly salary of fifteen lang and twenty lenni certainly wasn’t anything to write home about, but since he had just earned his technical skilled soldier qualification, it would soon increase. When that happened, he could afford to send his mother some money. 


  He planned to save his income little by little until he was discharged and then use it for tuition to enroll in a business college. So long as they desired it, even those citizens later in life could enter college. Taubert felt that this nation was truly a good one. 


  While this might have been possible in a nation of immortal demonic races, this country wasn’t like any other nation. Large exercises such as this were like excursions. In a single instant, just by boarding a train, you could find yourself in a town you’d never seen before. Once this exercise was over, it seemed the whole unit would be taken on a trip to the capital. It was all so exciting. 


  However, things had been a bit rough since last night. It seemed the division’s grenadier regiment who built the pontoon bridge had crossed the river. They launched an attack on the enemy encampment. Even as day sunk into night, the fighting had continued until he’d heard that the Seventh Grenadier Division won. The division was definitely powerful if it beat the capital’s. Though, building a bridge far off the main highway seemed a bit rash. The artillery had been left behind, as well as the regiment’s supply unit. What’s more, when the enemy retreated, they blew up the final remaining bridge. Of course this was just an exercise, so they were experimenting with this sort of scenario, but crossing that bridge was no longer possible. 


  Supply operations could only be carried out from the pontoon bridge. Night combat meant firing many more rounds than daytime combat. It was the same as last year’s exercises. Even if orc soldiers were fine because they carried plenty of ammunition, the battalion’s artillery had exhausted its shells. While the shells themselves were there, the rounds used for live combat and for test firing were seemingly different types. They were out of flares too. 


  The artillerymen were in a fix. Even with their overcoats on, it was still freezing. If Taubert were able to, he’d bring them all a hot meal himself. They needed the potatoes that he was carrying on the cargo tray. But the columns weren’t moving much at all. The field police with their scary expressions wouldn’t give the word to go. Everyone was stuck in this congestion at the bridge. The combat engineers and infantrymen left on this side of the river seem to be doing rough since last night.


  This spot was far off the main highway. Closer to the bridge, the riverbank was a mud-covered sludge. The wagons wouldn’t be able to move easily. They were filling holes over there, dumping crushed stones here, and using wood to cover things farther yonder. Such work was being done by everyone everywhere. Of course, those on the other side of the river weren’t sitting idly. But the rain wasn’t letting up. Before they knew it, another wagon was stuck somewhere.


  Since most of the regiment’s supply units had met the same end, the division column transferred the cargo and delivered it directly. If his wagon became stuck, what would he do? The soldier who usually accompanied him on rides, Quantz, had caught a cold and wasn’t here today. There would be no choice but to turn to the orc soldiers for help. 


  The damp rain and heavy scent of mud settled deep within his nostrils, refusing to disappear. In that moment he cursed the sharpness of his kobold senses. 


  Ah-ha.


  The military police gestured them to move out. Finally. Three at a time? Ah, indeed, they couldn’t all cross the pontoon bridge at once. 


  It’s okay, Taubert reassured himself. Though it may be difficult to believe, he was actually the best in his column at handling wagons. 


  And in this, he was correct. Thus, he felt no guilt nor found any fault in himself for the events that occurred after. For one, thanks to the rain-induced flooding, the risen water level caused the ropes connecting the pontoon bridge to loosen. As the pontoon bridge was in constant use, the reinforced wooden stakes that were seen as optimal for installation had not yet been driven into the ground. A clump of mud had also stuck to one of the wheels of the heavy supply wagon in front of him, making it lose grip. Moreover, the wagon’s luggage had slightly shifted to one side. 


  And on this day, Taubert had completely forgotten his gloves, ones his mother had given him, at the logistics base. He treasured them and wore them for every operation, at least until today, leaving his fingers numb. 


  Right before his eyes, the pontoon bridge swayed with the slight ripples on the surface of the river. Though this would usually be no problem for the heavy supply wagon, it suddenly lost its balance, slipping into the river instantly. To the dazed shock of everyone present, the collapse of the pontoon bridge was almost anticlimactic. With it, the three heaving military supply wagons and the surrounding area sank down. 


  The soldiers’ roars of anger and shrieks of despair along with the officer’s commands in attempt to understand the situation flew through the air. Magical communications and messengers were sent to the higher command to report the current situation. The rescue operation began, but of the five soldiers on the bridge, one was not found. 


  That solider was Taubert. 


   


  ***


   


  “Suspend the opposition division’s exercise! Stop it at once!”


  As soon as the information was received back at the Control Department tent, Gustav Falkenhayn, who was lightly playing with a werewolf and jovially chatting with those around him, stood up in an instant, and the smile fell from his face as he shouted in a thunderous voice. 


  Dinerúth Andariel happened to be present at the scene. The sudden change in his demeanor shook her. It was the first time she’d ever seen Gustav like that, absolutely furious. 


  “But Your Majesty…” Seebeck, in his official duties and as Gustav’s close aide, attempted to speak, but he swallowed his words. 


  This was meant to be a serious exercise, was it not? This sort of situation would happen occasionally during wartime and even during peacetime. The rescue operation had already begun. If anything, why not roll it into the content of the exercise and continue it?


  “If you wish to continue the Großer Generalstab exercises, so be it! However, the division opposition exercises are suspended. Gather all surrounding units and start a search! Wartime is wartime! Peacetime is peacetime! If it’s wartime, it’s understood that I must command my soldiers to die! It is only exactly for that reason! If the army loses their faith during peacetime and soldiers die, how could I ever look my subjects in the eye as their king?! Suspend it immediately!”


  “Yes, right away…”


  There was no longer a choice. Seebeck nodded and ordered Staupitz to convey the king’s royal command to all units. 


  What is this…?


  Perhaps it was in this very moment that Dinerúth experienced the greatest shock of all during this entire exercise. 


  This king is strong. Strong and compassionate. In every way, he is compassionate and strong. 


  As he continued his orders, she realized how much influence he had on her. He had even changed part of her outlook on life completely. 


  “Seebeck, I’m going to stop this rain. Do you mind?”


  “Yes, as you wish…”


  Stop…the rain? What does that mean…? 


  Perhaps she misheard some vocabulary or grammar. As question marks filled her head, the king rushed out of the tent. Schwerin rose to his feet and followed, as did Seebeck. Dinerúth listened to her impulses and followed them. 


  What on earth…?


  “It’s been a while since our majesty reacted to something in this manner. Despite my age, I must witness this.”


  “Truly. It hasn’t been necessary for quite some time.”


  What are they saying?


  “What? Does Lady Schwartz not already know? You already received his favor, haven’t you?”


  “What could you possibly mean? What exactly did the king…”


  “Well, just watch in awe.”


  Before their eyes, Gustav stood motionless on a hillside within the torrential rain, instantly soaked, but gazing up at the sky unflinchingly. Looking closer, his lips were slightly moving. Like he was mumbling something. 


  Whispering, maybe? 


  She understood that it was some kind of magical incantation. Dinerúth increased her magical sensitivity and perked up her ears. 


  What is this?


  It was like they were words she had never heard in her life. No, actually, she couldn’t even decipher if they were words at all. At the very least, it wasn’t Low Orcish nor Modern Elvish nor even Classical Elvish. There was some sort of rhythm to it. In some ways, it resounded sorrowfully. Like an orphan’s bitter tears as they tried to return to a home they did not have. Despite the fact that she was only hearing it for the first time, it held such loneliness.


  “Sun, oh Sun


  Please stop this rain


  Sun, oh Sun


  Please stop this rain.”


  Boom!


  Waves of magical power poured out his limbs in an endless torrent, a roaring tide, becoming a crushing wave. It rolled over the hills, reaching the tent, enclosing Dinerúth and the others without stopping, eventually spreading to cover the earth itself. Locked in a daze, she had no choice but to surrender herself to it.


  [image: ]


  Warm. It’s unbearably warm. 


  If magical power could take a visual form, she believed this would be a glimmering gold. It shone as if it were something radiant. It resembled…wheat. Yes, a field of wheat. The abundant harvest of earth. Like wheat sprouting across the land, swept by a gentle breeze. The abundant harvest, rippling like waves. Such rich gold. The werewolves who were seemingly engulfed by the wave simultaneously turned to the heavens and howled as one. 


  And thus…


  As if in resonance with the howls, the waves surged to the sky. From behind Dinerúth, the wave gained a countercurrent that was neither a steady swell nor a raging torrent, rising to the sky from the center of where Gustav stood. 


  To the ends of the earth. 


  To the ends of the earth. 


  By the time she realized what was happening, the cloudy sky that had covered the sun cleared away and the sunlight shone through. Beams of light cascaded in every direction. What remained was a beautiful azure sky stretching out wide before them. Gray storm clouds still lingered above the horizon, but they were floating away at unbelievable speeds. 


  Dinerúth was frozen in place. Her shoulders shook as her body threatened to collapse. However, this was not due to fear. Before she knew it, tears were pouring down her face like a river’s stream. Even when her kin were slain during the crossing of the Sylvan River, she did not weep. 


  Just what is this? What in the world is this? Ridiculous. It’s so ridiculous. As if this—this sort of thing could happen!


  Magical powers were similar to possessing heightened senses. They weren’t able to directly influence others, much less the weather or control the sky itself. Such a thing was no longer mere magic. This was not just any power. 


  This was the power of a god. If such a divine power did exist in this world…


  “It was only after the Battle of Rosalind Valley that His Majesty realized he could do such things,” Schwerin said. 


  “We had been completely defeated and had begun our retreat. But after walking and crawling all night, by the time dawn broke, no one had anything left to say. You see, that year, we’d already suffered a terrible drought. Even from the start, there was no drinking water. To make matters worse, we were ambushed by you lot at the watering hole.”


  Dinerúth said nothing as he continued, “Then someone said, ‘It would be nice if it rained.’ And then the king, who was still just a lad, a mere soldier, murmured those words in a half vacant state. And unbelievably, rain fell. A downpour, in fact. Everyone rejoiced as they collected and drank it, allowing us to return home successfully. If that blessed rain had never fallen, our race might have gone extinct that day. Even he was not aware he had done such a thing.”


  “Uncle…Uncle…I’ll ask the sky to make rain for us.”


  “What was that, boy? You’re sure saying interesting things… Heh, heh, heh, well go on, then. Show me.” 


  “It’s almost like it was yesterday… At first, no one could believe someone like him could perform such a feat. However, once other similar things occurred, they understood he was the real thing.”


  “And so, we made him our king. We pleaded and eventually welcomed him as our king.”


  “It was you who said that Seebeck.”


  “Ah. From there on out, whenever there was a drought, the king would summon down rain. And when it rained too much, he’d call for the sun. If he heard of crop failure in the north, he’d go north, and if he received word of dried-up land in the south, he’d head south.”


  “I wonder what year it was…when we were at the brink of famine, he even sent schools of fish to us.”


  “Oh yes, that one left me really flabbergasted, ha ha ha.”


  What was this? It wasn’t just rain; it was as if he controlled all that fell from the sky. 


  She had once heard of a profound mystery of fish raining from the sky somewhere, perhaps the mischief of the divine. 


  King Gustav did that?!


  “I mentioned it a short while ago. You all should have already received His Majesty’s blessing. I heard that when Lady Schwartz and her men were crossing the Sylvan River, the rain and snow let up.”


  “True. It seems the king did indeed wish for the rain to alleviate. But if he used it too strongly… Well, they are waves, after all. The elves would have noticed. Therefore, he had no choice but to only lessen it a little bit.”


  Ah.


  The rain that had weakened as she and her people crossed the river. She thought it was the mercy of the sky. 


  That too. Even that?


  “Anyway… After that, the king began to come up with all sorts of ideas. That is how he guided us. He enriched this nation.”


  “Indeed. Agriculture, science, and even the Großer Generalstab. Most were His Majesty’s ideas.”


  “Therefore, this man is our king. Forever our king.”


  Gustav was swaying as he walked back, so Schwerin broke into a run to hurry and aid him. 


  “Schwerin,” Gustav said. “Mobilize the kobolds. Begin the magical search.”


  “Understood, understood. But please…”


  “Generalmajor Andariel!”


  “Yes, yes!” she acknowledged.


  “Work with us. Your subordinates as well.”


  “Yes, of course. As you wish.”


  “I… Sorry, I need to rest for a bit.”


  And then, Gustav collapsed to the ground as if he’d lost consciousness, and in a rare display, he began to snore loudly. 


  In actuality, Dinerúth and the others hadn’t needed to rush to the site of the accident at all. 


  Lia Echuirdís, who had been coming from the blue army logistics station to inspect the traffic at the pontoon bridge, heard the report and volunteered to join the search. 


