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  Prologue


   


  TO tell the truth, I hadn’t quite understood just how serious things were when I learned that the Ronzan Empire had attacked. Farune was located in the southern part of the continent, so it had never been directly subject to an invasion from the great empire of the north. Of course, that didn’t mean Farune had been peaceful; it just meant monsters from the Forest of Beasts had been the ones attacking instead.


  Personally, if I had to choose between the Ronzan Empire and the Forest of Beasts, I would take the Empire. The northern barbarians were only after the fertile land of central Ares, so they would probably spare you if you meekly surrendered. But monsters were different. They mercilessly slaughtered and ate humans, and they didn’t care about occupying places, so they destroyed buildings too. If they went on a rampage, they’d leave nothing but destruction in their wake.


  When I mentioned this to my party members, however, I met with an objection from Kylan, who had grown up in north central Ares.


  “No way, humans are much scarier than monsters, Marcus.”


  “How?” I asked.


  “Monsters are simple. They attack and kill people, and that’s all. It’s clean.”


  In what world are monsters clean? I wondered.


  “The Ronzan Empire is a bunch of humans invading, and that comes with all sorts of headaches,” Kylan went on. “Like, even after everyone went through so much to stop the Empire’s southern campaign, they started saying stuff like, ‘There’s a collaborator here,’ or, ‘That guy’s part northerner,’ and they got into fights. I mean, that was all before I was born, so I’ve only heard stories, but still.”


  I hadn’t considered it until now, but Kylan was right. You couldn’t collaborate with monsters, and there weren’t any humans who were part monster or anything. With monsters, that just wasn’t something you had to worry about.


  “Then, does that mean you’d rather live in Farune, on the border of the Forest of Beasts, than next to the Empire in northern Eyland?” I asked.


  “No, not at all,” he instantly replied.


  “I could never.”


  “Definitely not.”


  Even Darion and Belinda, who had only been listening to us talk, agreed with him.


  “Wait, why not? Aren’t monsters better?”


  “What are you talking about, Marcus? You know Farune’s ruled by Mad King Mars, right?” Kylan shrugged his shoulders and laughed.


  Excuse me?


  “Exactly, monsters and the Ronzan Empire are both scary, but the Mad King of Farune is way scarier,” Belinda said. “I’ve heard that in the places they occupy, they stuff people’s mouths with monster meat. We’re eating monsters ourselves because we want to get stronger and we have no other choice, but it’s just inhuman to force people to eat that poisonous stuff.”


  We haven’t gone that far… Well, maybe we’ve done something similar, but it’s not like I ordered them to do it.


  “But I hear Farune’s government isn’t all that bad,” I said. “They say there’s low taxes there, for one thing.” Despite everything, Farune was beloved by its people. Hey, I was surprised too. But at the very least, it was definitely better than monsters or the Ronzan Empire.


  “Why are you taking Farune’s side, Marcus? Didn’t you run away because they invaded your home?” Kylan said. Everyone looked puzzled.


  “No!” I said hastily. “I’m a wizard, so even if I have a grudge, I always make sure to look at things objectively, that’s all! Yeah, the king of Farune might have a bad reputation, but I’m sure he has his good points too!”


  Unable to stay silent, I attempted to improve my own public image.


  “Even though he made that fiendish Lightning Empress his queen?” Kylan said.


  I was silent. There was nothing I could say.


  “You know, he even went out of his way to make the Frenzied Princess, who didn’t have any suitors whatsoever, his second consort. That just isn’t something someone with an ounce of humanity would do,” Belinda said, pouring salt in the wound.


  Stop it, my heart can’t take any more of this.


  “And I hear that his third and fourth consorts are pretty strong too,” Darion added. “Personally, I think he’s doing it to raise strong children, so he can make them compete against each other until only the strongest one is left. After that, his scheme is to be the first person in history to conquer the whole world—not just the continent of Ares.” Though Darion usually wasn’t very talkative, now, he painted a picture of a hellish future. And for some reason, Kylan and Belinda were nodding along.


  “I wouldn’t put it past him.”


  “You may be right.”


  What? Is that really what everyone thinks of me? No, no, no, I’d never make my precious children fight each other. My consorts do seem like they might make a mess of things, but you know, I’m prepared to do everything I can to stop them if I have to. I definitely don’t want my kids to suffer.


  But I could really only do so much to cover for myself.


  “W-Well, King Mars aside, Farune has to be better than the Ronzan Empire, with its southward invasion, and the Forest of Beasts, with its monster stampedes, right?”


  As you can imagine, I was loath to be bad-mouthed more than things that were, like, once-in-a-century natural disasters.


  “It’s weird how much you’re taking Farune’s side, Marcus.” Kylan was looking at me with suspicion.


  “I’m not trying to. It’s just that as a wizard, I’m viewing the matter from a scientific standpoint, that’s all.”


  “But Marcus.” Belinda placed a hand on my shoulder. “Think about it. The center of the continent has had some squabbles, but for a long time it was basically peaceful. And now it’s been suddenly plunged into an age of war. All because of that crazy country.”


  “Crazy? Dorssen was the one that attacked first, and—”


  “She’s right, Marcus.” Darion placed a hand on my other shoulder. “There’s no way that a place where they eat poisonous monster meat, fight each other to the death in an arena every day, and pick fights with the holy Church of Mauve is a respectable country.”


  You’ve got me there.


  “Th-Then, if Farune and the Ronzan Empire went to war, which side would you rather win?” I asked, trying to put up one last counterargument. Farune is totally better than being conquered by a bunch of northern barbarians. Probably.


  “It’d be best if they just killed each other,” Kylan replied mercilessly, and Belinda and Darion nodded.


  I felt my chest fill with anguish.


  In the meantime, while I was on my journey, listening to such harsh comments from my companions, Farune actually was being invaded by the Ronzan Empire.
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  I: Ivanov


  BETWEEN the countries of the central continent and the Ronzan Empire in northern Ares lay the steep Astana Mountains. The region was inhabited by many monsters—though not so many as the Forest of Beasts—and for humans, traversing it was no simple task. Because of this, traffic across the Astanas was sparse.


  While the central countries had no interest in the vast, frigid land to the north, it had long been the Ronzan Empire’s ambition to possess the warm, fertile soil of the center, and they had embarked on military campaigns to expand southward many times in the past.


  This time, in its attempt to conquer the south, the Ronzan Empire had split its army across two fronts. The first army, led by Prince Ivanov, was embarking on an offensive into northern Eyland. Ivanov was third in line in the imperial succession, and he was also a wizard—a rarity in the Empire, where powerful warriors were prized. Despite his somewhat slender build, he was still thoroughly imposing. Clearly, he had the makings of a warrior, but he had been deemed insufficient for a member of the imperial family. For Ivanov, this had turned into a complex, as well as the driving force behind his identity as a wizard.


  Ivanov advanced with the warriors of his army out front. He and the corps of mages under his direct command brought up the very rear. The idea was to make the vaunted mighty warriors of the Ronzan Empire open up a path for the mages to leisurely pass through behind. It was logical, but there was admittedly a long-simmering resentment behind it as well.


  In the Ronzan Empire, strength was valued above all else, while magic was continually disdained as something only the weak studied. There was also a historical context for shame around this: culturally, the Empire lagged behind the center of the continent, and its low literacy rate meant an underdeveloped system of education. As a natural consequence, magic never enjoyed widespread use. That was really why the Empire’s warriors had always disparaged wizards.


  The warriors under Ivanov’s command weren’t pleased by the treatment they were receiving. They hated having to obey the orders of a wizard like Ivanov. The commander of the other invading army, Egor, was second in the imperial succession and a brave mountain of a man who boasted enormous strength; any warrior would rather have served under him.


  Ivanov knew all this, so he despised warriors. Of course, that didn’t mean he could fight a war with only his mages, so it was with no other choice that he also had a contingent of warriors under his command. He had given the warriors the duty of opening a path for the army because working them into the ground after their constant insults helped quell his discontent. The warriors were no fools either, so they were fully aware of this. However, they couldn’t very well defy an imperial prince like Ivanov, so they were working strenuously to preserve their dignity.


  Watching them, a wizard from among Ivanov’s inner circle laughed scornfully.


  “Indeed, the warriors’ strength makes them ideal physical laborers.”