  She had already discovered Taubert half-sunken under reeds on the riverbank. Without her, a dark elf who wielded incredible magical power, Taubert would likely not have been rescued. No, he definitely wouldn’t have been. At least, that was the belief of those present, especially the kobolds. 


  Lia herself stated plainly that “If the rain hadn’t stopped, I would never have found him.” It was one thing to sense a group with magical detection, but when scattered by the rainfall, a single kobold’s presence would’ve been impossible to discern. If the water level continued to rise, he probably would have drowned. 


  Even though Taubert spent three days in the military hospital due to hypothermia, he made a full recovery. After that, he resumed his military duties. Before his discharge date, he participated in the war that broke out in Orcsen.


  And it was there where he died in battle. 


   


  ***


   


  The division opposition exercises were completely stopped that day. The Control Department was in upheaval. They turned into something resembling an accident investigation committee. Within the tent, the conversation had shifted to a review of the Großer Generalstab exercise. 


  In the separate tent he’d been moved to, Gustav awoke near dusk. As he heard the results of the search and rescue mission from those fussing over him, he smiled. He then ordered them to continue their discussion right in front of him. 


  “Is this really okay?”


  “Yes, I don’t mind. This is most interesting. Or are you trying to exhaust me, so I’m excluded?”


  “…Heh heh heh, understood.”


  Then, with that answer, Seebeck took charge. 


  “In summary, no matter how much effort we put in, logistics stagnation is unavoidable. Delays in unloading railcars, at logistics bases, for wagons along supply lines along with difficulties matching the pace of the frontline units, weather delays…”


  Murmurs of “hmm” echoed around the room. A particular concern for the Großer Generalstab was the serious stagnation in the supply lines for the columns of supply wagons. According to verifications by the Orcsen Army, even in the case of utilizing existing highways and having perfect conditions, supply wagons could only cover a maximum distance of approximately twenty five miles daily from a logistics base.


  And that was for one-way transportation; the limit for a round-trip would be half the distance. Essentially, as long as the army continued to drag its “tail,” its advancement was limited to approximately twelve miles from the logistics base. In order to progress further beyond that point, the frontline units would have to halt their advance and wait for the column to catch up, repeating this the following day. In theory, it was possible to extend the distance by dividing the military supply vehicles into several groups, each carrying a day’s worth of supplies. However, judging from today’s exercises, this was clearly no simple task. Once the army strayed from the main highway, following immediately behind became effectively impossible. 


  There was no choice but to come to the following conclusion.


  “It is inevitable. In the event of a necessary advance, we must have the rations on-hand. Soldiers will receive one to two days’ worth of rations as well as baggage. They must catch up to them within four days.”


  Schwerin stated this with a look on his face that said, “Why bring this up now?” 


  But this method wasn’t free of problems. Within the system of Orcsen, soldiers carried only the staple rations of hardtack and canned beef from the daily provisions they were supplied. Side dishes and seasonings or condiments were handled separately by supply units attached to each battalion, known as baggage units. Whether heated or not, they were supplied separately to each soldier once a day. 


  On the other hand, the food required for genuine meals, known as provisional lunches, were transported under the responsibility of the regiment’s baggage unit and the division’s supply column unit. If the regiment baggage unit failed to keep up, the soldiers would have to advance on hardtack, canned beef, and water alone—just their rations. 


  This orc military could bear it for two days, possibly even four. Beyond that, however, they would lack the necessary calories to continue. That was the meaning behind Schwerin’s statement that they would need to “catch up to them within four days.” He was not in the least making light of logistics or supply lines. Recklessness on the battlefield was an inevitability at times, and in those moments, those limits should be stated clearly. 


  Seebeck nodded.


  “Thus, in accordance with the ancient customs of the battlefield, we have no choice but to entrust our fate to heaven. After doing everything we can, and truly exhausting every option open to us, my conclusion is that we have no choice to but rely on local procurement.”


  “Procurement after all, huh? Not requisitioning?”


  “Naturally. Requisitioning invites misfortune. It would be a repeat of failures from the Deutonic War.”


  It was an extremely complicated conversation. When Orcsen collected supplies locally in the area of deployment, it was separated into two categories: procurement and requisitioning. In the former case, the military paid what it considered a fair compensation in exchange for supplies. When this was implemented, the Orcsen Military issued official military receipts, and whether or not payment was made was recorded. Ultimately, all efforts were made to square away the accounts. 


  The latter collection method was rough and callous. There was no compensation; the military forcibly appropriated supplies. While a receipt may be issued in these cases, there was no intention of compensating the supplier. 


  Isn’t that just pillaging? Why go out of the way to use a more difficult word like “requisition?” 


  While this may seem like a roundabout term for the act, there really was a decent explanation for it. Under military regulations, requisitioning was different from what was commonly known as pillaging. Completely different. 


  “The issue is at what level this should be permitted. Naturally, it’s not acceptable for individual soldiers to do this. They would be charged with the crime of pillaging.”


  But why was that the case?


  If requisitioning was permitted to individual soldiers in the area of deployment, it would devolve into violence in a flash. The breakdown of public morals, violence, assault…


  The locale would be reduced to an utterly repulsive scene. The army would no longer be an army, and the soldiers would be nothing more than bandits themselves. For the Orcsen Army, such acts were strictly forbidden and marked as pillaging under the official military disciplinary regulations. The punishment doled out by the Field Military Police over this crime was made very clear. 


  Execution by firing squad.


  “Then is a platoon acceptable? A company? Or a battalion? That wouldn’t be desirable either.”


  The Orcsen Army considered these units to be too close in scale to individual soldiers, this time viewing them as a potential hotbed for organized crime—i.e. engaging in pillaging as a unit, concealing it, and potentially committing even more egregious acts. 


  “So, it has to be units with their own baggage columns?”


  “It seems so.”


  Only columns, units possessing their own logistics systems, were permitted to procure supplies. When doing so locally, it had to be clearly recorded in the accounts, compensation had to be paid out, and it had to be carried out only by units of a scale capable of distributing the procured supplies to the necessary locations. 


  “Furthermore, this implementation is limited to cases where permission has been granted by the logistics administrator of the army, corps, or division.”


  “Of course.” Gustav nodded. 


  Compared to the prior conversations Dinerúth Andariel had been privy to, this matter seemed to be addressed in a roundabout manner. 


  Local procurement is natural for any army. So why question it now? 


  However, she now recognized that this discussion was different. The Orcsen Army would continue to operate with the maximum logistics effort as they had been, and only in the cases of stagnation would they allow local procurement. Furthermore, they would take great care to ban any pillaging under the guise of requisitioning. An army that utilized local procurement and requisitioning from the start compared to one that only implemented such measures under necessary conditions may appear identical from the outside, but they possessed a clear and distinct difference. 


  “You don’t forbid requisitioning within the unit, do you?”


  “That is full of delicate issues under military law, Generaloberst.”


  For example, suppose a situation like the bridge building operation from this exercise occurred on the front lines and a small boat with no owner was connected to the site. Swiftness was vital in bridge building, so a commander at the site would certainly use that small boat. They would begin the operation without hesitation, deploying the soldiers and materials necessary to build the bridge as well as the soldiers necessary for guarding the other side of the river. Simply speaking, that small boat would not be procured but rather requisitioned. 


  It would also not be considered pillaging. Such actions could not be punished, as requisition by a unit was not prohibited. If it were, that would be a bit inflexible. Let’s say that a combat engineering unit discovered a farmhouse in enemy territory and rested within it for a bit. They’d partake in the food and alcohol stored there without permission from the owner, with every member eating and drinking. Nothing was paid for, so this too could be called a requisition, though it would be shady. It could even be considered pillaging. This behavior could not be banned altogether, but it also couldn’t be overlooked in such excessive cases. There was no choice but to leave the matter to the military police’s investigations and issue judgments based on military discipline. 


  “Next are the results of the new tactics’ experiment.”


  The discussion between the military officers within the tent became lively. They spoke about how kobolds’ magical communication and detection were very useful. And how the aerial reconnaissance by the great eagles proved incredibly effective. For future utilization in their upcoming campaign, these would need to be refined further and upscaled, and so on. 


  “What do you think? If there are any other opinions…”


   


  ***


   


  Dinerúth Andariel rubbed the inner corner of her eyes. Earlier during the exercise, she had noticed grave flaws within the Orcsen Army and their new tactics but hesitated on whether to speak up or not. Strictly speaking, she was simply an observing general. Schwerin was the same, but his position was far different to the dark elf race’s in the army. Theirs was unstable. She had to consider the backlash toward her subordinates. But, with this atmosphere…


  Oh well, never mind. 


  Didn’t a Etrurian poet once say, “It is far better to regret doing something after you do it then to regret never doing it at all”? 


  She carefully chose her words and raised her hand. 


  “Generalmajor,” Gustav acknowledged.


  “Yes. With your permission, may I offer a suggestion on the usage of magical communication and detection?”


  “Very well, go on ahead. You are an expert in that field.”


  How kind. 


  As she straightened—the chair she was sitting on a had been designed for orcs and was piled high with many cushions, and she did her best to adopt a confident posture despite her small frame being dwarfed by it—and glanced around the room, she spotted a displeased look on the Chief of Communications, Generalmajor Staupitz’s face. He was wary of her searching for faults. At the same time, one of his own had just been saved by the dark elves, so his expression was indecipherable. 


  “May I borrow the blackboard?” she asked as she stood.


  “Ah, yes, no problem.”


  Dinerúth picked up chalk and drew a branch’s symbol, signifying the grenadier battalion, in one spot. 


  “In this battalion, the kobold’s magical abilities are wonderful. I observed them conduct extensive magical detections successfully during today’s exercise.”


  Staupitz’s expression relaxed. For her to suck up so shamelessly was a dirty tactic, but it was effective. Despite wallowing in a brief spurt of self-hatred, Dinerúth drew a straight line forward to the front of the battalion. 


  “The possible range for magical detection is dependent on the user’s physical strength, abilities, well-being, the weather, and so on, but it is generally about three miles. Usually, we use our magical senses and report that ‘Something is in that direction. Seems like a lot them.’ This, I believe, is the current method of detection.”


  “Indeed.”


  “What I wish to propose is a method to improve that precision.” 


  Please, notice.


  With that hopeful wish in mind, she added two more battalions beside the previous one.


  “Both the battalions deployed on the front lines, or even the regiment headquarters, should be able to sense the target in a three mile radius. Adding to that…” She drew a straight line extending from each battalion. One line, two lines, both crossing the first line, forming a point of convergence. “This should be a highly accurate representation of the target’s present position.”


  The room began to stir. It was only natural. There was a large difference between “Something is in that direction” and “Something is right there.” How had no one noticed something so simple?


  “Triangulation! It’s triangulation using magic. Though I’m not sure if that’s the right word…!” Generalmajor Rothenberger, Chief of Topographical Intelligence Bureau, exclaimed.


  Given his position as the head of the bureau responsible for surveying and measuring geographical features, he’d soaked up the information quickly. A surveying method using triangulation did exist already. 


  “Exactly.” Dinerúth smiled brightly. With hope in her voice, she continued, “It’s not necessary to obsess over three locations, as the minimum is two. However, this method is more accurate the more detection points that are available. This is the same as tracing magical communications. Hypothetically, if we intercept an enemy’s magical communications, we will be able to roughly determine their location. This kind of interception can be done at long distances. It can be very useful.”


  While the interception of magical communications was a complicated subject, the distance range was longer than the norm. Magical communication could be compared to people standing a short distance apart, yelling loudly at each other. The distance where conversations could clearly be made out was known as the communication range. At present, this was approximately one and a half miles. On the other hand, even if the conversation couldn’t be clearly heard, if someone could be heard yelling, it would reach one’s ears further than that. This was the maximum detection range for magical communication tracing. 


  That distance was the same as magical location detection, at about three miles. 


  “I see,” “Oh,” “We have to do it,” and other such exclamations filled the tent.


  “He he he. He he he, ha ha ha!” Gustav burst into laughter. 


  He seemed to find it amusing from the bottom of his heart. It was such raucous laughter that everyone had turned to check if something had happened. After laughing so hard that he had to clutch his stomach and hold back tears, he spoke. 


  “Ge-Generalmajor. Generalmajor, Generalmajor! You’re worrying far too much. What you actually want to point out is that if we use this method, our army’s current magical communication and detection methods will be leaked to Elfind, right?! Am I right? After all, any elf could do this anywhere, much less within the military…”


  The atmosphere within the tent became thick with tension. Every single one of them understood the possibility and were dumbfounded, astonished, and speechless. 


  It was indeed true that every member of the elf race possessed potent magical power. If that was the case… But, no, it couldn’t be.


  “Th-that’s preposterous…” Generalmajor Staupitz said, the most taken aback.


  “No, no, Staupitz. The efforts of you and your race are not being neglected. Not even I imagined Elfind could use such a method. While I also wield magic, it is only controlling the weather and a little bit of healing magic. Magical communication and detection are beyond my reach.”


  “Only” being able to control the weather was an interesting way of putting it. It was much more impressive. Although it still astounded her, Dinerúth was just thankful that the king understood everything and went to the trouble of having empathy for Generalmajor Staupitz. 


  “Yes, Your Majesty. Please take a look at this. It should be useful.”


  She produced the notebook she had written her notes in. It was military grade and waterproof with wax pages. Using a pencil, she’d jotted down the information she and her subordinates had detected to approximate the unit arrangements for both sides from this exercise. Gustav accepted the notebook, gazed at the contents, and then once again burst into a roaring laughter, before handing it to Seebeck. 


  Seebeck flipped through it—and collapsed back in his chair with thud. He sunk his head into his hands. It would be successful, almost exactly as Dinerúth had said. 


  “Old coot, don’t look so down. The answer can’t be that difficult to find, right?”


  “Indeed. Before beginning the operation, we implemented a magical communication sealing—Enigmatic Mission Control. Communications were limited to telegraphic only. And regulations were established. During field operations, the main uses of magical detection and magical communication tracing were before encountering the enemy. Those results would be exchanged through telegraphic and messenger communications, and only after lifting the seal would magical communication be used. That’s about it,” Seebeck concluded.


  “Yes. Indeed,” Gustav replied. “Of course, as General­major Andariel said, if we make this into something of our own, it will prove to be a great weapon for our army. We should consider how we all can best use it. Especially Generalmajor Reinders.”


  “Yes?” he responded when mentioned.


  “In all likelihood, you lot are the best suited for this within our military. While the kobolds also excel in magical ability, you all can do it from up high. Have two or three of your kind go up and begin triangulation. They’ll most likely need a precise map and compass up there. Do conduct this test.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. Good grief, it seems what I’ll be carrying to the sky has increased once again, huh?”


  “He he he, well, more or less.” Gustav laughed and nodded. “Schwerin. You did good as well. It seems the Generalmajor kept her promise to you.”


  “…Huh?”


  “Don’t you see? This is likely the reason we lost in Rosalind Valley 120 years ago. We kept getting ambushed back then. They pierced through our flank and rear with disgusting precision until our retreat. At the time we had no magical communication, but if they used triangulation to detect us, it makes sense. Right, Generalmajor?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. As according to your insight.”


  “He he, my ‘insight’ huh…”


  “Ah!” The Generaloberst leaped to his feet with a bang and then slumped down in his chair once more. It was truly Schwerin-like that he burst into laughter, one that surpassed even Gustav’s in loudness and length.


  “I see! I see! Tonight, I’m going to sleep soundly for the first time in 120 years!”


  “He he he, so you’ll be sleeping, after all?”


  “Yes, of course!”


  He was that kind of man. One could say he was a good man. 


  “Generalmajor, if you have any more intel, I’d appreciate it if you could share them with Schwerin and the rest.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  This king truly was someone special. 


  Thankful that this scene hadn’t turned into a debacle, Dinerúth continued, “What I am about to divulge is one of the tactics we used 120 years ago.”


  “Yes.”


  “Elfind’s military aimed for the enemy’s commander and officers.”


  As one would expect, the atmosphere within the tent became thick with tension. Considering their values, they viewed this as quite the cowardly act. A mere hundred years ago, prior to the creation of the National Army during the Deutonic War, wars within the continent of Starion had various restrictions. They could even be expressed as a type of art. Despite possessing armies composed of career soldiers and mercenaries that they led into battle, the kings and lords of many nations avoided direct engagements. They relied on maneuver warfare and racked their brains over how to best render their enemies helpless. Under such circumstances, intentionally aiming for the commander was akin to committing a taboo.


  Even within daily life, one-on-one duels were valued because they were a fair fight with established rules. Surprise attacks were acts that spat in the face of chivalry—that was the way things were. That ethos still lived on. Gustav lightly raised his hand and calmed the commotion. 


  “I see. I understand it very well. It was terrifyingly effective. Only a portion of us survived from that time. Schwerin, old man Seebeck, and a few generals and officers…”


  “Yes, please excuse me.”


  “But how did they tell them apart?”


  “For one thing, the insignia. It stood out at the time.”


  “Yes.”


  “That and the shape of their helmets.”


  “…I see.”


  In that era, the Orcsen military generals wore helmets with unique shapes and spikes. And that had become the foundation of the modern design of military helmets. 


  “In short, Generalmajor. You’re saying military helmets are dangerous?”


  “Yes. While every soldier wears a helmet nowadays, the ones worn by high-level officers are extremely flashy. In addition, they also carry sabers.”


  During the first day of the exercises, she had seen the helmet and witnessed saber’s scabbard glimmer. 


  If it were me, I’d fire at them without hesitation, she’d thought.


  “All right, then. Military helmets will be avoided. All officers and men will be furnished with regular caps. And saber scabbards will be wrapped in a type of cloth.”


  Originally, the Orcsen Army used both regulation military helmets and regular caps for daily life. In particular, those in service almost exclusively wore military helmets. While it was a matter of appearance, pride, and regulations, the main reason was that felt caps were stored in knapsacks, while the hard leather or metal military helmets were easier to transport. 


  To put into effect this change could cause little burden on the army’s budget, and it was a problem that could be dealt with immediately.


  “King! Your Majesty?!”


  “Schwerin. Is something not to your liking?”


  “Of course!”


  If those who aimed to kill commanders were cowards, then for commanders who stood proudly at the front lines, such a thing as hiding and running away was also cowardly. It was an act of betrayal to one’s noble duties toward their nation. This wasn’t a feeling exclusive to them, as it was shared by every officer from any army the world over—even if purely superficial. 


  “Modern warfare is complicated and mysterious. If a commander is defeated, their men will be needlessly massacred. This will avoid that outcome. Do understand that, Schwerin.”


  “But…”


  “Don’t you get it? Even the caps, the soldiers’ ones lack brims, but the higher-level officers have them, yes? It’s a small detail that makes the biggest of differences.”


  “Y-yes…”


  For better or for worse, it also made activity on the battlefield easier. Military helmets were stiff and awkward to wear. 


  “Yes. This exercise was truly worthwhile. If there is nothing else, let us eat.”


  “Generalmajor Andariel. Will you be returning tomorrow morning?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  That night, a truly wonderful meal had been served instead of rations. The highlight of it was the southern Orcsen-style beef stew: The large pot of vegetables was simmered with high-quality beef kept whole, the scum was carefully removed, and then the beef was thinly sliced. Making it even more delightful were the three types of sauce it was served with: wine vinegar, horseradish, and curry sauce. The barley soup made from its broth possessed a deep and rich flavor. This dinner alongside the pleasant conversation within the tent allowed the officers to become completely at ease with each other. For Dinerúth, observing this exercise had been truly worth it. 


  Especially being able to witness the king’s magic. 


  They dispersed at eight o’clock in the evening. Dinerúth, who had fallen into a good mood, and her subordinates were on their way to the lodgings at the exercise site’s office building, when she was stopped by Gustav calling out to her. He was accompanied by the werewolf Adwin. 


  “Good work,” Gustav said.


  She replied, “I believe my subordinates are waiting.”


  “I see. Actually, there is something I would like to show you.”


  “Yes…?”


  “I never intended for the temporary name of the Dark Elf Brigade to remain forever. It isn’t optimal for military documentation either,” Gustav said and pulled out the notebook he’d been perusing often during the exercise. 


  He turned a page and showed it to her. There were two words written in a large size, enclosed within a double circle, so Dinerúth could spot it clearly with her adept night vision. 


  Anfanglir Brigade. Anfanglir. In Classical Elvish, it meant “the great jaw.” It could also be translated as “the bloody jaw.” It was the name of the founder of the werewolf race, passed down in Elfind legends. And according to them, the werewolves then were much larger than the ones today and possessed sharper fangs. 


  To add to that, it was the name of the werewolf who devoured the white elf queen in the myths. 


  “What do you think?”


  Anfanglir Brigade, Combat Company.


  It’s wonderful. Truly wonderful!


  Dinerúth’s heart leaped with joy. What a beautiful name. And undoubtedly suitable for them. It also brought her joy that Gustav, at least during the exercise, had spent every free moment thinking about this. Surely, he had diligently sorted through the vast shelves of knowledge within his mind, considering this and that, arriving at his answer from endless possibilities. 


  In the place of using honorifics toward the king, Dinerúth spoke in the theatrical tone of a knight as she received the name for her brigade. 


  “I humbly accept.”


  “I see. He he he.”


  However, something suddenly occurred to her, as she glanced at Adwin, who stood at the side of the king. For him, this was the name of his ancestors. For the dark elves, who once hunted them to undertake such a mantle…


  “There is no need to feel awkward,” Adwin said, starting intently at Dinerúth. This was the first time she had ever heard the werewolf speak directly to her. “You all are proud and strong. We likely understand that more than any other race. You are not inferior to us in any way. And now, you have shared our fate. Use the name of our ancestors freely. And as for the white elves…”


  Dinerúth waited for him to continue.


  “Crush them with those jaws.”


  “We will.”


  With extreme sincerity, Dinerúth took a knee and lowered her head. 


  “He he he. My, my. I’ve never had anyone do this to me either,” Adwin said.


  “Oh, is that so?”


  Truly, this exercise, for both her and her race, had proved to be most successful.


  Chapter 6:
The Anfanglir Brigade


   


  SPRING GREW STRONGER BY THE DAY, CHASING away the winter and bringing with it the budding of trees. Before long, the sunlight became dazzling, the clouds a brilliant white, the leaves a lush green, and Year 876 of the Celestial Calander was greeted by July. 


  The formerly named Dark Elf Brigade, now the Anfanglir Brigade, had completed its formation. In the beginning, even the indomitable spirit-wielding Dinerúth Andariel found herself at a loss. However, progress began to pick up pace around May, once the personnel assignments were completed, leading to the necessary weapons, supplies, and other types of equipment arriving from various locations. 


  Though Dinerúth and her subordinate officers were buried in work once again, it was far more rewarding than their previous efforts. A bright gleam of light shone through the chaos, illuminating a clear path ahead, assuring her that all of their hard work wasn’t going to waste. 


  First, their outfits were prepared. The biggest hurdle expected was the procurement of the most expensive part of the military outfit—the combat boots—which needed to be issued to every single soldier. However, the Orcsen Ministry of the Army imported leather from abroad, and orders were placed with local leathermakers to consider the differences in the physiques between dark elves and orcs. For that reason, combat boots of higher quality than the ones produced by the domestic Clothing and Leather Ministry of Works were manufactured and delivered.


  “These boots are great!”


  “They’re really nice!”


  “With these, we can go anywhere!”


  Though under the label of combat boots, the composition of the boots for the cavalry differed from those issued to other soldiers. The cavalry required specialty boots for horseback riding, which were long enough to cover their shins and had spurred heels. 


  The Orcsen Army’s style utilized a long cylindrical protrusion, known as a stick spur. When attempting to signal the horse to continue, especially during critical moments when the horse needed to move, this was used as an aid. The jägers were given short, thick, heavy, sturdy military boots with rivets and metal fittings on the soles. These were equipped with flexible puttees. 


  The boots were crafted with meticulous detail. They were truly a product of a nation that wore the skill of its craftsmen with pride, and the dark elves could only feel awe. 


  The next item to arrive in Wälderburg were the rifles. The high-performance Erhard Gew74 rifles arrived in wooden boxes, with five per crate. They were not delivered all at once, as they were continuously loaded onto military wagons and arrived day after day. Every single one was manufactured at the armory and had serial numbers engraved into the brass sheets attached to the stocks of the rifles.


  This was an incredible display of hospitality. Only two years had passed since the Gew74 model was adopted into service. Orcsen’s two main armories possessing rifle manufacturing capabilities were able to produce a total of one hundred and twenty thousand rifles annually, but this was still not enough to fully replace the older generation of rifles for all units. The fact that over eight thousand of these rifles had been distributed to them meant that the top brass of the military was certainly undertaking some extraordinary measures. 


  Carbines were equipped to the cavalry, short rifles for the jägers, combat engineers, and artillerymen, and the rifles were given to those with excellent marksmanship abilities…


  Once the rifles were delivered, rigorous rifle training—education involving the real sensation of carrying weapons—began immediately. Until then, they had engaged in basic skill training, including fitness, forming ranks, and marching. During this, they had only model rifles made from wood. When those ran out, they resorted to using sticks for practice. Since only a negligible amount of the previous generation’s Gew61 rifles were available, the barrack’s courtyard erupted into cheers whenever a brand-new rifle crate had arrived. 