  Ivanov’s mouth also curved into a smile. “Yes, they’re perfect for mindless grunt work.”


  Thus, Ivanov’s army continued its advance, despite its internal conflicts.


  🍖🍖🍖


  ONCE Ivanov finally crossed the Astanas and arrived at the border with the Kingdom of Eyland—now the Holy Kingdom of Eyland—the first thing he did was send a letter. It contained an offer of peace for Pope Maria, the ruler of Eyland, on the condition that she marry him, an imperial prince of the Ronzan Empire. Needless to say, Ivanov didn’t expect his proposal to be accepted. He had only made it at all to change the public perception of the Empire. In the past, all southern campaigns had essentially been unilateral invasions by the Empire, which had never even made an attempt at diplomacy. With this gesture, Ivanov had shown that he was willing to listen to the other side.


  Once the letter had been sent, Ivanov immediately began military operations, not bothering to wait for a reply. He didn’t expect the letter to have much of an effect anyway, and he didn’t want to commit the foolish error of allowing his enemy time to fortify their defenses.


  When they received the order to attack, the Ronzan warriors were in high spirits, and they set about assaulting Eyland’s forts one after the other. The garrison in northern Eyland was fully prepared for a Ronzan invasion, so it stubbornly resisted. Even after a fort was captured, Eyland’s troops withdrew and re-entrenched themselves in a fort to the rear, all while keeping casualties at an absolute minimum. This meant it took time for the Ronzans to conquer the territory, and by the time they made it to the fortress that was Eyland’s stronghold in the north, the Ronzan warriors were thoroughly exhausted.


  Regardless, Ivanov unhesitatingly issued his weary men another order: “Take that fortress.”


  The general in command of the warrior corps protested.


  “Your Imperial Highness, now that we have finally conquered all the forts, the tension has broken and the warriors are tired. I believe we should rest and make every preparation before beginning another assault.”


  “What are you talking about?” Ivanov looked coldly at the general. “Surely this can’t be all it takes for Ronza’s warriors to give in. What would our founder, Emperor Ronza, think if he heard they got tired before capturing a single stronghold? He would give them their eternal rest, let me tell you that. But, very well. I am not as merciless as he was. If you insist, I’ll give you a break, so what will it be? I’ll have you know, my mages are already prepared to fight.”


  There was no way the prideful general could back down now after being so belittled.


  “Understood. If Your Imperial Highness wishes, we shall proudly show you the strength of Ronza’s warriors!”


  Leaving Ivanov’s tent and returning to his own forces, the general reported their exchange to the warriors and did what he could to boost their morale.


  “We’ll be eternally shamed if we lose to wizards!” he declared. “Now is the time to show the strength of warriors!”


  Hearing his speech, the warriors became enraged, and they took up their weapons and went toward the Eylish fortress.


  As they watched the scene unfold, Ivanov and his retinue chuckled. 


  Fools are so easy to manipulate.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MEANWHILE, inside the Eylish fortress, the permanent garrison had been joined by soldiers who had withdrawn from the forts, as well as reinforcements dispatched from the capital of Gardon, and they were making preparations to intercept the invaders.


  “Still, it’s far from perfect…”


  Count Wolf sighed as he observed the Imperial army from atop the fortress walls. He had originally been one of the old Kingdom of Eyland’s Three Counts, and after Maria had saved his life and appointed him to an important military position, he was now charged with full command over the Holy Kingdom of Eyland’s entire army. Having said that, the war with Farune had greatly weakened the old Eylish army, and they had lost many of their elite soldiers. Though the Empire was his enemy, Wolf was forced to admit that they had timed their assault perfectly.


  “Are these our only hope?”


  Wolf looked at the crossbows the soldiers were holding. They had been made by the late Count Godwin to serve as a weapon against Farune. Farune hadn’t shown any interest in the crossbows after the battle, so the Eylish had recovered them, and Wolf had ordered more of them to be produced for this fight.


  Crossbows showed their full power in defensive fights, rather than offensive. It was believed that they would also work quite well against the Ronzan Empire’s warriors, who were known for their brute strength.


  “After all, they already proved effective in the war with Farune,” Wolf mumbled, smiling wryly.


  The crossbows had, in fact, demonstrated their usefulness, but Eyland had still ultimately lost. This was largely due to the extraordinary strength of Farune, and especially of King Mars himself.


  “Well, there’s no way a second monster like him is out there.”


  Cheering himself up, Wolf looked at the approaching Ronzan warriors. They had large builds, a clear contrast with the soldiers native to the central continent. It was enough to make one wonder what they were eating to get so huge. They appeared to be even stronger than the Hundred of Farune. They all carried shields, and in their hands each held their preferred weapon, whether a sword, spear, or axe. Although they were wearing armor, there was no uniformity among them, and they resembled a well-equipped horde of bandits more than an army.


  The warriors walked forward unhurriedly, then stopped on a dime just outside the range of the fortress’s archers. Their headquarters was far to their rear, and they didn’t have the benefit of a magic barrier.


  How in the world could they tell? Wolf thought, impressed. He would have no doubt given the order to fire had they taken just one more step forward. Clearly, they possessed something like a warrior’s sixth sense.


  Wolf unconsciously swallowed. There’s no way they’re just going to stand there.


  As a matter of fact, Wolf had fought the Ronzan army before. It had been during the Empire’s previous southern campaign, and he had still been in his mid-teens, before inheriting his title. The central countries had won the war thanks to the outstanding efforts of Master Matou, but every single one of the Ronzan soldiers had been strong, like berserkers—strong enough that Wolf still saw them in his nightmares, even now.


  “If my memory is correct, when they attack, they first use sound to—”


  Before he could finish speaking, the Ronzan warriors began to bang their weapons against their shields and stomp their feet, as if to signify their arrival. And then, they let out loud, animalistic cries.


  “Aaaaahhhhh!!!”


  “Graaahhh!!!”


  “Ooooooohhhhhh!!!”


  The piercing din echoed around the fortress, making the garrison tremble with fear.


  “They’re coming!” Wolf shouted loudly, not to be outdone. If they let this overwhelm them, the fortress would fall in a matter of moments.


  The Ronzan warriors used noise and their voices to embolden themselves and fill their bodies with strength. Then, once that surge reached its peak, they all broke into a run. The Holy Kingdom’s soldiers were completely cowed.


  This was how the battle began.


  II: Count Wolf


  “ARCHERS, fire!”


  At Wolf’s insistent order, the overawed Eylish soldiers pulled themselves together and began to loose their arrows. However, the Ronzan warriors easily deflected the arrows with their weapons and shields and pushed forward. Some even diverted them with their bare hands.


  Watching this, Wolf quickly issued another command.


  “Mages, ready your spells!”


  The wizards waiting behind him began to chant incantations. They would dispel the barrier for a single moment and cast their attack magic.


  Soon, magic flames rained down on the enemy, explosions dotting the scene, but still, the Ronzan warriors didn’t lessen their pace. They appeared to have a considerable resistance to magic.


  Cries of amazement went up from the Eylish army.


  “What strength!”


  The Ronzans may not have been as ridiculously powerful as Farune’s Hundred, but they were quite capable warriors.


  “Incoming magic response from enemy headquarters!” a voice shouted from a watchtower.


  “Redeploy the barrier!”


  The hastily reformed barrier was struck by a deluge of magic light cast by the Imperial forces, and several massive flames exploded against it.


  “Just as I thought, we can’t use magic against them.” A crease formed on Wolf’s brow. In the past, the Empire’s wizards had been weak, but this time it had been reported that they had created a powerful mage corps.


  Observing the state of the battle from the fortress walls, Wolf issued another order. “It isn’t over yet! Once they get close enough, target them with your crossbows!”


  His ace in the hole, the crossbow unit, aimed at the enemy through narrow arrowslits built into the fortress walls. They could continually launch bolts at the enemy from inside the fortress without being subject to attacks themselves.


  Finally, when the Ronzan warriors arrived close to the walls, they were hit by a volley of crossbow bolts. The crossbowmen had learned from their experience in the war with Farune; at each arrowslit, two were stationed so they could take turns firing.


  The crossbow bolts took almost perfectly straight paths as they flew toward their targets. Even the Ronzan warriors were unable to defend against them, and they fell in quick succession. The crossbows had also been specially made with enhanced power to fight against Farune, so while their range was short, they packed a powerful punch, and their bolts pierced through both armor and shields.