  Next, mountain guns and field guns were delivered from the Visscher Company, the greatest steel and iron products manufacturer and artillery maker. Visscher’s M/72 2.24-inch mountain gun, and the multipurpose K/72 2.95-inch field-and-mountain gun…


  Of course, it wasn’t only guns; there were artillery observation equipment, ammunition carriers, wagons, reserve wagons, and the Orcsen-style horse collar harnesses used to pull them, all meeting the quota. 


  The harnesses for the draft horses were very large, so the size was slightly adjusted and newly manufactured for the use by the Anfanglir Brigade. The arrival of artillery equipment was the true savior. The artillerymen couldn’t train without their guns, after all. Of course, they learned observation techniques, gun handling, and other classroom skills, but up until that point, they had to borrow spare guns from the First Grenadier Division, who were also stationed in the capital. Each person assigned to artillery positions took turns operating them, endeavoring to reach mastery. 


  The duties of artillerymen weren’t limited to just shooting guns. There was hauling, deployment, changes of position, and daily maintenance. Practical training truly began to progress once the equipment numbers were sufficient. Military supply wagons and field kitchen wagons also arrived. For transportation with the Mearas breed horses, the Orcsen Army’s heavy supply wagons and large field kitchen wagons were far too weighty, so all organization was done with lightweight models, and they came here for deployment. 


  Medical wagons marked with the red star cross on their sides—created by the Leman International Medical Treaty—were also there. The same was true for reserve vehicles and spare parts. The final piece of the puzzle was the horses—the Mearas breed riding horses and war horses. Much of this was thanks to the Farrence Trading Company, Orcsen’s largest domestic general trading company and military supplier. The company had succeeded in importing large quantities of Mearas horses from the neighboring human nation of Rovalna. Rovalna was one of the leading horse-breeding nations throughout the continent of Starion, and sharing a border with Orcsen, it contained an area where Lowland Orc was spoken. That place was determined to produce the most optimal horses.


  Horses were smart creatures, and they could even identify language. It was of important note that these horses hereafter continued to be raised in the linguistic environment where they would be used. Of course, Rovalna couldn’t supply all the horses, so a number of them came from the neighboring nation of Gloire to the west and from Camelot across the sea. These too were intelligent and specially selected horses that would acclimate to the battalion before long. 


  The cavalry regiment’s officers and soldiers quickly began devoting themselves to their horseback-riding training. While this was for the sake of training the soldiers, it was also training for the horses and warhorses themselves. Horses were animals that primarily lived in herds. But among them existed those with high amounts of pride, where even among their own, they disliked moving in a group with unfamiliar members, so they had to be gradually introduced in.


  First was the platoon. Next, the foundational unit of battle for cavalry. Then the company. Once the company could move as one, regiment training began. While dark elves were proficient at horsemanship, their individual riding abilities did not necessarily translate to riding as a group. The dark elves worked diligently and compassionately to deepen the bonds of trust and skill between them and their new partners, their beloved horses. Indeed, cavalry was only truly realized when the rider and the horse came together as one. 


  Regardless, it was here where the Anfanglir Brigade finally took form as a full-fledged unit. Three cavalry regiments, one mountain infantry regiment, one mountain gun battalion, one combat engineering unit, one bridge building unit, one ammunitions unit, one military supply battalion, one field medical corps unit, and one field hospital unit. The total numbers were 8,310 soldiers, 4,902 horses, twelve 2.24-inch mountain guns, eighteen 2.95-inch field-and-mountain guns, and approximately three hundred various types of military wagons.


  It was a force too large to be labeled a brigade, possessing independent operation capabilities like that of a small division. Given the composition and size, in any other country, it would not have been unusual to have classified it as a cavalry division. Moreover, it adopted an organization of combined arms from the beginning, with full staff, meaning it held extremely high levels of adaptability, mobility, and combat power in every way. 


  Dinerúth signed the complete formation report and sent it off to the Ministry of the Army, the Großer Generalstab, and King Gustav Falkenhayn.


  Military terminology was truly troublesome, especially in regards to terms like “organization” and “formation.”


  “Organization” was a term for laws and budgetary provisions during peacetimes. As an example, it could be seen in a document about establishing this or that as a unit. For government offices, it was like when the Ministry of the Army presented documents to the Ministry of Finance. A unit’s numbers and equipment quotas were determined in this way. This was in truth why Anfanglir was named as a brigade. In the case of Orcsen, the number of divisions was decided by a law called the National Defense Act, so the title of division couldn’t be given without legal reform. 


  On the other hand, “formation” was the act of creating new units based on organizational structure. Sometimes it applied to cases where units were temporarily incorporated during exercises or wartime, or when units that had suffered losses were regrouped on site. The former was referred to as “new formation,” while revising an already constructed unit was called “reorganization,” together forming the term “aggregation.” 


  And so, considering the above, combined arms units were usually formed through temporarily merging various units when necessary—by “organizing” them. However, in the case of the Anfanglir Brigade, the focus was on the cavalry from the very beginning, with jägers and artillery rolled into the “organization,” making this its most unique feature. Though, if you asked Dinerúth, the synthesis of the brigade was still far from complete. 


  “Synthesis” in this case referred to a state where the unit in question could be thrown into any situation on the battlefield with full approval, as well as reaching maturity in both morale and ability after undergoing all types of intense training. A premature synthesis was referred to as “insufficient proficiency.” In other words, the current condition of the Anfanglir Brigade was “a newly budgeted and organized unit that had been formed according to its organization.” And while it may seem finished, they were still considered to have insufficient proficiency.


  Regardless, the time had come to hold the formation completion ceremony, unveiling the unit to the world. Under the presence of King Gustav, a military review ceremony was held. Among the guests were high officials in the army, bureaucrats, influential individuals, envoys from various countries, military attachés, and international press agents. The unit’s combat engineers, with support from the First Grenadier Division, constructed a giant tiered viewing stand in the brigade garrison’s parade ground. The abundantly hanging curtains were adorned with the color scheme of the Orcsen national flag: black horizontal stripes on a white background. 


  The military band arrived soon after. The Anfanglir Brigade naturally did not have its own military band, so the First Grenadier Division supplied this as well. 


  Though early summer had reached the capital city of Wildschwein, the temperature did not rise much at all. It was seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit, with no humidity, and there was a cool breeze, making it a pleasant day. Refreshing rays of sunlight streamed down through the trees, giving the lush green leaves a glimmer. 


  Dinerúth had already known this day would bring wonderful weather. Two times yesterday and once again this morning, Werner Reinders of the great eagles flew in the skies of the capital, sending magical communications reassuring everyone the weather would be good. 


  “To celebrate the completion of the brigade’s formation.”


  At the end of the message, Dinerúth said, “I am grateful for your friendship.”


  Attendees gradually began pouring in two hours before the ceremony began: high officials from the army and government, various nations’ envoys, military attachés, and domestic influential individuals. There was even an extravagantly dressed kobold lady whose position was unclear. 


  Gustav arrived quite early, accompanied by General­oberst Seebeck, Minister of War, General Bonin, and Inspector General of the Cavalry, Generaloberst Zieten. 


  In the brigade chief’s command room, which served as a waiting room until the ceremony began, Dinerúth was praised for her achievements. 


  “Well done, Generalmajor,” said Gustav.


  Though his words were short, the power behind them, the warmth of his handshake, and the color of his eyes allowed her to feel the depth of his approval. In Dinerúth’s keen eye—which she’d refined over many years—he seemed tired of these types of events and so had offered a simple greeting instead. In this, the king’s inherent shy nature revealed itself, as he found the excessive formalities and politeness toward him to be bothersome. Moreover, he also had to deliver a formal greeting during the ceremony, which he thought annoying as well. 


  As for General Bonin and Generaloberst Zieten, Dinerúth had already been acquainted with them. The latter in particular had left a deep impression. He was the inspector general of the cavalry branch and one of the three Generalobersts in this nation. Zieten was an old general who wore a seemingly intimidating expression, and he rarely appeared in public due to suffering from the chronic disease rheumatism. 


  But due to his position, Dinerúth had gone to greet him that spring. He was a true warrior, someone who at the end of great hardship managed to turn the “stepchild of the army,” the cavalry branch, into something formidable. He also served in the Battle of Rosalind Valley and the Deutonic War, making him a truly seasoned veteran. Alongside Generalmajor Seebeck and Generalmajor Schwerin, he was one of the pillars during the early years of Orcsen’s rebirth and one of Gustav’s closest aides. While he was a man of few words and had a quiet personality, for some reason or other he seemed to take a liking to Dinerúth. 


  He’d greeted the woman as she came to him to seek knowledge with “No problem, no problem.”


  Though he humbly claimed he had nothing to teach someone like her, she could recall many occasions of him telling her old tales from the Battle of Rosalind and the Deutonic War. 


   


  ***


   


  This was just a few days after this ceremony. 


  In the past, Generaloberst Zieten had attempted to bring the cavalry greater mobility, always reaching a setback or failure, leading him to entrust his ideals to the Anfanglir Brigade. After the exercises had finished, Generaloberst Schwerin had visited his friend and praised Dinerúth highly, shortly after returning to the north. She knew that as a result of this, he had lit a fire under the related parties for the procurement of the brigade’s military horses. Finding out the truth of this consideration from a third party surprised her and deepened her favorable impression of Generaloberst Zieten, due to his discreet and quiet arrangements. 


  “Generalmajor, since you are likely tied up with preparations, please don’t concern yourself with us. We’ll relax right here until the ceremony.”


  Gustav’s words weren’t very fitting for a king, but she appreciated them greatly. Military ceremonies were burdensome affairs, much more so when one was the host. Every moment until the ceremony began was spent swamped with preparations, all the while having to project an aura of composure and dignity to those around. 


  “Well then.” Dinerúth saluted and withdrew gratefully. 


  However, even she had to partake in the hot coffee and sweets served to the king and generals. The ceremony began at 10:00 a.m. First was the performance of Orcsen’s national anthem, Orcsen Gloria, played by the military band. 


  All the guests stood to express their respect toward the flag and anthem, and Gustav, placed in the center of the tiered reviewing platform, was no exception. For the sake of the ceremony’s formality, he wore a military helmet, despite rarely doing so. This king always treated himself as below the nation itself. He never arrogantly claimed himself to be Orcsen personified, nor a supreme being. If anything, more than anyone else, he had dedicated himself to being a servant of the nation from the very beginning. 


  That is truly like Gustav.


  The Orcsen Gloria used wind instruments heavily. It was a song that combined lightness with profoundness, having been created during the defensive battles in the heart of the Deutonic War. It also served as a march song. 


  “Mother Nature, Motherland


  Mother Nature is ours


  Mother Nature’s bounty is ours


  Golden wheat


  Silver mountains and rivers


  Trees of the black forest


  To protect them


  With unity like a family


  I swear to accomplish it.”


  Due to the piece’s construction, the sound of marching military boots was also understood to be part of the music. Consequently, in the case of a military review, there was no flag-raising ceremony. Accompanying the beginning of the performance, the troops being reviewed entered the parade ground, led in front by a soldier hoisting the national flag. It was an official custom for guests to remain standing until the flag passed through. 


  Orcsen’s national flag: thick black horizontal lines above and below a white background, with a leaping boar to the slight left of the center. For the sake of appearances, the most physically impressive member of the Anfanglir Brigade was chosen to carry their flag. The brigade and Dinerúth riding on horseback, followed by the brigade’s commanders, trailed behind it.


  In a row behind them were all the troops being reviewed. The flag of the Anfanglir Brigade was black, just like the flags of most Orcsen Military units. However, while a majority of these flags featured the leaping boar or intersecting white fangs, the Anfanglir Brigade had a different symbol. 


  In accordance with their namesake, there was a werewolf howling high above them. Next came the three regiments that formed the main force of the brigade. Each platoon consisted of thirty-two riders in two-by-four columns, forming a dense marching configuration. This was based on the fundamental battle formation of the cavalry, a column of 159 riders. The Anfanglir Brigade had three cavalry regiments, each composed of six companies, for a total of eighteen companies. Including each regiment headquarters, there was a total 2,952 soldiers, and 2,982 riders.


  Each of them wore black bear fur caps with silver wool hemming and decorative strips, as well as ribbed coats with decorative bands, and trousers tailored for riding.


  It was a torrent of black, a surging sea, like a tsunami. 


  “Oh…”


  Cheers of admiration released from every attendee. While the horses’ fur colors weren’t exactly matching, the scene of Dinerúth’s horse riding as she presented her saber to Gustav at the front of the group was an astonishing one. 


  The horse had a glossy black coat and a diamond-shaped pattern of white hair from its forehead to the bridge of its nose. This was the most beautiful yet sturdy mare among the Mearas breed that had arrived for the brigade, possessing an enviable stamina and tenacity. 


  By the consensus of the brigade, it had been decided that Dinerúth would ride this horse. Though it was embarrassing for her, her subordinates thought it a well-deserved reward for the hardships she’d suffered since their treacherous escape.


  Dinerúth named this wonderful horse Siiri. 


  Coupled with Siiri, Dinerúth looked like a character ripped out of a legend. There was something about her that left every witness entranced. Dinerúth had always been stunning, yet her lovely appearance wasn’t the gentleness and cuteness of a sheltered maiden, but rather an indomitable and unyielding fire held in her brow and eyes, as well as the sturdiness and suppleness of her long limbs that culminated in the epitome of rustic beauty. Adorned on her military cap was the great eagle feather gifted to her by Reinders.


  In her wake, around three thousand riders lifted their sabers in an unbroken succession. By the time they’d ridden up to Gustav, the ceremony had reached its climax. The clusters of sabers raised in perfect synch, glimmering in the sunlight, were both a splendid and magnificent sight but also called to mind an ominous aura for this group. 


  It had been sixty years since the Deutonic War. Despite the striking development of firearms, the cavalry was still regarded as a type of tactical branch of the military. There were many that believed that this torrent ultimately decided the outcome on the battlefield. To the audience, the three thousand soldiers represented unrivaled military power, a clear threat. The gazes from the human nations’ military attachés were particularly intense. 


  The tune of the war song shifted to a lively prelude rich in fifes and military drums, layered with the resonance of wind instruments. It was the official army march “Ah, Mein König,” also created during the height of the Deutonic War. The score was specifically written to extol Gustav as a hero.


  He’d once expressed his feelings of “Couldn’t they have come up with something better for the title?” 


  “Give me a break” was what he seemed to want to say, and knowing his personality, Dinerúth considered it understandable. However, the song itself was indeed wonderful. After the cavalry regiment finished circling the parade grounds counterclockwise in time with the music, the Anfanglir Mountain Jäger Regiment appeared. 


  They numbered 2,096 in total. The column of three battalions, which was made by stacking platoon formations, was further condensed into a cluster-marching formation. They were adorned with a military uniform that was primarily black with a silver wool trim. Instead of ribbed uniforms, the officers wore a double-breasted style, while the soldiers wore single breasted, neither especially decorated. 


  They differed from their fellow branch soldiers in the Orcsen army in one clear aspect: All of them wore cylindrical caps with brims, known as kepis. While they were similar to the caps from Gloire, they were made of felt and lacked a hat interior. The base was longer than the top, featuring a unique triangular seam in the front to maintain its shape. 


  This design was adopted after a lot of testing to avoid bothering the dark elves’ pointed ears while also considering mountainous terrain. Of course, all in the brigade bore the silver leaf metal decoration, symbolizing their race, on the left side. The hooded, waist-length overcoat with a felt cape incorporated their characteristic native attire. 


  On the right side of their waist, in addition to the bayonet, was a leather scabbard, which housed a large mountain blade. Similar to a wide-bladed knife, the handle was curved. It was an item unique to the dark elves. Even after their desperate and painful escape crossing the Sylvan River, each and every one of them still carried these blades from their homeland. Clearing away branches, cutting, and everything else, they regarded it as an essential item, leading to it becoming a part of their unit’s regular equipment. That said, their main weapon was the short rifle. The length was not different from a cavalry rifle. However, unlike the standard rifles used by cavalrymen, the brigade’s included the ability for a bayonet attachment. 


  One soldier out of every platoon carried the standard Gew74 rifle, which was longer than the short rifle. Selected for their superior marksmanship skills, these soldiers took charge of long-range firing and sniping, a specialty of the dark elves. 


  “Right, Chief!”


  While it was not limited to jägers, those in the military who carried guns gave a unique salute. 


  The recipients of this salute, in this case Gustav, were shown respect by simultaneously turning their heads right when commanded. The cavalry regiment’s gesture of raising their sabers from earlier was also a type of a salute, and a similar salute was also conducted by the commanders and officers of the jägers. The ones bearing the military flags also lowered them at this moment. In the case of the Anfanglir Jäger Regiment, there were four flags: the regimental flag and the flags for each battalion. 


  The march of the jäger regiment also moved the guests deeply. The orc soldiers they were accustomed to seeing had short and stubby legs. Their march, which made their massive frames sway, carried a certain profoundness and sense of military strength, in addition to them actually being accompanied by the sound of the earth rumbling. But this was far from pretty or graceful—those qualities the Anfanglir had. While this was partially because every member was female, it was mainly a difference in figure. All dark elves possessed long legs. The scene of them lined up in a perfect unison was a shadow only they could cast in this nation’s military. 


  The march moved to the next melody. Without a boring prelude, the lively wind and string instruments began “Vorwärtssoldaten!” which meant “Forward, Soldiers!” This song’s lyrics were quite interesting.


  “When the soldiers advance


  They hesitate and shout at each other


  Advance!


  What did you say?


  Advance!


  What did you say?


  What are you talking about?


  Tell me one more time.


  Just advance! There, advance!


  Ta-ta-ta-ta ta-ta-ta-ta


  I don’t understand, that’s enough


  Ta-ta-ta-ta ta-ta-ta-ta


  For that cute girl, I’ll keep advancing.”


  This song was said to have been spontaneously created by the orcs, dwarfs, and kobolds while they departed for the front lines in the Deutonic War. During the time of the war, Low Orcish had yet to become standard. And so, in turn, those three races listened to each other’s words, asked questions, and ran toward the battlefield in confusion. For that reason, the lyrics included an onomatopoeia, which made it easier to understand. The song was based on a traditional folk song that would play at the Harvest Festival throughout Orcsen in October. In other words, it was a familiar tune for everyone.


  Some actually recall it as the most popular song of its time, even more so than “Orcsen’s Gloria” or “Ah, Mein König.” Military songs were interesting. The more solemn, formal, and serious the songs, the more powerful they could be. On the other hand, the songs that were naturally born from the soldiers were pure, filled with complaints, and overflowing with emotion, therefore possessing something that allowed them to capture the hearts of those listening. And to note that though the line “for that cute girl” may seem endearing now, during the Deutonic war, it likely carried a tone of sensuality to it. 


  While these lyrics were not sung at this review, numerous parody versions of the song existed all across Orcsen’s units, and many still held this melody dear to them. 


  Following the lively tune came the artillery units to the parade ground. Two 2.24-inch mountain gun companies from the jäger regiment with eighteen guns, and eighteen 2.95-inch field-and-mountain guns from the brigade’s mountain gun battalion. Four or six horse-drawn artillery pieces themselves, along with the front wagon packed with ammunition. The soldiers either rode in the gun carriage, the front wagon, or on horseback. 


  The artillery was impressive. Its ominous quality drew in onlookers and left them both overwhelmed and enthralled. The scene formed a contrast that synergized well with the light melody. 


  While there were those who found the jäger regiment’s mountain gun battalion with twelve guns a bit strange, it was just a unique aspect of the Light Infantry Branch. Within the Orcsen military system, grenadiers, who were often lumped with infantry, possessed two 2.24-inch guns per battalion. As for regiments, they also possessed six 2.95-inch field-and-mountain guns existing as regimental artillery. 


  However, the Mountain Jäger Battalion, which was created for nimble maneuverability and mountainous deployment, was composed solely of jägers, as well as artillery assigned from the regiment as needed. This was why they had six mountain guns. Since the jäger regiment had three jäger battalions, they were basically distributed two guns each. Additionally, the jäger regiment headquarters had direct control over six mountain guns as regimental artillery.


  It was trivial; the total number of guns remained the same, and the difference solely lied in whether the guns were distributed from the beginning or distributed as needed. It was probably easier to understand if you imagined it as the difference between having individual eggs for a feast or having them piled up in a basket. They were all considered mountain guns due to the purpose of the branch. 


  Following them was the Mountain Gun Battalion made up of eighteen 2.94-inch field-and-mountain guns directly under the brigade’s command, which would make them the greatest firepower in the Anfanglir Brigade.


  Though the Orcsen Army included field artillery battalions, regiments, and brigades with greater firepower, as well as heavy artillery brigades for sieges, those types of units were massive and lacking in the mobility needed to be incorporated into the high-speed maneuver force that the Anfanglir Brigade was made to be. Orcsen’s superior 2.94-inch field-and-mountain gun, as the name suggested, was able to maintain a low enough weight to be used as a mountain gun while also possessing abilities that outdid the field guns from other nations. Both artillery units were equipped with the same military uniforms as the Mountain Jäger Regiment. The firearms used by artillerymen for self-defense were short rifle types. 


  Next were the Combat Engineering Company and the Bridge-Building Company. While both were under the Combat Engineering Branch, the former stayed close to the front lines and on occasion, on the front lines themselves, making use of explosives to destroy enemy-constructed obstacles. In that way, they supported the entire defense, securing a path for advancement for their allies. Likewise, they established headquarters and artillery encampments and would make a list of obstacles. 


  The latter company’s main duty was supporting river crossing operations by building pontoon bridges. In the case of this not being necessary, they contributed with support such as constructing encampments. In military classification, they were divided into combat engineers and construction engineers. 


  They were reviewed both on foot and in formation with military wagons carrying equipment. Neither the military supply wagon unit nor the medical corps participated in the review ceremony at full strength. One reason was that they were too great in number. However, the main reason was that it was considered best to not reveal the whole of Orcsen’s military to the other nations. 


  As all of the participating units finished gathering, the song changed to a new score. The First Grenadier Division’s military band were quite skilled since they often performed at ceremonies, expertly matching their interludes with drums and fifes. This day was also the debut of a new song. With a melody created deliberately to not lose to the sounds of the cavalry’s hooves, it also incorporated aspects of the dark elves’ ethnic music. 


  It was a newly composed song titled “Anfanglir,” named after the brigade.


  “Anfanglir


  Anfanglir


  We no longer have trees of silver


  No tolerance nor mercy remain


  The hatred is endless, like an unquenchable thirst


  Snap at them with these dried out jaws


  Devour them with these bloodstained jaws.”


  In the places where there was no singing, the melody flowed like a grand river, but the lyrics were extremely gruesome. Within the brigade, those who specialized in poetry had written these lyrics. And those who had instrumental experience composed the music to complete its creation. 


  The line “We no longer have trees of silver” referenced their amulet practice and carried the meaning that their birthplace no longer existed. 


  The song had already been shared throughout the brigade. The dark elves had always loved music and dancing. In each platoon, there was always at least one person who could play the lute, flute, or concertina. Among them were individuals who had even crossed the Sylvan River clutching their instruments for dear life. 


  At Wälderburg, as night greeted them, all indulged in drinks and snacks. The dark elves, too, began singing the songs of their home. But when the brigade’s name was decided, despite consulting Dinerúth and the others on creating the song for this ceremony, the song and lyrics had come spontaneously to them. The more the composition advanced, the more it permeated. For them, this very song brought them memories of home. It vividly recalled the ghastly massacre that occurred there. Naturally, there were those who didn’t want to have anything to do with the past after their escape. 


  At this moment, however, everyone sang. It was dark and passionate, as if they were opening their own wounds themselves and rubbing salt into them, a masochism that would make anyone turn away. But these dark elves would likely say the same thing. 


  “Sympathy and pity are useless. Instead, allow us to devour the white elves already.”


  The dark elves had never been pure, fairylike beings. Rather, their determination and the choice they’d ultimately made were backed by a grim resolve, lacking any bit of hesitation. As for the Orcsen Army’s top brass, there was no more discussion on whether a unit song should be created for them. 


  By the time the musical performance ended, almost the entire Anfanglir Brigade had gathered together in the center of the parade grounds. Some onlookers watched in captivation, while others’ gazes were coated in pity. Some noticed the dark emotions swirling in their eyes, and they trembled. 


  King Gustav Falkenhayn’s feelings were a mystery. But at the very least, Dinerúth Andariel felt that she understood them. The king softly met her gaze and gave her a small nod before giving his congratulatory address.


  “Soldiers, soldiers of the Anfanglir Brigade. All of you who were chased from your homeland without cause, Orcsen welcomes you wholeheartedly. You carried the hope to lead a life of peace and tranquility to this new land. Though our country would have welcomed you regardless, you yourselves made the decision to bear arms, grit your teeth, and prepare an artillery in service of our nation. I will never forget that decision. Never! And so, this nation is now your homeland too. A new homeland! A bountiful land, with black forests and flowing rivers. The Northern Sea, the endless sky, the blessings of the sun. This is your motherland! I urge you to never forget that. Please, never forget it. Puff your chests out with pride. Let us share in our feast together. With these words, we celebrate the finalization of the brigade formation. July 4th, Year 876 of the Celestial Calendar. King of Orcsen, Gustav Falkenhayn.”