  “What are those arrows?!” the general commanding the Ronzan warriors shouted. His men, whom he had trained to easily be able to defend against arrows, were being rapidly felled. Not only that, but they should have been tough enough to think nothing of one or two arrow wounds—and they were being instantly killed in only a single shot! The sight was hard to believe.


  “Retreat! Retreat!” the general ordered, unable to bear it. The Ronzan warriors may have been mighty and brave, but prolonging the attack any further would only lead to additional useless deaths.


  Meanwhile, seeing that the enemy army was withdrawing, Wolf shouted.


  “Look at that! We drove back the Ronzan barbarians! Compared to those Farunian fiends, these weaklings are nothing!”


  The soldiers nodded vehemently, raising shouts of joy. To think, better the Ronzans than the Hundred.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “THAT was a disgrace! And you call yourself a proud warrior of Ronza?”


  Upon his return, the Ronzan general was subjected to a reprimanding from Ivanov. It was frustrating, but deserved: he had been completely beaten, after all. Many of the battle-hardened warriors leading the charge had died. The general hung his head, unable to look up.


  As for Ivanov, however, he wasn’t actually angry. If anything, he had been hoping the general would fail. To the haughty creatures called warriors, strength was everything, and they looked down on those without it. Wizards were an easy target for their contempt, and warriors often called them weaklings to their faces. Even a prince like Ivanov had experienced this. In Ivanov’s specific case, the person who had insulted him had been punished, yes, but had also ended up being commended for his courage. Because of this, Ivanov deeply distrusted warriors. He had actually been more afraid that the warriors would successfully capture the fortress, then disparage the wizards who had been standing by in the rear for being useless. However, the warriors had failed spectacularly. He almost wanted to send a message of thanks to the enemy.


  After giving the general a scolding and alleviating his own long-standing anguish, Ivanov dismissed the man, then summoned his inner circle and began to work out a plan to take the fortress. Although his private resentment had played a part, Ivanov had actually needed this loss. Without it, the warriors would no doubt have continued to fight without heeding his orders. Now they had tasted defeat and lost face, he thought, surely they would meekly submit to his command.


  The coming era will be dominated by the wise. Warriors whose only skill is their strength just need to be silent and listen to me. 


  He was confident that the leaders of the next era would be mages like him. For that reason, he had to make this southern campaign a success—an even greater success than the other expeditionary force led by Egor. Ivanov was planning on eventually killing his brother, absorbing his armies, and conquering all the countries of the central continent. This was not the time to be struggling to take a single fortress.


  “Those brutes were killed by powerful arrows fired from within the fortress, it seems. Do we have anything we can do against that?” Ivanov asked the assembled leaders of his mage corps.


  The Ronzan Empire’s mage corps had been formed as a countermeasure against Master Matou, who had been responsible for much of the strife during the previous southern expedition. This meant that compared to the mage corps of the central continent, Ronza’s placed more emphasis on how well its members could defend against magic and defeat wizards. The mages also adopted the role of tacticians and studied battle strategy, which the warriors disliked doing.


  The wizards began to make suggestions.


  “If they were ordinary arrows, the warriors would have just batted them to the side. They appear to be using rather powerful bows—crossbows, in all likelihood.”


  “Crossbow bolts penetrate armor. As a countermeasure, perhaps we could procure lumber from a nearby forest, make thick wooden planks, and raise them as defensive shields during the assault.”


  “There’s not even any need to make planks; it’ll be enough just to pile up logs and tie them together. Ronzan warriors should be able to carry them, even if they’re somewhat heavy.”


  A plan was smoothly established. Ivanov nodded with satisfaction.


  “Indeed, that should work. Now, let’s turn those warriors into woodcutters,” he said, quickly moving to put the strategy into action. He never had any intention of asking the warriors for their input.


  As a matter of fact, though, the warriors did reluctantly comply with the orders they received—because the plan had seemed like an effective one. Thus, Ronza’s brawny warriors set about diligently chopping trees.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “THE Ronzan army appears to be felling trees in a nearby forest.”


  After receiving this report from a scout, Wolf accurately grasped the intentions of the enemy army.


  “So they mean to use logs as shields against our crossbows,” he said. He probably would have done the same in their position. No matter how powerful crossbow bolts may have been, they weren’t powerful enough to pierce thick wooden planks.


  “Shall we use magic to burn the wood?” one of his aides suggested.


  “They’ll no doubt soak the wood in water, too, and I’m sure they’ll defend against magic next time as well,” Wolf said. “After all, I hear the enemy leader, Ivanov, can cast magic.”


  Veteran general Wolf was fully up to date on enemy intelligence. Surprisingly, there was a magical system of communication in Farune that made it possible to quickly share highly accurate information—and they had freely given that information to Wolf. 


  So even Farune, which appears to fight so recklessly, actually has a wealth of information sources, he thought, impressed.


  As it happened, Prime Minister Gamarath and King Nicol, the younger brother of King Mars, had built the system in question, and it was mainly used for internal administrative and economic affairs. Mars’s wars hadn’t made use of it whatsoever; Gamarath and Nicol believed Mars didn’t need such trivial information, and Mars himself hadn’t even been aware that such a system existed. So, this was the first time it was being used in war. 


  Of course, Wolf didn’t know any of this. Either way, the information Nicol had gathered from within and without the country had been valuable: it had told Wolf that the enemy commander was Prince Ivanov, who was third in the Imperial succession, along with the unusual tidbit that the prince was himself a wizard, and had brought a corps of mages from the Ronzan Empire.


  “What if we use oil?” Wolf said.


  Whenever two groups of wizards clashed, they both put up barriers, rendering magic ineffective. Ultimately, the Eylish would have no choice but to fight a primitive defensive battle. Wolf’s plan was to scatter oil from the tops of the walls, then burn the wood the enemy was sure to use as shields.


  III: Fall


  THE Ronzan army lined up the logs they’d cut, tied them together, then lifted up the resulting bundles and made them into shields. Although they were quite heavy when used in that fashion, they felt reliable, like they could defend against any arrow the enemy might fire at them. Then, after dousing the shields in water as a defense against fire, the Ronzan warriors pushed the logs to the front and began a slow, turtle-like advance.


  This time, the mage corps was following from behind as a measure to defend against the enemy’s magic attacks. Of course, Ivanov himself was far to the rear at headquarters; he hadn’t moved an inch.


  As planned, the Eylish army threw oil on the approaching log shields, then shot fire arrows. The Ronzan wizards put up a barrier and blocked them. The Eylish mage corps attempted to break through the barrier, but the Ronzan wizards’ magic was surprisingly tough. This was both the fruit of their research into blocking Master Matou’s spells, and a benefit of their numerical advantage.


  As a result, the crossbows were useless against the log shields, and the Ronzan soldiers made it all the way to the fortress gate.


  “Begin a withdrawal from the rear gate,” Wolf said, quickly deciding to abandon the fortress.


  There were still several defensive strongholds to his rear. And, although the crossbows had been countered this time, he wanted to preserve them for the next fight. He had also received news that reinforcements were coming from Farune.


  “With those fiends on my side, there’s no telling how this’ll turn out.”


  Mumbling to himself, Wolf left behind the minimum necessary force inside the fortress, then began to help as many soldiers escape as he could. Ivanov hadn’t planned on encircling and annihilating them, so the withdrawal went smoothly.


  Then, Wolf headed to the inside of the front gate himself to buy the time they needed to withdraw. The Ronzan soldiers were attempting to use axes and greatswords to break in; it was only a matter of time until the gate was destroyed.


  No sooner had Wolf arrived than the gate was indeed smashed and the Ronzan warriors surged like an avalanche into the fortress. Waiting for them on the other side was a massive blade: Wolf’s sword technique, Giant Edge.
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  With a sweeping swing of his sword, the blade of which had been expanded to many times its original size thanks to a coating of mana, Wolf cleaved the assaulting Ronzan warriors in half.


  “What’s with that crazy huge sword?!”


  “My buddy was just chopped in two…”


  “I’ve never seen a sword technique like that!”


  Even the Ronzan warriors shrunk back in the face of such an imposing ability.


  “Just as I thought, they aren’t quite the same level as the Hundred.”


  The white-haired general flashed a fierce, toothy grin and swung his Giant Edge again and again, as if to release all the frustration that had been building since the war with Farune. The violence, borderline absurd as it was, was enough to make the courageous Ronzans flee.


  After displaying the strength of someone who had once been one of the Three Counts, Wolf began an unhurried withdrawal. The Ronzan warriors chased after him, refusing to allow him to get away after striking such a decisive blow. But when the crossbowmen stationed along his escape route sniped them, they fell in rapid succession, just as they had at the beginning of the assault. This had been the final element of Wolf’s tactic, and the Ronzans had fallen for it hook, line, and sinker.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “HALT.”


  Ivanov forbade any unnecessary pursuit. For the time being, he contented himself with capturing a fortress that would act as a bridgehead into Eylish territory. In fact, Ivanov’s army was not fully assembled either. The vast majority was still en route, in part due to the steep mountain crossing. The top priority had been to secure a base that would be able to accommodate that army, so this was a satisfactory result.


  However… Ivanov stepped into the captured fortress, lost in thought. That army from the central continent was unexpectedly strong. I heard their soldiers were weak, but they dealt large casualties to Ronza’s warriors. I thought they’d be nothing without Master Matou. Is this the influence of Farune, that country I’ve heard all those rumors about?


  His hunch was correct. Before the rise of Farune, Eyland would have helplessly crumbled in the presence of the Ronzan warriors. But due to the monsters of Farune’s vaunted Hundred, Eyland—no, all the central countries—had developed an immunity against the Ronzan Empire. Crossbows, weapons made specially to counter the Hundred, were a prime example of this.


  Very well then. I’ll wait here for my entire army to arrive, and then I’ll simply overwhelm them with numbers. Those thickheaded warriors looked like they were struggling against mere crossbows, but with the weapons I developed, victory is virtually assured.


  A bold smile appeared on Ivanov’s face.


  🍖🍖🍖


  WOLF had retreated with his army in tow, but there was nothing gloomy about his expression. Although they had sustained some casualties, the Holy Kingdom army nevertheless had few losses, and considering the damage they had dealt to the famously powerful Imperial army, the battle had been tantamount to a victory. Plus, after running wild as he pleased with his Giant Edge, Wolf felt refreshed. But his expression clouded over at the final defensive stronghold.


  This was because Farune’s reinforcements were already there. Actually, he was glad about that part. The problem was the person leading them:


  “Lightning Empress Frau…”


  Wolf unconsciously groaned the moment he saw her doll-like face in the entrance hall of the castle. It was the notorious queen of Farune, infamous for her many outrageous deeds. She was especially well-known for killing some Shades Eyland had sent to Farune, turning them into the undead, then sending them back into Eyland’s royal palace to cause a bloodbath. In Vulcan, she had shocked surrounding countries by burning an entire forest to ash along with a twenty-thousand-strong army, their late king included, leaving no survivors. It was said that she had also caused her fair share of destruction in Farune, Cadonia, Dorssen, and the Theocracy of Mauve. 


  She should have been well into adulthood, but her features were like those of a sweet young girl, which made her utterly lifeless expression all the more uncanny. However, she was the queen of the country that was Wolf’s current de facto overlord—he had no option but to accord her every courtesy.


  “Pardon me, Your Majesty,” Wolf said, kneeling in apology for accidentally referring to her without her proper title.


  “It’s fine,” the white-haired girl replied in an emotionless voice.


  Wolf was unsure if that meant he could stand up, but then, a woman next to Frau intervened.


  “Oh, it’s all right. You may stand.”


  This was no doubt one of Frau’s aides. She was wearing a large, black, pointed hat, exactly the sort a wizard might prefer.


  “My bad,” Wolf said, getting up. By the time he was back on his feet, Frau had turned away and begun walking, as if she had already lost interest in him.


  The other woman smiled awkwardly, apologizing in her master’s stead. “Please, don’t take it to heart,” she said. “Lady Frau is always like this.”


  “Well, I have heard the rumors, so it’s no issue,” Wolf replied. “By the way, what’s your name?” He sensed that he was going to be speaking more with her than with the taciturn Frau.


  “I’m Mika. I serve as the vice-master of the Mages’ Guild at my lady’s behest.”


  Just as Wolf had thought, she was the Mages’ Guild’s number two. Considering she was one of the notorious Frau’s wizards, she seemed unexpectedly open to communication.


  “Is Lady Frau’s Mages’ Guild going to comprise the only reinforcements from Farune?”


  It would be a dependable military force, but Wolf was still apprehensive about the Guild’s small size.


  “No, there’s also an army that always accompanies us…” Mika’s voice trailed off.


  It was enough to remind Wolf of the Farunian army, which was even more notorious than their Mages’ Guild.


  Just then, one of his men who had entered the castle before him returned in a panic.


  “Lord Wolf! There are monsters in the castle!”


  I knew it. Wolf wordlessly followed the man to the castle courtyard, where dozens of giant wolves were lying on the ground, stretched out peacefully. They were powerful monsters called Warwolves. When Wolf approached them, their ears pricked up, but they must have sensed that he wasn’t hostile, because then their ears flopped back down.


  “Are you Count Wolf?” a black-haired woman asked, appearing from amid the wolves. She was short, almost like a child, but there was no way someone who could maintain their composure with all these monsters around was an ordinary girl. Upon closer inspection, her eyes had a strange glint to them.


  “The man himself… And who are you?” Wolf asked.


  “My name is Keely, and I serve as the leader of the monster army,” Keely explained happily. “Have you come to see my cute doggies?”


  Wolf recoiled somewhat. Who would willingly come to look at monsters? he wondered. This was Lightning Empress Frau’s monster army, and Wolf felt more affinity with their enemy, the Ronzan Empire’s warriors, than he did with them.


  “Ah… Yeah, I came here after hearing there were monsters in the courtyard. Farune’s Warwolves are quite impressive.” Wolf chose his words so as not to sour Keely’s mood.


  “Yes, they are, aren’t they?” Keely agreed, nodding enthusiastically and smiling from ear to ear. “I feed my doggies good stuff, and I give them proper exercise, after all. They’re different from the run-of-the-mill Warwolves you might find just anywhere.”


  Making an effort not to think about what that “good stuff” might be, Wolf asked a question.


  “By the way, are you going to keep those… cute doggies… in the castle? My men are scared of them.”


  “Oh, that’s all right,” Keely assured him. “I’ll station them outside. I only brought them inside the castle because there weren’t many soldiers here, and I was using them as guards, that’s all.”


  “Much appreciated.” Wolf gave a nod. “By the way, how many Warwolves do you have? I’d like to get a grasp of the total count before the showdown with the Ronzan army.”


  He was receiving reports that the Imperial army was streaming across the Astanas, increasing the number of soldiers under Ivanov’s command. The more allies he had on his side, the better—even if those allies were monsters.


  “I think we’ve got more than a thousand. They breed on their own, so I don’t know the exact amount. Ahahahaha!”


  Keely appeared to be casually laughing, but her eyes were brimming with madness, and Wolf felt a chill run down his spine. Still, the fact that there were over a thousand Warwolves this large was reassuring. They were probably strong enough to take on a ten-thousand-strong human army.


  Just then, yet another person who appeared to be a mage showed up. She was a striking woman with long, flowing brown hair.


  “Lord Wolf,” said the new mage, “regarding your concern about our strength, Lady Carmilla is also headed this way, leading an army ten thousand strong.”


  Wolf turned to look at the woman, and she smiled and continued.


  “Excuse me, I haven’t yet introduced myself,” she began. “My name is Noa, and I am a member of Farune’s Mages’ Guild.” She picked up her skirt and did a refined curtsy. Wolf guessed she was the Mages’ Guild’s number three.


  So, the Eylish army will join with the Farune’s Mages’ Guild, their monster army, and now Dorssen’s army?


  It was a powerful lineup, probably enough to conquer and subjugate one of the countries of the central continent. But they were up against the Ronzan Empire. They had been able to put up a good fight in a defensive battle, but the Empire would no doubt come at them with a massive host next time. After all, this was the country that mercilessly conscripted its people and was said to possess an inexhaustible supply of manpower.


  All things considered, it’s just been one big war after another in my old age, hasn’t it?


  Wolf smiled wryly at his own ill luck.