  Well then. How will Elfind react? 


  Though she didn’t allow her posture too loosen nor her countenance to ease, Dinerúth Andariel found her heart filled with gratitude at Gustav’s words. Those feelings became mixed within the dim flames. 


  She understood that the public review of the Anfanglir Brigade’s formation was a political move. With this, the reality that the dark elves had sought asylum in Orcsen, armed themselves, and sharpened their fangs would become internationally known. The envoys and journalists invited from various nations would certainly spread the news back home. 


  The king shrewdly alluded to the reason: “Driven from their homeland without cause.”


  Well then. Well, well, well. What will Elfind do now?


  Surely King Gustav’s aides and the Orcsen Ministry of Foreign Affairs would “leak” more details about what happened to inquiring nations. In turn, the image of Elfind as a graceful, peaceful, mythical fairytale-esque sweet and honest country would be completely blown away. The address clearly showed how Orcsen always intended to respond. The dark elves took up arms based on their own decisions. 


  Given the opportunity, he’d raze Elfind. It was akin to proclaiming it. She couldn’t help but revel in it, to be excited. They’d sharpen their fangs more, more, and more. Elfind had once been their homeland. But now, all that she desired was for the white elves to experience struggle, suffering, grief, and despair at her brigade’s hands. And for it to be accompanied by the brigade’s song, filled with their pride.


  Once the formation of the Anfanglir Brigade was complete, they gradually undertook actual duties while intensifying their training. As Gustav had planned, they became a unit directly under his supervision, dispatching one cavalry squadron at a time from Wälderburg to the royal residence and assigning them to act as royal guards for the residents and the king. Every morning at exactly ten o’clock, they departed from Wälderburg northwest of the capital outskirts, taking Schütze Street west in front of the garrison. From there, they turned south on Glanz Avenue and crossed the Milchstraße River that flowed east to west throughout the city, via the Aldebaran Bridge. 


  Next, they entered the Füchschen Boulevard intersection, where the Deutonic War Arch of Triumph was located. Turning east and then immediately south led to a giant marble structure—the Großer Generalstab—located before Waldgarten, where the weekly Saturday morning flea markt was held. To the left, in the west, they arrived at the rear gate of the royal residence.


  The distance was approximately five miles. With the Mearas horses and the cavalry’s normal pace, such a trip wouldn’t typically exceed ten minutes, but when accounting for traffic on the way, it was just under fifteen minutes. 


  The royal residence had a concave shape from above, with the indented side acting as the rear. This indent served as both a courtyard and the wagon entrance, so the squadron tethered their horses there. At half past ten, the guards in front of the royal residence were switched out. Since they were also performing guard duty, they would work their shift for twenty-four hours—guarding the front and back gates as well as accompanying the king on errands—until the next day’s shift change.


  It may be extremely hard to believe, but up until that point, the Orcsen Army had no type of imperial guard division or elite guard. It could, however, be argued that the First Grenadier Division, which also served as a ceremonial guard unit, was closest to fulfilling this role. However, their duty was not to protect the king but to defend the capital. Since the king was always able to command soldiers at any location he went to, this was seen acceptable. 


  One hundred and twenty years ago, the previous king—who had lost his life in the Battle of Rosalind Valley—had an Imperial Guard Regiment made up of specially selected orc soldiers, largely in part due to their massive frames. But even this unit had been folded into the general military. 


  So how exactly was the royal residence guarded until now?


  Officers would be dispatched from the Wildschwein Police Department, and that was it. The main reason for this was Gustav’s distaste for excessive adornment and his fondness of traveling inconspicuously wherever he went. Except it was certainly dangerous for the supreme leader of Orcsen—one of Starion’s prominent trading nations—to travel unprotected. From the very beginning, there were those begging for something to be done to rectify this. For that reason, there was very little objection in having the Anfanglir Brigade serve as the guards for both the royal residence and the king himself. For the first time under Gustav’s longstanding reign, roles akin to royal guards had been assigned. 


  One squad was arranged at the main gate, while two soldiers guarded the rear gate. There were also two soldiers stationed in front of the king’s office within the core of the residence. They were equipped with standard outfits, complete with bear fur caps and ribbed coats, as well as a cavalry rifle, saber, and pistol. Normally pistols would be an officer’s personal item, but due to the nature of these duties, equipment for two squadrons was prepared and would be brought to Wälderburg, during both the round-trip journey on horseback and when positioned at the royal residence. 


  The Anfanglir Brigade guarding the royal residence quickly became the talk of the town. 


  Their tall height combined with their unmatched beauty, pointed ears, and beautiful figures evoked the image of alluring wild beasts. They seemed splendid, enchanting, and bold. In the beginning, crowds would gather just to try and catch a glimpse of them, and the changing of the guard, in particular—which included the rifle drill—drew attention. Even as things settled down, they became a type of local tourist attraction. 


  In short, this, too, was politics. 


  At least, that was how Dinerúth Andariel understood it. Certainly, they did conduct actual tasks. However, if they were assigned to guard the Orcsen royal residence, it was only natural that it drew attention and became the focus of the masses. And it wasn’t just the citizens. It also spread among the humans, including within diplomatic circles, and even became news via foreign telegrams. From Elfind’s perspective, it was nothing more than passive aggressiveness. 


  While it was exhilarating, it was exactly because they were in the limelight that they couldn’t afford mistakes. If she made any kind of blunder, she’d become a laughingstock, and it could even have the opposite desired effect. 


  When the system was in its infancy, Dinerúth would accompany each cavalry squadron on guard duty, providing thoughtful leadership, and dedicating herself to it as her primary mission. After all, from her perspective, the brigade was still lacking in proficiency. Although this mission would help elevate it, she couldn’t help but worry. 


  When urgent documents needed to be processed within the brigade, cavalrymen would carry them in the leather document pouches attached to their waist, delivering them to the corner room that served as the guards’ station. 


  However, this came with its own issues. If she followed them around sternly, micromanaging every little detail, it would stress out the soldiers and cause the squadron commanders who officially served as guard commanders to lose morale. As she couldn’t just remain in the guardhouse, she at least wanted to see the eighteen squadrons perform one turn of their duties. For the sake of bodyguard responsibilities, she was shown around the residence. Then to kill some time, she took the chance to get to know the Royal Residence Adjutants. Before long, she had run out of things to do, and just as she wondered what to do next…


  “That’s enough of that. If you have that much free time on your hands, accompany me to lunch.” Gustav seemingly called out to her. This king was perceptive when it came to his subjects. “Won’t you trust your subordinates just a bit? Even though you’re in charge, it’s sufficient to only step in when something actually happens. It’s enough to appear at ease with your subordinates.”


  “…Is that really so?”


  “Yeah. It is.”


  Naturally, invitations for her to accompany the king increased, granting them more opportunities to deepen their rapport. A common topic of conversation was books. It may be surprising, but Dinerúth was quite the bookworm in private, particularly enjoying myths and legends, profound mysteries, and ghost stories, though she considered it to be a strange hobby. However, she’d often find herself poring over the contents of a book in a trance late into the night while drinking strong spirits to her heart’s content. 


  Gustav, once permitted, spoke to her in his casual tone and inquired about the myths and legends of her homeland. 


  For Orcsen, the most difficult items in the world to obtain were texts from Elfind, as they’d severed diplomatic relations with the nation. And what these books contained became the object of Gustav’s intellectual curiosity. 


  During lunch and continuing into the afternoon nap period, they often engaged in trivial yet truly enjoyable conversation. As such opportunities increased, Dinerúth realized just how vast Gustav’s knowledge truly was. 


  He’d speak about how far in the south on the southernmost continent, there was said to be a massive cliff and waterfall where the land split into two. And in the distant land of Maurya, there were said to be over three hundred feudal princes. Across the ocean was the nation of Camelot, and beyond that sea was the land of Century Star. West of the Great Dark Sea, Panthalassa was constantly covered in raging storms, and no matter how many challengers attempted to cross it, none were ever successful. At the eastern end of the world, on an island bordering the Great Dark Sea, lived a brave people who possessed an exceptional skill at creating fine works of art, and so on. 


  Despite having lived many years, Dinerúth’s knowledge was limited to Elfind. She was suddenly exposed to so many unbelievable and interesting stories about the mysteries of the world, enraptured by Gustav’s skillful and witty tone. 


  “Anyway, the more that I research the legends, history, geography, and topography around every corner of the world, the more I am convinced that a massive star fell onto this planet when this world was born.”


  “Really? The one handed down in Elfind legends, related to the creation of our race? That one?”


  “Yes. Such legends aren’t exclusive to Elfind. They’re everywhere in this world. This planet possesses twelve moons of various sizes, and each month they take turns, with one coming the closest. However, I believe there once was an additional one. That one fell into that colossal, Great Dark Sea. That’s my theory.”


  “But that’s…”


  “It’s natural to find it impossible. However, the fragments that fell off during that time were actually found on this continent of Starion. I have no doubts. It has been passed down in stories that our orc ancestors once touched one of those black masses and gained the ability to understand language. The compass needle is one form of evidence. It points toward the Great Dark Sea, in the western direction. This is a bit absurd, isn’t it? According to human scholars, massive masses of a star fell that held a magnetic charge. That core causes storms like a whirlpool in the waters there.”


  “Hm…”


  Before long, the king had allowed her access to his vast library, which boasted an innumerable collection of books. She was told she could read whatever she liked and even take them back to Wälderburg if she wished. However, she was to return them to their original place once she finished reading. This was how she obtained permission. This was a great shock to many, especially to Major Danwitz, head of the royal residence adjutant office. Cleaning staff aside, it seemed it was the first time in King Gustav’s reign that he allowed someone access to his royal library so freely.


  The library was an overwhelming room. The royal residence was designed so that each room had incredibly high ceilings, and this structure was used to divide the interior into mezzanine levels, lined with thick and splendid bookshelves. Bronze spiral staircases furnished with brass handrails led upward, where even more bookshelves stood. She thought this collection likely surpassed ten thousand books. The room was filled with the smells of soft leather and high-quality paper unique to books, as well as a scent similar to cocoa. It was overwhelming.


  In another corner, there was something that gave insight into Gustav’s hobbies: Diligently filed stamps, coins, and paper bills from every nation were packed into the walls, and in display cases were small armaments from all ages and nations, as well as butterflies and mineral specimens. When Gustav came to pick out a book for himself, he would occasionally explain them to her.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it? That’s a morpho butterfly. They occasionally come from Rovalna to the Beleriant Peninsula. That’s a rare one.”


  The passion that shone through his explanations changed his demeanor into something less academic, more childish, taking on the aura of a collector. 


  All around were leather-upholstered chairs with large cushions beside refined side tables and lamps. The table’s shelves contained a cut glass and the apple-distilled liquor that he loved—always kept on hand. Whenever the mood struck him, he could enjoy reading anywhere.


  That’s right, indeed. This is the king’s hiding place. 


  Dinerúth spent her days watching over the guard changes, glancing at the condition of soldier formation, reading in the library, indulging in lunch with her companion, sharing enjoyable conversations with Gustav, borrowing books and, once returned to Wälderburg, spending her afternoon approving various documents and commanding the brigade. And so the days continued to pass.


  Oh my. Oh my, oh my. This is a surprise.


  She began to notice something about Gustav, at first thinking it to be her own misunderstanding, but soon she was certain it wasn’t. It was the look in his eyes, every word he spoke. 


  Before they were greeted by August, she was gifted a pair of expensive field binoculars. Though not different in size to her previous ones, now she could clearly see from astonishingly far away. From how he acted when he gifted them to her, to her women’s intuition and her discerning eye, she was certain she was not mistaken. 


  However, it seemed the king had no plans to make any advances, rather, he appeared quite bewildered himself. It was like there was a wall around Gustav that no one could pierce through. Up until this point, the time they had spent together had deepened the doubts that’d been troubling her. It was after careful consideration on what she would do going forward that she discovered they shared the same feelings. 


  She wondered what she should do. There was little more vexing than the distance, gap, and emotions that existed between those who shared feelings. While sometimes something could trigger the deepening of a bond far beyond what was previously established, if it wasn’t handled skillfully, all the time and effort taken to build the relationship could be left in ruin. 


  She reflected once again…


  Dinerúth had found some type of peace within this tranquil daily life. As she thought about it, she had to admit that ever since the massacre and escape from the Sylvan River, everything had been hectic. This was the first time she’d been able to catch her breath, finally feeling relaxed and at peace in both body and mind. The timing was perfect. 


  If it had occurred right after the escape, she wouldn’t have been able to enjoy such a thing, as keeping herself busy had helped her lick her wounds. This was the well-deserved peace at the end of it all. 