  IV: The Melancholy of the Saint


  THE Holy Kingdom of Eyland was being besieged by invaders, but its leader, Pope Maria, hadn’t moved at all from the capital city of Gardon. At every turn, she voiced her worries, saying, “Should I not go into battle myself, and work my healing on the soldiers?”


  However, everyone around her admonished her with one voice: “Now that Your Holiness has become Pope, you must not act in vain. For now, it is most vital that you remain in the capital and calm the agitated hearts of the people.”


  It was said that upon hearing this, Maria slumped her shoulders, lowered her eyes, and shed tears, saying, “I see… Even as pope, I cannot do as I wish.”


  The details of this exchange spread not only to the rest of the palace, but also to the Eylish army and the general population, and everyone reflected on Maria’s difficult position. So even Lady Maria is agonizing over the situation, they thought.


  Of course, this conversation was a setup by Maria. She only hinted that she might join up with the army when there were people nearby who might stop her, and their admonishments were exactly what she was expecting. 


  As a matter of fact, some people were of the opinion that she should go to the battlefield and make full use of her healing powers, but when they were around, Maria would just say something inoffensive, like, “Lord Mauve is grieving the disorder in the human heart. This, too, must be a divine message,” and stubbornly gave no indication that she would act.


  Self-interest was behind Maria’s inaction: I’ll look weak if I say prayers for them, only for them to lose the war. She had healed the Hundred when she was accompanying Farune’s army because she had been confident that Farune would win no matter what happened. The presence of monsters like Mars, Frau, and Cassandra had given her the assurance that there was no way they could lose. Proactively using her recovery magic had merely given the impression that she had contributed to Farune’s victory.


  However, when it came to the Ronzan Empire’s invasion, it was clear from any angle that the Holy Kingdom of Eyland wasn’t currently strong enough to win. Their defeat was certain, and no healing spell from Maria would change that. Basically, it would be a waste of magic, and she was afraid that the legend of her invincibility would fall apart. 


  I must only go into battle when victory is certain.


  As a matter of fact, while the Eylish army was fighting admirably, they had suffered a string of defeats, with their forts and strongholds falling in quick succession. At this rate, Gardon would fall eventually, and as far as Maria was concerned, that would be her time to beat a hasty retreat. Of course, on the surface she would pretend she intended to stay, saying something that sounded plausible, like, “As the ruler of this country, I will share the same fate as Gardon!” But she had already taken into account that her personal attendant, Annie, or her bodyguards, led by Karen, would do anything to get her to escape, even if it meant using force. And naturally, she had no intention of resisting. With the transport magic facility known as the Gate, she could easily flee at any time. Even if some unforeseen emergency occurred, the Holy Knights remaining in the capital would no doubt lay down their lives to save her.


  Maria’s plan was perfect. But she did have one worry. The main body of the Holy Kingdom’s army had massed at the northern stronghold, and Frau’s Mages’ Guild had joined them. And now, the Dorssenian army led by Carmilla was en route as well. This was quite a powerful force. They might even win. However, it was also reported that the Imperial army was still receiving reinforcements. The most likely outcome remained unclear.


  Just one more push is all I ask. If only Lord Mars were to make an appearance, but…


  This was the saint’s present cause for melancholy.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “ME, take full command?” Wolf asked, surprised by the sudden proposal.


  “Yes. The Mages’ Guild and the monster army will remain under Lady Frau’s command, but I believe it would be best if you, Lord Wolf, were to take command over the Holy Kingdom’s army,” suggested Mika, who was in attendance at the war council as Frau’s stand-in.


  “But armies only wield their full strength when united as one. There are any number of past examples of armies moving separately, only to suffer defeat. I really think Lady Frau should take command over the entire army…”


   As a levelheaded soldier, Wolf felt uneasy about breaking apart their forces. He was also apprehensive about taking command when he was ranked lower than Frau.


  “Let me ask you a question, Lord Wolf.” Mika’s eyes turned serious. “Are you comfortable allowing Lady Frau to do as she pleases with your precious men? You do know that in Farune, the Hundred is the standard for soldiers, don’t you?


  Her words had a curious significance to them.


  Wolf paused, then retracted his previous opinion. “Actually, you’re right, that wouldn’t be good,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking.”


  This was Frau he was dealing with. There was no telling how she might oversee the army. He could easily picture her killing the soldiers, reviving them as undead, and making them into an immortal host. Even if she didn’t go that far, it would be an issue if she expected them to be able to fight like the Hundred.


  “I’m glad you understand, Lord Wolf.” Mika smiled brightly. “Lady Frau herself said that we would get better results if you act as you see fit. Therefore, we wizards will annihilate the enemy’s advance unit, so please prepare during that time.”


  This war council had been convened to discuss how to deal with the advance unit the Imperial army had sent out. The enemy’s goal was reconnaissance-in-force, so leaving them alone had seemed unwise; if the Mages’ Guild was going to take care of them, that would be perfect.


  “Then, I’ll let you take care of that,” Wolf said. He had been swamped with work reorganizing the army, so he was grateful that the Mages’ Guild was there to fight for him on their own initiative. Usually, a wizard’s role on the battlefield was to put up magic barriers, only casting attack spells to contain the enemy. The only mage corps that went on the attack was the one that had belonged to the Magedom of Kiel, which Farune had destroyed.


  Is this another one of Farune’s strengths? Wolf thought. He sighed, watching Mika’s back as she left.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MEANWHILE, Frau had already finished preparing to attack. Mika had only gone to Wolf to ask his permission for appearances’ sake.


  “Now then, let’s go,” Mika said when she returned.


  As soon as she finished speaking, the Farunian wizards all began to recite spells—flying magic. The first one to float into the air was Frau, of course. As if carried by a gust of wind, she soared up into the sky from one of the fortress’s balconies. Mika, then Noa followed after her. Keely had already left to group up with the Warwolves.


  “It’s nice to be free,” Frau muttered.


  In the fighting in Vulcan, she had been able to wreak as much havoc as she pleased at first, but midway through she had received a scolding from Sheila and been placed completely under her command. Then, Sheila had forced her into a boring fight, where she dealt the enemy army as few casualties as possible, until they were compelled to surrender. For Sheila, this had been an exceedingly rational strategy for a civil war, but it had stressed Frau out—although she had been so afraid of Sheila that she hadn’t been able to disobey her.


  But while Frau had a hard time standing up to the knight, that didn’t mean she held a grudge against her. She didn’t dislike strong people. Determining rank with things like status or lineage was complicated and confusing, whereas putting the strong on top was simple and straightforward. So, princess consorts, who were considered important, should be strong.


  The fiendishly strong Sheila was probably fighting the Ronzan army led by Egor right about now. That felt quite reassuring to Frau.


  “It’s a race,” Frau muttered again as she traveled through the sky. Though Sheila didn’t know it, Frau was planning on competing with the knight to see who could defeat their part of the Ronzan Empire the fastest.


  V: The Vulcanian Front, 1


  WHEN the news reached Vulcan that the Ronzan Empire was on the move, the Seven Celestial Swords, led by Sheila’s younger brother, Hart, were overjoyed: this was their chance to redeem themselves.


  These new Celestial Swords hadn’t fought as well as they had hoped in Vulcan’s civil war, and they had played second fiddle to Frau’s Mages’ Guild. Seeing as they had been born into Celestial Sword families, they all had the makings of powerful warriors, and they had further amplified their strength by eating monster meat, so they were by no means weak. However, they didn’t quite possess the commanding power of someone like Ogma, which meant that they had been greatly hindered by the numerically superior king’s faction in the war. Ever since this disgrace, they had been receiving instruction from Yamato, who imposed hellish training on them akin to how the Hundred trained. 


  This time, the Seven Celestial Swords had the zeal to succeed. However, there just wasn’t enough time to get ready. It had only been half a year since the conquest of Vulcan, and Sheila thought it unlikely that they had abruptly gotten stronger.


  As for Sheila herself, she had fought in the war against the king’s faction in spite of her pregnancy, but now she was already in her final month, and as might be expected, she was unable to fight. This drove home just how monstrous Cassandra was, to have fought in a duel against Mars right before giving birth.


  Be that as it may, we still lack manpower, Sheila thought.


  She didn’t think the Celestial Swords would be able to beat the Ronzan Empire when they had been unable to overwhelm their opponents in the civil war, but there was no one else to turn to. Yamato and the other five members of the Hundred she had brought with her from Farune were only her bodyguards, after all, and they wouldn’t go into battle so long as she didn’t.