  She supposed there was no reason to destroy it herself. However, she didn’t like the idea of leaving what lurked in Gustav’s glances alone. It was almost like she felt she could be the only one who could offer him salvation. 


  Besides, days like this wouldn’t continue forever. She possessed a great ambition, one that was severe, unsettling, and dangerous. A war with Elfind wasn’t far off, and if a great conflict erupted, there was a high probability that lives would be lost amidst battlefields smeared in blood, gunpower, and hails of bullets. 


  The only time is now.


  Once she made her decision, she carefully organized her thoughts. The root of the doubts she held was so preposterous that she herself found it hard to believe. She recalled, analyzed, and closely examined the numerous moments she’d experienced, all of which led her to cement her conclusion. It was like attempting to build a structure with wooden blocks while missing a piece; no matter how many times she thought about in circles, the holes in her thoughts remained unfilled. Only once she realized she could supplement the holes with other parts did she finally think of concrete measures. 


  Choosing her plan and words, estimating the other party’s reaction, verifying each part one by one…


  Awaiting the opportunity and selecting a day to carry out the operation brought her back to her days of hunting, which she found amusing. She worked on the preliminary preparations. She had come up with a number of excuses to start conversations, and on one fated day, when she was invited to their usual luncheon, she asked a small favor of Adwin, the werewolf who was always at Gustav’s side. 


  “Today, only today, I would like to speak with the king alone,” she softly requested.


  Adwin gazed up at her with his ashen eyes, pondering.


  He understood.


  “Very well. That is something only you can do.”


  “Thank you, Adwin.”


  During these peaceful days, Dinerúth was grateful to the Mother Silver Tree for one thing: that she had been able to grow closer with this werewolf, growing familiar with his company.


  The fact Adwin had agreed to such a request without a stated reason was proof that he completely understood her. While this werewolf was not particularly old, Dinerúth believed that he was likely even younger than Gustav. 


  Fortunately, Gustav did not seem suspicious when Adwin, who was usually found lounging next to him, was not there. His office door was thick, similar to the armor of a warship, having a side passage only accessible to Adwin, which he likely often used to wander off.


  On that day’s lunch, they ate ocean products from the Northern Sea: pickled herring drizzled in olive oil, topped with summer tomatoes and mustard sauce, and in-season scallop adductor muscles fried to be crispy, served with wine vinegar, lemon, and salt. 


  “Well, I’ll say,” Dinerúth remarked, delighted. 


  Pickled herring often was served at dinner in her homeland. For the dark elves, who dwelled in the mountains, it was one of the few non-smoked, non-dried seafood meals they could regularly indulge in. Speaking of fish dishes, lake trout and pike left a stronger impression. On the other hand, scallops were something that first graced her taste buds after arriving in Orcsen. Aside from the production areas on the coasts of the Northern Sea, it wasn’t until the advancement of railroads and food preservation technologies that it was able to be distributed fresh across the inland. Before then, it could only be transported on the sea with seawater, making it a rare delicacy to partake in.


  Nowadays, even city restaurants offered it at affordable prices, though it still remained a delicacy. In the capital of Wildschwein it was sautéed with butter or fried and favored as an appetizer among gourmets. She had been nervous upon first tasting it, but in an instant Dinerúth was head-over-heels with the taste. Savory. Umami. Pure. Meaty. Subtle and refined. Additionally, the chefs of the royal residence’s kitchen were exceptionally skilled, thinly coating it with batter. When in the mouth, that coating broke apart easily and was warm, perfectly complimenting the scallop’s tender flesh. She also found it paired quite well with liquor. 


  “He he, you quite like the scallops too, don’t you?”


  This was one of Gustav’s favorite dishes as well. In order to be able to eat more of it, Gustav was attempting to encourage the increase of aquaculture in the Northern Sea, which had a short history of it. 


  After the meal, rich, hot coffee was served, and they lit cigars for each other while she spoke of one of the queens of Elfind—an interest of his. It was the third queen from the first generation, in the era of legends. She had laid the foundation for modern Elfind’s framework. She brought about many reforms, having ideated almost entirely by herself. In a manner of speaking, she’d restored a dynasty.


  “This may also be unbelievable, but the elven race originally had distinct genders in the ancient era. Just like many other living beings, they reproduced through sexual intercourse between males and females. However, it is said that this queen made the elves female only out of a perceived need to perfect the race.”


  “Hm…” Gustav listened intently in astonishment. “I only had heard about the touch before. Oh my, this is very interesting…”


  “What makes this queen more interesting is what she did later.”


  Now. Ah now. She wondered how to say it.


  “Hmm?”


  “The Queen was originally a human. It seems she revealed this herself when she was on the verge of death to a disease from an epidemic.”


  “Humans becoming elves? What do you mean? Such a thing is…”


  “This will also be unbelievable, but it is said there exists another world separate from this one, and it was from there where a soul was reborn within the queen, a former human.”


  Gustav didn’t comment.


  “Elfind legends often speak of such individuals. People reborn as elves or people who suddenly one day descend from the other world into this one, keeping their human form.” 


  “Descend…?”


  “Indeed. Both themselves and others could only describe it that manner. One day they’d suddenly appear in forests, fields, hills, or by lakesides. This happened several times, and the elves grew somewhat used to its occurrence.”


  He went quiet.


  “For some reason, many of those people who descended felt goodwill toward the elves from the start. And like that, they bestowed knowledge upon an Elfind that was still reeling in chaos from the fallen star. Agriculture, science, and mining.”


  Since he said nothing, Dinerúth continued.


  “According to their own words they were known as ‘Valar.’ Originally, this term carried a meaning similar to ‘all powerful.’ Valar was the plural form, and the singular was ‘Vala.’ The feminine form was ‘Valera.’ Since the word is archaic, there must’ve been many of them throughout history.”


  Still, he didn’t comment.


  “Naturally, I have yet to see one with my own eyes, so I entirely doubted their existence. I enjoyed it like any other fairy tale. However, since coming to this nation… I— My thinking has slightly changed since meeting you. Maybe it is possible?”


  He did not reply.


  “King. Your Majesty. Gustav. Is that what happened to you? Could you be a former human from some other world?”


  The room filled with silence. Gustav made no move to deny nor confirm her words. He lowered his eyes, concealing his emotions, then toyed with his pipe with his finger while quietly blowing smoke. 


  “What led you to that conclusion?”


  That was all he said.


  “For one thing, your intellect.”


  Agriculture, science, industry, military. He was a peerless genius. Most of this nation was of his own creation, as said by Generaloberst Seebeck. 


  Just him alone! 


  No matter one’s genius, such a thing was impossible. The development and maturation of technology was only possible through mutual influence. If such a strange thing had existed from the start, it would make sense.


  “When you speak as well, you use terminology which you claim to have learned from books.”


  A national all-out war. Combined arms tactics. Brigade combat teams. Aerial reconnaissance. War on paper. A number of these words did not even exist in Orcsen. 


  “In all likelihood, it’s terminology from an entirely different world.”


  Driven by necessity, she had been jotting down unfamiliar words and phrases, making use of Orcsen dictionaries, comparing them to the Elvish language. That’s how she’d realized this.


  “You probably didn’t have such genius right away. You yourself said that until the Battle of Rosalind Valley, you were a mere soldier. The catalyst was probably your use of magic. With that, something sleeping within you awakened. This corresponds with the testimony of Generaloberst Schwerin and the others.”


  Once again, he fell silent.


  “And then there was your peculiarity as an orc.”


  The lack of a desire for sleep and sex. Specifically sex. Orcs were not celibate creatures.


  “If you have a human within you, it makes sense. You, of the orc race who are naturally nocturnal, don’t feel sleepiness during the afternoon. The proof lies in these peaceful reading sessions and conversations of ours.”


  For this nation, the afternoon nap time from 1:00 to 2:00 p.m. was an extremely important tradition. Even for the marching soldiers, it was considered desirable to allow them to rest at that time for an extended break if permissible. 


  “And your lack of interest in the opposite sex of the orc race. Literally.”


  Gustav listened to her in silence.


  “At first, I assumed that you simply didn’t have interest in the opposite sex. However, you…this may be my misunderstanding or arrogance…but Gustav, are you perhaps interested in me?”


  He said nothing.


  “Your gaze, your words. Your care. By meeting with you here for a while, I’ve confirmed this. And my race’s appearance is incredibly similar to the human race.”


  “Yes. I won’t deny that I am attracted to you,” Gustav said, breaking his silence.


  “I see. That’s a relief. To be clear, I consider it an honor. In the beginning, I offered my life and body because my kind had nothing else to give. But now, I believe these to be my true feelings.”
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  “I see.” He rubbed the inside corner of his eyes. 


  Even after all this had been said, this king was still being held back by something. She had no choice but to deliver the last blow.


  “And your magic.”


  Controlling the weather. Such power was impossible. It was utterly alien to this world. And despite possessing such enormous magical power, he was unable to perform magical communication nor detection. 


  “The incantation you used at that time. It was as if the sounds of those words were not from Starion. Could it be from somewhere else entirely, a nation with a completely different language system?”


  “You heard them?”


  “Yes. Our ears are quite good.”


  “I see. You’re correct, the language system behind the incantation was completely different. It’s very similar to what they use in the nation at the edge of the east in this world.”


  “This world, huh?”


  “Yes. This world.”


  He had already halfway admitted to it.


  “To clarify, that isn’t a magic incantation. It’s more like a small prayer. They were words that were chanted in troubled times in the region of my…homeland. Though the world I came from didn’t even have magic,” Gustav muttered.


  He explained further. 


  It seemed the world he had once resided in had no such things as demonic races and magic.


  In that world, there existed metal flying vehicles which were far larger than any great eagle, that could carry many humans at once, ships that transported enough food to feed this city in Orcsen for a single day, and high-speed railways that could cross Starion in mere hours. Using such advanced technology, there even existed a way to speak with anyone in the world on a whim—something comparable to what this world called magical communication. 


  “Ever since I was an orc child, those words were all that I could remember. After the Battle of Rosalind Valley, I was able to summon rain just by reciting them, and from there my memories of that world came pouring back. On that point, your inquiry is correct.”


  She didn’t respond, so he continued.


  “At first, I thought I was dreaming. The memories of the other world grew more vivid. In the end, there were moments where I couldn’t distinguish what was dream and what was reality. Even now, sometimes those thoughts return. This world subtly resembles the other one, both in geography and history.”


  “It must have been difficult, right?”


  “Yes. Very. Even I became desperate. In my old world, there were also stories of reincarnation into new worlds. Rather than myths and legends, they were fantastical stories cooked up by authors, so I couldn’t believe that such a thing happened to me.”


  “I see.”


  “How did my life end in that world? How did I come to this world? Why can I use magic? Even now, all the answers to these questions are mysteries to me. So, yes, I struggled desperately. The stories you heard spoke of innovations and reforms as if they were simple tasks, and while it could have been due to my lack of talent, they certainly did not come about overnight.”


  Dinerúth listened as he spoke.


  “One hundred years. Yes, it took one hundred years. It was only recently when everything began going smoothly in my opinion. I’m fortunate that those who lifted me up in my life became my close aides, even understanding my peculiarities.”


  “Generaloberst Seebeck, Generaloberst Schwerin, and Generaloberst Zieten?”


  “Yes. You really are sharp. However, it also includes Adwin.” 


  It was just as she thought. No matter how many reforms or innovations he came up with, they couldn’t be realized without the cooperation of those around him. She had already guessed that they were the ones behind the way Orcsen operated. Their unity was abnormally rock solid, especially since it only formed around Gustav’s magic as its core. Adwin, though, was a bit unexpected.


  “Adwin was a surprise for me. After the Battle of Rosalind Valley, I fell down a cliff due to the very rainstorm I’d called. That’s when we met, and he saved me.”


  To think such a thing happened.


  “Before I knew it, a werewolf was before my eyes. I was afraid. I thought I’d be devoured. But he gave me a once over and said, ‘You are not an orc, are you?’”


  Then he had helped Gustav, pulling him up the cliff. He took him before Seebeck and Schwerin after that. 


  “In short, Adwin was the first tie between the orcs and other races. It seemed Schwerin had been searching for me after my fall, but he had unwillingly given up. Of course, I hold no anger toward him. He was frantically trying to take as many of his kind back to his homeland as he could. Now, those days are merely something we joke about.”


  “You scoundrel!”


  “Who are you calling a scoundrel! Go tumble down a hill again!”


  It made sense. That was the hidden meaning behind that humorous exchange. 


  “But what is this? Even you haven’t figured everything, huh?” Gustav chuckled.


  “Unfortunately, there is quite a bit I haven’t. A ton, really. Still, there’s one thing…”


  “Oh? What is it?” he asked, though he already knew.