  If they can just buy time until reinforcements come from Farune.


  This was the hope with which Sheila decided to send the Celestial Swords north.


  “Listen to me. You absolutely mustn’t go on the offensive, all right?” she carefully instructed them. “Focus completely on defense. Depending on the situation, retreat. And fight tenaciously. There’s no shame in that.”


  “I understand, Sheila! I’m telling you, I got it!” Hart replied, his eyes gleaming.


  Oh, I can tell from the look in his eyes that he definitely doesn’t get it…


  Sheila felt as though she were watching an untrained dog, and she resolved to bring reinforcements from Farune as quickly as possible.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE Ronzan force closing in on Vulcan was Egor’s army. It was mainly composed of units of the powerful warriors typical of the Empire, and Egor himself was a giant man known for his immense strength. He had short red hair, bushy eyebrows, and small yet determined eyes; his massive figure, towering more than two heads above the average person, was that of an archetypical heroic warrior. And his men were fiercely devoted to him. His deep crimson suit of armor, covering every inch of his body, was reminiscent of a burst of flame. As a weapon, he used a massive, two-handed warhammer.


  Although Egor was a commander, he never looked behind him, which meant his men always had to exert themselves hard to play catch-up. Because of this, few warriors had actually managed to keep up with him, and the vast majority of his army was still crossing the Astanas.


  However, none of the warriors ever spoke ill of Egor. On the contrary, they deeply loved and respected him, saying things like, “That’s our Lord Egor for you.” That was the type of person he was. He never complained about his men—he showed them how things were done himself. Naturally, he also took the lead when attacking the forts in Vulcan. He was always the one to start a battle, and always the very first to storm a fortified position. His was a primitive style of fighting that seemed to repudiate the idea of modern, organized warfare, but that was exactly why he so enthralled his warriors.


  The principles by which he lived his life were also simple: if there was something that rubbed him the wrong way, he punched it, and if there was something he took a liking to, he praised it. He never chased after a fleeing foe, he ate and drank as much as he pleased, and whenever he got tired, he slept. He was always lighthearted, and unconcerned about the little things. He was, in short, a bit like a clever bear.


  And he was strong. With his warhammer, which was made of a special damage-proof metal, he could destroy anything and everything, from shields to suits of armor to fortress walls. No one and nothing could stop him. He didn’t need to bother with cheap tricks or techniques; he simply crushed his foes with unadorned violence. Of course, this meant that the forts and castles he captured were left in horrible states once he was done with them, but he didn’t care at all.


  At the moment, he was sleeping spread-eagled right in the middle of a hall, the wall of which he had broken down himself. Suddenly, he rose to his feet and announced, “I’m hungry.”


  In an instant, the warriors around him held out food and bottles of alcohol. Needing no prompting from Egor, they had reserved the best of the plunder for him. But they had also set aside something special on top of that: monster meat.


  Egor took one look at the purple meat and furrowed his eyebrows. “What, you guys brought me this, too?”


  “That’s right, boss, we thought you wouldn’t be satisfied with what was just lying around, so we hunted a monster nearby,” one of the warriors said. (Instead of calling him “Prince” or “Your Highness,” they respectfully referred to him as “boss.”) They were all eagerly looking at Egor. 


  “You’re a bunch of scoundrels, you know that? Are you trying to kill me by giving me this stuff?”


  But despite what he said, Egor snatched the chunk of meat in one of his paws and confidently stuffed his face. Then, after fully chewing the meat, he washed it down with some alcohol.


  “Whoa…”


  The warriors were astonished. They couldn’t eat monster meat like that. They could only ingest a small amount once a month, and that was only after thoroughly preparing their bodies.


  “Don’t be so impressed. Eating this crap won’t make your life any more fun, you hear me?”


  Still, the praise put Egor in a good mood. He was the only one in the Ronzan Empire who casually ate monster meat like that. That didn’t mean he genuinely liked it, however; he only ate it because his men demanded it of him. It was a kind of performance, something he did for show. There had once been another person who ate monster meat regularly, but none spoke their name in Egor’s presence; they knew he would become visibly irritated if they did.


  “When I’m done eating this, let’s crush the next castle,” Egor said. Then, one of his men made a report.


  “It appears that an army is coming from Thracia.”


  Though Egor hadn’t ordered it, his men had duly deployed scouts and surveyed the surrounding area. He seemed like he could survive anything that happened, but they weren’t so tough. They carried out some regular military operations on their own initiative to protect themselves.


  “So they’ve finally decided to show up? I can only hope they’ll be a bit entertaining.” A confident smile appeared on Egor’s lips.


  “They say there are seven powerful warriors, called the Celestial Swords, in Vulcan.”


  “Oho, I like the sound of that. I’ll take them on. You guys don’t get in my way, got it?”


  Needless to say, none of them thought of going against their leader’s words.


  Egor began to make satisfying practice swings with his warhammer.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE army Hart led numbered around five thousand. Half of them were mainly irregulars from Vulcan’s Hundred, and the other half was made up of private forces belonging to the Celestial Sword families. Opposing them was Egor’s army, which was not even one thousand strong. There were so few because Egor had advanced without waiting for his men. But at the rate the Ronzan soldiers were coming over the mountains, they would eventually number in the tens of thousands without Vulcanian intervention.


  Hart of the Twin Blades, the commander of the Vulcanians, made his decision: “My sister told us to focus on defense, but we should hit them now, while there aren’t many of them.” 


  The other Celestial Swords, such as Igor the Stalwart Blade and Fabio the Blazing Blade, supported him. Like Farune’s Hundred, they weren’t the best at defending, and they just wanted to fight. 


  “The Ronzan Empire’s warriors are famous for their strength, right?” Hart asked rhetorically. “I would’ve liked to fight them one-on-one, but this is a war to protect Vulcan. We’ll use our numbers to crush them all at once.”


  The Celestial Swords nodded—but their resolve would soon be easily shattered.


  “There’s a man coming this way!” one of the soldiers on watch shouted.


  They all turned to look, and there he was: a giant man walking toward the Vulcanian army all alone.


  “Who’s that?” Fabio squinted. With his dark crimson armor and massive hammer, it was clear that this was no ordinary foe.


  The man came to a stop in the middle of the planned battlefield, the Norfrid Plain, then shouted in a voice that was as loud as one might expect from someone so large: “Come out, you so-called Celestial Swords! I, the great Egor, second imperial prince of the Ronzan Empire, will fight you!”


  It was the enemy commander, and he had marched in all alone. There was no way the Celestial Swords wouldn’t take him up on his challenge.


  VI: The Vulcanian Front, 2


  “NOT bad,” said Igor the Stalwart Blade, flashing a toothy grin at Egor’s challenge. “I have a soft spot for idiots like that, and our names are similar, too. It makes me feel like we’re already old friends.”


  “If we defeat the enemy leader, we win this fight.” Serge the Glacial Blade already had his sword out, and he was shrouding his weapon in icy air. “There’s no way we can lose if all seven of us take him on at once.”


  “Don’t get cocky, got it? Reports say the Ronzans have a monster on their side, someone who’s taken down forts practically all on his own. That’s probably him,” Hart said cautiously. But despite that, he was already itching for a fight himself.


  In the end, none of the Celestial Swords could overcome their desire to fight Egor. Six of them went out to the middle of the plain where he was waiting, and none of them brought soldiers with them.


  The only one who didn’t go was Gino, the Flying Blade. Although he was counted as one of the Seven Celestial Swords, he actually came from a lineage of archers, not swordsmen. His family was adept with bows, and the members of his household who had sided with the king’s faction had been a thorn in the side of Frau’s Mages’ Guild.


  Gino had Egor in his sights, an arrow already nocked. They had already confirmed that the enemy had no wizards, so there was no worry that a barrier would obstruct his shot. As a born archer, his eyes were outstandingly sharp, and he could see the ear-to-ear smile on Egor’s face as he greeted the other six.


  “Ah, there you are! The Seven Celestial Swords, right? But it looks like one of you is missing,” Egor said with a deep, booming voice.


  At the exact same time, Gino let loose his arrow. It packed more punch than a crossbow bolt, and it came flying right between Egor’s eyes. But just before it made contact, Egor swept it aside with his warhammer.