  “Gustav. You… Why don’t you make a move on me? Why haven’t you made the first move? This…could have turned out another way. With your position, you could’ve had me from the beginning.”


  “Ah…yes.” 


  He hesitated briefly, then spoke.


  “That…that whole position thing. At the time you had just escaped a terrible tragedy. If I may, your loyalty is halfway self-destructive. So to take advantage of that would not be the act of a human. That’s what I believe. Ah…though I guess I’m not a human anymore…”


  Indeed. Truly, this man is kind. His true nature, the “he” who dwells within, really is just an utterly kind person. 


  Perhaps she also believed in that. Maybe it was even to the point where it was a character flaw. 


  With such a trait, it may have been best if he never accepted the role of the king.


  “You did wonderfully, Dinerúth. You made it back.”


  “If you want to step down, this is your chance.”


  “Suspend the opposition division’s exercise! Stop it at once!”


  “Sun, Oh, Sun.”


  As she thought about it, it had always been this way. He really was a good male.


  No, a good man. 


  “And now…well, I’m an orc. No matter what is within me, I’m an orc.”


  That’s it? That’s what made him so worried? She didn’t understand.


  “I don’t care. I don’t care about that anymore, not when I’m with you.”


  “Thank you. No, truly, thank you…I’m overjoyed.”


  Ah, he was embarrassed. 


  Surprising, or rather as expected, he had cute eyes. 


  “But that’s not it. Not at all. Ah, how do I say this… You are dense in the strangest of areas…”


  Now she was confused again.


  “I’m one of the more built orcs. So I’m rather heavy, and well…”


  Ah.


  “So that’s how it is…”


  “Ah, yes. Do you understand?”


  I-n-d-e-e-d. Indeed. Indeed.


  So, the act could break her. She’d been slow in figuring things out. After all, she had no experience. Her race was solely made up of women. Well, there were those who preferred the company of other women among them. 


  She had lived such a long time, but this would be the first time she’d know the joys of being a woman.


  “Dark elves aren’t as fragile as humans. So, it will probably be okay. Though we won’t know until we test that.”


  What’s with that gaping expression? Was I too bold this time? 


  Well, it couldn’t be helped. She was well past the age to be called a young woman. It had been around how many years now…


  She’d stopped counting when she passed three hundred years old. Now that she thought about it, while he acted interested in knowing it, he had never asked her age. 


  He must have assumed asking women their ages was rude. That’s what he believes, so he definitely won’t ask. Honestly, this man.


  “If you’re that worried, I’ll prepare some elixirs ahead of time.”


  “Should we have a military doctor on standby?” Gustav asked.


  “Sure. If that’s the case, we can bring in an Erhard rifle and some field artillery too.”


  “He he he. Ha ha ha ha! You are truly amusing.”


  “He he. Well, it is somewhat like a war.”


  “He he, he he. Certainly.”


  Finally, they had made it here. Well, that was great. This was the beginning of something else. 


  As for Dinerúth, she’d have to think over her tactical approach for tonight.


  Short Story:
Sleepless Wolves


   


  THE SCENT OF THE EARTH…


  Year 876 of the Celestial Calendar, early August. In the nation of Orcsen, located in the northern region of Starion, summer shone with the sun’s brilliance. The Anfanglir Brigade was getting up to speed with its training. 


  Private Wolfen Maregdis of the brigade’s jäger regiment was attending live ammunition firing drills from each company. She came from a mountain village in the central watershed region of the Sylvan River border. She was a soldier with wavy, red hair, and a face that communicated an unwavering spirit. 


  It was finally happening!


  Just because you became a soldier didn’t mean you’d instantly be allowed to shoot a rifle. It was the same in any army, not just Orcsen’s. Even though she had experience as border patrol in Elfind, it had been dismissed. First, she was issued a loaner uniform and had to spend around four days undergoing body measurements and medical examinations. Additionally, since the Anfanglir Brigade was a newly formed unit, and it was the first time the Orcsen Army had a unit made up of dark elves, the procurement of uniforms was a bit late.


  After being trained in the core aspects of being a soldier—foundational fitness training, foundational maneuvering training, and marching drills—they received classroom education on the basics of firearms, including the mechanics of rifles, bullets, and ballistics, before finally moving to live ammunition firing drills. If there was one characteristic of the Orcsen Army that they had learned, it was the extreme attention to detail of their classroom education. 


  “The cartridge is ignited by striking the primer with the firing pin and so on.”


  They began with lectures that included coverage of ballistics and how to aim with them. While some soldiers around her rolled their eyes at the idea of being taught by instructors with no actual combat experience, Wolfen herself was in awe, wondering if Orcsen soldiers all understood these things.


  On this day, Wolfen would take part in marksmanship training. There were two types of shooting for this training: kneeling shots and prone position, with five shots for each. Since the Orcsen Army had adopted skirmish tactics, they had placed a great emphasis on prone position firing. However, in order to learn the basics, they started with kneeling shots. Shooting while standing up—standing fire—was not done. This was considered the most basic of basics, so it was incorporated into the process of learning soldier maneuvers, rifle handling, and aiming—as a part of basic gun training—with live ammunition firing drills themselves being omitted.


  To Wolfen, the Gew74 rifle was a marvelous product. Not only was the design exquisite, but it was also manufactured with perfect precision, designed with the utmost thoughtfulness. For example, the cavalry rifle she now held, which shared its origin with the short-barreled jäger rifle, used a lever bolt for loading ammunition and ejected cartridges after shooting. Its shape was flat and deliberately bent downward.


  The cavalry soldiers carried their rifles diagonally across their backs so the lever didn’t hit them and cause discomfort. Indeed, upon first seeing and hearing about it, it seemed quite natural, but she was very impressed. However, the structure was incredibly different to the Camelot rifles she used in her homeland, so she was very confused at times. The Orcsen Army’s doctrine put an excessive emphasis on the necessary movements when shooting. To think that standing firing was omitted from live ammunition firing drills. Having all of her experience come from Elfind’s doctrine, where cluster formations with rank firing were still instrumental, it was a bit hard to believe. 


  These frustrations were shared among the dark elf officers and petty officers, seeping into the atmosphere around them, making it clear that Wolfen was not alone in these feelings. Even so, she achieved wonderful results. Among the many soldiers shouting angrily around them, the platoon commander watching over them from behind let out a breath of approval. 


  A fifth of a mile away, paper targets lined the earthen embankment, each having large circles drawn on them. In the very center point, there were portions painted slightly darker and blacker. Hitting right on target in the center was five points, with the next ring out being four points, and the next ring further out being three points, continuing like so. 


  After the red semaphore flag was waved in order to prevent a friendly fire accident, the direct hits were confirmed by the soldier in charge: one hit for five points, three hits for four points, and two hits for three points. 


  “Maregdis shows great promise.”


  The platoon leader turned to the sergeant beside him. 


  “Yes. Well?”


  “Yeah.”


  Following the determined guidelines, the corporal from her assigned squad standing off to the side announced, “Shooter change.” 


  Just as Wolfen got up, the sergeant who just arrived said, “Maregdis, shoot again.”


  “Yes.”


  She received five additional 0.43-inch rifle bullets from the corporal. She pulled the lever, loaded the rounds, and took her stance. She aimed, pulled the trigger, and fired. She repeated the movements mechanically. One five-point shot, three four-point shots, and one three-point shot. 


  “Private Maregdis, what did you do back home? Though, I can already guess the basics.”


  “I was a hunter. I hunted foxes.”


  “I see.”


  The sergeant, who had advanced up to petty officer while on garrison duty and even participated in that hardship-filled escape as part the rearguard, twisted the corner of his lip. It made him appear intimidating.


  “That’s good and all, but going forward, forget how you shot when you were a hunter. Stick your elbow out to the side like in the textbook.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good. From tomorrow on, you’ll be receiving special shooting training, but this isn’t any sort of special treatment. Live ammunition firing drills will begin before wake-up time. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Before long, Wolfen was recognized as a high-achieving marksman, and she began wearing a personalized insignia. Rather than the stuffy, textbook-style shooting that was pushed on her, the hunter’s shooting style that was engrained in her yielded better results, so she was permitted to use it. In the Orcsen Army, people like her were traditionally given the title of Scharfschütze, marking them as a true sharpshooter.


  The words from the sergeant about not getting any special treatment contradicted reality. She didn’t use the standard jäger short rifle model; instead, she was given a specially selected Gew74 rifle that was crafted with high precision. Since the gun barrel was long, the range and accuracy also increased. 


  Wolfen took more pride in the rifle than anything else. She awoke before anyone else, disassembled the rifle to perform maintenance, and devoted herself to training. Like any other soldier, she had to repair her leather equipment the night before, so her extreme work ethic went without saying.


  As snipers often operated independently from the unit, more so than anyone, they could absolutely never neglect their physical and technical skill training. Those who bore the same role as Wolfen were divided among the squads, with one sniper per squad being the standard. There were some special circumstances behind this, the cutting-edge new Gew74 series rifles had yet to be distributed throughout the whole army, and the production of the short model had been delayed due to its many variations. 


  In turn, one of the already produced Gew74 long-barrel rifles were distributed per jäger squad, which would save the required number of short-barrel models. Within every unit were many individuals who were not by any means superior marksmen, yet received the Gew74s or were given the long-barrel model in-name. But Wolfen was different. Her marksmanship and her quiet resilience earned her the rifle as a “legitimate reward” to those around her. Everyone relied on her, taking pride in being in the same unit as her. 


  “Does that Wolfen ever sleep? She’s always the first one up.”


  “What drives her is different. Her village…”


  “Hm?”


  “Even her clan head was captured by those white ones.”


  “I see.”


  The soldiers within her unit whispered such rumors to each other. One soldier, upon learning her circumstances, trembled. Wolfen Maregdis never carried such a vengeful flame one would expect from those tragic details. She continued polishing her skills through it all, quietly, calmly, casually. 


  “She’s like a werewolf hunting its prey.”


  When a werewolf stalked its prey, even if for three or four days, it didn’t give up until it killed it. It wasn’t a rampage of madness. Everywhere it went, it was a target of fear. 


  “Ah,” someone said with a nod. “In those situations, werewolves never sleep.”


  Afterword


   


  EVERYONE, IT’S NICE TO MEET YOU. MY NAME is Tarumi Kyoichiro. I cannot express my gratitude enough for your interest in The History of the Kingdom of Orcsen, which is my first commercial debut work. I offer my sincere thanks. 


  This work’s long subtitle of “How the Barbarian Orcish Nation Came to Burn Down the Peaceful Elfland” may be the result of it being a modern isekai fantasy story. The aforementioned subtitle’s concept actually originated as an internet meme. 


  One day, the idea of “orcs burning down a peaceful elf forest village and invading it” came to mind suddenly. Just why did these orcs burn the elf forest completely to the ground? And how did they send in a military force of that scale? Wondering all these little details led to nothing but mysteries. Though, the idea of attempting to solve that mystery was beyond anyone’s means. 


  And so another major theme of this work, “logistics,” was conceived. The online shopping services and home delivery services we habitually use are massive operations, carried out by the hard work of many individuals. At the very least, the “transport” aspect is plainly visible, but it’s only one part of the whole system. With my abilities, I would never be able to depict the whole, but if it’s just the atmosphere, then I thought I could re-create that. 


  Setting the stage in a modern era modeled after the nineteenth century was completely to my taste. Rather than the standard fantasy world with “swords and magic,” I decided to do a modern fantasy world of “guns and magic.” Thus, I took up my pen, even though it had been nearly thirty years since I last wrote a novel.


  Fortunately, this work was recognized by the Hifumi Publishing Company, and I received a generous award at the Second Web Novel Awards, leading to the publication of this novel. Upon receiving news of the award, my body trembled with joy, and I was rendered completely speechless. Such a peculiar work, one that diverted so far outside of the mainstream. Was that really okay? If I were to compare it to ramen, it’s neither the staple soy sauce nor lightly salted ramen but an unmistakably rich tonkotsu. If it were the Beatles, it would be Ringo Starr rather than John Lennon. 


  “Oh, can you see me?!” That was how nervous I was. Whenever I read it over once again, even I considered it to be a display of poor, bad, messy writing. If there was a hole, I wanted to crawl into it and call for a combat engineer…no! First, a medic! That was how I felt back then. If readers feel that this version is easier to read, higher quality, or gives a fresher feeling than the web serialization, that is due to the efforts of everyone who was involved. 


  I’d like to express sincere gratitude to Mr. Senin, who graciously tackled the military-related historical research. Once again, I would like to take this opportunity to offer my sincerest thanks to you, reader. Above all, the greatest thanks to all of you using some of your precious time to enjoy my work. I hope to meet with you all again one day.


   


  TARUMI KYOICHIRO
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