  “I see. Is that your seventh’s way of introducing himself, then?” Egor was unbothered by the sudden attempt on his life, and he actually seemed to be in a good mood, somehow. “Not a bad shot, not a bad shot at all. I’ll send him flying later.” With a murderous smile, he pointed a finger at Gino. 


  “Surround him and take him out!” Hart shouted, seeing an opportunity. From a low, crouching stance he sliced at Egor with his two swords, aiming for the man’s legs.


  Egor’s body was completely covered in a suit of red armor, but the swords the Celestial Swords wielded were finely crafted, ancestral blades that were tinged with mana. Hart was sure there was nothing he couldn’t cut.


  However, the thick leg he was aiming at didn’t even attempt to move out of the way; on the contrary, it came at him with intense force. Hart hurriedly tried to defend with both of his swords, but the kick sent him flying through the air.


  The rest of the Celestial Swords ended up much the same as him. When three of them tried to surround and kill Egor, he knocked all of them away with a single swing of his warhammer. Fabio and Igor, who managed to get up close to him, didn’t even get the chance to swing their swords before Egor batted them aside with his fists and legs.


  Egor’s quick and agile movements were incongruous with his giant frame; he resembled a wild beast or a monster more than he did a human. He nimbly dodged Gino’s opportunistic arrow fire, dealing powerful, earth-shattering blows with his warhammer. Hart came back from being kicked and once again challenged Egor, but he was helpless in the face of the prince’s disastrous, overwhelming violence.


  “With those impressive titles, is that really all you’ve got?” Egor scoffed.


  “Now you’ve said it, you bastard! If we lose here, we’ll be disgraced forever!”


  The enraged Celestial Swords challenged Egor in quick succession. Fabio, the Blazing Blade, could use his sword technique to cloak his weapon in flames and burn his opponents, even those that blocked him. But with a puff from Egor, his flames were blown back, burning him instead.


  Igor the Stalwart Blade’s special technique involved power, but that meant nothing in the face of Egor’s strength, and he was knocked away like a child.


  Serge the Glacial Blade had a technique where he levitated shards of ice in the air, freely manipulating them to strike his opponents. However, Egor sent both him and his ice shards flying.


  Alessio the Gale Blade was skilled at a technique along the same lines as Sonic Blade, and he targeted Egor with blades of wind from far away. But, Egor blocked them by slightly twisting his body, letting their impact land harmlessly on his armor. Then he closed the distance between them in an instant and floored Alessio with a backhanded blow.


  Lazar the Dark Blade possessed numerous unusual swords, and mainly employed an irregular fighting style. When it was his turn, he attacked using a sword with a blade connected to him by a chain, which he could manipulate like a whip. It wrapped itself around Egor’s arm, and Egor used it to pull him close—but Lazar had predicted this, and he slashed at Egor’s face with a dagger concealed in one of his boots.


  “Clever,” Egor said. He grinned, catching the blade and crunching it between his teeth, then slammed Lazar to the ground with a headbutt.


  The man was a terror. He possessed not the ideal movements humans pursued with diligent training, but extraordinary, animalistic strength and speed. It was also aggravating that he used not just his giant warhammer, but his entire body as his weapon.


  “What a bore,” Egor said. He picked up a stone at his feet, then threw it at Gino. 


  It was like a shooting star. It hit Gino right in the chest just as he was aiming his bow, and with a “Gah!” he coughed up blood and collapsed. His body was still twitching, though, so he wasn’t dead.


  The Ronzan warriors spectating behind Egor erupted into a storm of applause and mockery.


  “I knew our boss could do it! The greatest guy in the world!”


  “Compared to him, the knights in this country sure are pathetic.”


  “I know, why don’t we become the new Celestial Swords?”


  With the voices of his men at his back, Egor raised his warhammer.


  “Are you guys really the strongest seven in this country? I didn’t think you’d be this much of a letdown.” He shook his head slightly, like he was disappointed.


  Hart, steeling himself for death, dragged himself back to his feet. “Who said we were the strongest? We’re hardly even novices. There are much stronger men than us in the Hundred!”


  He raised his swords again, displaying his will to fight. The other Celestial Swords followed suit, standing back up one after another. Their tenacity made the Ronzans cease their jeering. It was their custom to celebrate true warriors, even if they were enemies.


  “Oho, so there are still some who are even stronger?” Egor smirked with great interest.


  “There are. My older sister, the queen of Vulcan, is a prodigy swordswoman. She’s on an entirely different level. And Farune’s Hundred is also full of men who are far better than us.”


  “Better even than me?” Egor brought his face closer to Hart and peered at him.


  “Ungh…”


  For a moment, Hart didn’t know how to reply. Not even Sheila or Farune’s Hundred seemed like they could easily overcome this man’s superhuman strength.


  With one exception.


  “That’s right, Zero can defeat you!” Hart said.


  “Zero?” Egor quizzically tilted his head. “Oh, the king of Farune’s other name? He’s called Mars, or something. And I hear he violates women and usurps one country after another. You’re saying a weakling like him can beat me?”


  “Of course! There isn’t anyone alive who holds a candle to him!” Hart said definitively. He had never met Cassandra, so he didn’t know there was someone even more threatening than Mars in Farune.


  “Interesting.” Egor lowered his warhammer. “Well then, bring him to me. I’ll wait for him here. I have to stick around for my followers who are lagging behind anyway.”


  Hart looked at Egor with surprise. “You aren’t going to kill us?”


  “I can kill guys like you any time. You’ll be more useful to me if I make you bring this Zero, or Mars, or whoever, that’s all. Now c’mon, and get out of here. Before I change my mind.”


  The Celestial Swords exchanged suspicious looks then, after a moment’s hesitation, broke into a run back to their army. They had chosen life over an honorable death. And as it happened, one of the Hundred’s teachings was to continue to challenge an enemy until you could win.


  Egor thrust his warhammer into the sky, then roared like a wild beast. He was announcing his victory. The Vulcanian army, having welcomed the Celestial Swords back, retreated in fear of that roar. They must have clearly seen that they couldn’t defeat Egor, even if they relied on their numbers. As they withdrew, they resembled animals that had lost in a territorial dispute.


  VII: The Vulcanian Front, 3


  AFTER receiving the report that Hart and his army had lost and fled, Sheila let out a sigh. She was sitting on Vulcan’s throne and, with her baby nearly due, was wearing loose clothing; even so, there were two swords placed next to her that never left her side.


  “So Egor told them to bring Zero to him, and they shamelessly ran away? I certainly did say they could retreat, but I never thought all seven of them would be so crushingly defeated at once.” Expressing her disappointment, Sheila shook her head in front of her assembled vassals. “And yet they say, ‘A Vulcanian knight with a sword in hand is second to none.’ How truly pathetic.”


  These were less her true feelings and more an expression of internal discontent over this loss. Vulcan had only just emerged from a civil war, and it wasn’t yet fully unified. So, Sheila had to take into consideration how her statements might be received.


  “However, we can’t very well take them to task for their failure just yet,” she continued. Then, she issued orders to the person who had made the report. “Right now, we need every knight we can get our hands on. Tell the Celestial Swords to reorganize their army and watch over the Ronzan army’s movements. Interference will not be permitted. Tell them to maneuver to keep casualties low.” She took her two swords in hand and stood up from the throne. “Now, I’ve got a meeting in Farune to attend.”


  She brought Yamato with her and went to Farune via the Gate.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AT the meeting, which was attended by all of Farune’s important leaders except for Mars, it was decided that top-ranking members of the Hundred, the Black Knights, and the Red Knights would be dispatched to Vulcan. Therefore, when Sheila returned, she brought back not only Yamato, but Ogma and the rest of the First Five as well.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AFTER arriving in Vulcan, the First Five instantly departed the capital of Thracia and joined up with the Vulcanian army led by the Seven Celestial Swords. There, they observed the state of the Imperial army.


  “Damn, they’re tough,” Ogma said as soon as he got a glimpse of the Ronzan warriors from afar. “Each and every one of them are strong fighters. Even we can’t take them on by ourselves. Why don’t we wait for Chrom and the others to join us? We’ll contact Farune and make them send some of the Hundred through the Gate every day; just ten at a time should be enough. Start with the higher-ranked guys. We’ll get together as many as we can.”


  For Ogma, this sounded like an unexpectedly coolheaded judgment. In actuality, it was based less on reason and more on his natural, wild intuition. Of course, they would have had no choice but to fight if the Imperial army had begun their invasion, but because Egor was also waiting for the arrival of the units following after him, both sides ended up biding their time until they were ready.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE First Five spent this time doing what the Hundred always did: hunting monsters in the surrounding area and devouring their meat, and engaging in intense training together. This behavior was all too typical for the First Five, but it impressed the Celestial Swords; they were surprised the First Five could rough it like that, even in the middle of a war. 


  Everyone knew Ogma was ranked first in the Hundred—and he was someone the Celestial Swords looked up to even more than Yamato. Naturally, they came to him with a request.


  “Lord Ogma, would you do us the honor of allowing us to join your training?!” Hart asked enthusiastically. “We want to get stronger like the original Hundred too!”


  It certainly helped when he put it like that. The Hundred as a whole had always been fond of these sorts of passionate declarations.


  “You really are a helpless bunch,” Ogma replied. “Don’t come crying to me if you almost die, got it?”


  Even with the enemy army within striking distance, the commanders began to train fiercely. The metallic sounds of sword clashing against sword echoed around the Vulcanian army’s camp. This army, famous for its valor, was eventually completely suffused by the Hundred’s zeal, and the training received an influx of new participants. It resembled a large-scale military exercise, enough to make one worry that they would be completely wiped out if the enemy army attacked just then.


  The sheer intensity of their fighting baffled a Ronzan scout there on reconnaissance: “What the hell are they doing?” Eventually, when he realized that the Vulcanian army was training, he doubted their sanity, then rushed back to Egor. “The Vulcanians have begun some sort of unhinged training. I believe now is the time to attack.”


  Egor had plopped himself down on a flight of stairs in a hall in one of the castles he had captured and he was drinking like a fish, but as soon as he heard the report he responded with displeasure.


  “Hmph, don’t bore me. I said I’d wait, so that means I’m waiting. Besides, what do you mean, ‘unhinged training’? As if. It’s not like they’re my big sister.”


  “No, really! They’re all bleeding and covered in wounds, and fighting among themselves! Do you think they’ve lost it because they can’t compete with you, boss?”


  “What the hell? Let me go see this.”


  His interest piqued, Egor rose and began plodding closer to where the Vulcanians were. Seeing that their boss had moved, his men hurriedly followed after him.


  🍖🍖🍖


  EGOR brazenly approached the Vulcanian army, and when he saw the Celestial Swords and Vulcan’s Hundred challenging Ogma and the rest of the First Five, his eyes widened with surprise.


  “Oho, I thought this country was full of a bunch of flabby weaklings, but they’re not bad. Especially that scar-faced blond man; he’s really strong. Is that the one they call Zero?”


  “No, apparently, his name is Ogma. Besides Zero, they say he’s the strongest in the group known as the Hundred,” the scout replied. He was thin for a warrior, which made him look less like a Ronzan. He put his appearance to good use by gathering intelligence in cities and villages.


  Egor placed a hand on his chin and furrowed his eyebrows. “Hmm, but I don’t like this.”


  “What do you mean, boss?”


  “When you saw this, you thought it was an opportunity, didn’t you?”


  “Well, I guess so. I mean, that training is so ridiculous that it has to be an opportunity. Right, guys?” The scout called out to his fellow warriors, who had come along with him.


  “Yeah, if we’re going to attack, then isn’t now the time?”


  “But that blond guy looks like a real problem.”


  “Let’s get ’em, boss.”


  Egor’s men were on the verge of attacking at any moment.


  “Are you all idiots?!” Egor sent the closest man flying with an open-handed slap. The unlucky warrior made a clean arc, losing consciousness midair. “Pathetic. You’re all scared of training like that yourself, basically. You saw that harsh training, and you thought, ‘That looks like bad news.’ You want to take them down now because they’re a bit scary, is that it? You call yourselves Ronzan warriors? You’ve gotten awfully soft.”


  The men blanched. They thought, Are you seriously telling us to train harder than that? We’ll die. However, Egor’s orders were absolute, and they didn’t dare disobey. They also got the sense that maybe, it was Ronza’s style to overwhelm their enemy by copying what they were doing, but more intensely.


  “Boss! You’ve opened our eyes!” shouted one of Egor’s devoted entourage. “You’re exactly right. Let’s train hard enough to spook them even more!” Not to be outdone, Egor’s other subordinates followed suit.


  “Let’s show them what real training looks like!”


  “If they’re spilling blood and getting injured, then we’ll train so hard that we break bones and die!”


  They continued to say outrageous things off the tops of their heads, and Egor nodded, satisfied. Of course, there wasn’t a consensus. In general, the Ronzan warriors were more respectable than the Hundred. Supposedly, once they returned, nearly everyone who heard what had happened exchanged looks and said, “Are you kidding me?!”


  🍖🍖🍖


  AND so, the next day, the Imperial army marched right up to the Vulcanian camp.


  “What? Are they looking for a fight?!”


  Getting excited, Ogma began preparations for battle, but something was off about the enemy. For a surprise attack, their pace was strangely slow; they were just leisurely walking closer. And, once they reached a certain distance away, they stopped.


  “What’s the meaning of this?”


  As the Vulcanians were feeling puzzled, the Ronzan warriors abruptly began to brawl among themselves. They were not only completely armed and armored, but they also didn’t hold back at all, so the fights they were putting on were intense enough to break bones and send splatters of blood flying.


  “What the hell are those oafs doing? Are they stupid?” Ogma mumbled, exasperated. And if there was one person the Ronzan warriors wouldn’t have wanted to hear this from, it was no doubt him, the cause of it all to begin with.


  “Hey, you over there, blondie!” Egor shouted, his deep voice echoing across the plain. “You must be having fun with your little play training day after day. It’s entertaining, I’ll give you that. I can see why your arena is such an attraction. But you know, I’ve gotten bored waiting around. So, I’m here to show you the real thing!”


  Then, Egor waved his hand, the signal for dozens of Ronzan warriors around him to assault him all at once. It was clear from their builds and their movements that they were all expert fighters, and they didn’t seem to hold back just because Egor was their leader. Weapons in hand, each of them were seriously trying to bring him down.


  Egor gave a wide, toothy grin, then spun around, swinging his massive hammer.


  “Hrraaaahh!!!”


  It was an attack of pure strength, without even a semblance of refined technique. But that was exactly what made it impossible for the Ronzan warriors to defend against, and they were all sent flying.


  “Amazing…”


  Even though they were used to seeing intense fights in the arena, the Hundred let slip astonished reactions. Egor’s strength was just that overwhelming and captivating.


  “This is how Ronzans train. We go all out. Can you do the same? Or are you just going to keep putting on your fun little show?” Egor taunted. However, with his most recent attack coupled with the friendly fire he called training, the Ronzan army’s casualties were becoming quite significant. Not a few of the Ronzan warriors were tearfully begging him to stop already.


  The Celestial Swords and the rest of the Vulcanian army were also put off by this, and they thought he was going too far. But unfortunately, one of their allies was just as much of a meathead as Egor, if not more of one. It was Ogma, of course.


  “Listen up, you all! We can’t let them beat us! God might forgive you for disgracing Zero, but I won’t! We’ll train like there’s no tomorrow!”


  Could you clarify how much training ‘train like there’s no tomorrow’ is supposed to be? all the Vulcanian soldiers wondered, but there was no way any of them could object to that terrifying man. Thus, in competition with the Ronzans, the Hundred and the Vulcanians began to train hard; the Ronzans made their training even more intense in response.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “EVEN though they haven’t fought at all, both sides have sustained enormous casualties? Excuse me, I can’t quite keep up with all this, what in the world happened on that battlefield?”


  Supposedly, upon hearing the report, Sheila was baffled.


  VIII: The Vulcanian Front, 4


  BY the time the Black Knights and the Red Knights arrived at the battlefield, both the Vulcanian and Ronzan armies were completely spent. Ogma and Egor were about the only ones who still had any energy. “Stand up! We’re going to keep training! You better not get tired before them!” they shouted in their respective camps, pulling collapsed soldiers back onto their feet and scolding them. It was like a scene out of hell.


  Wondering what was going on, Chrom and Warren rode their horses over to Ogma.


  “Hey, what’s the meaning of all this? Why is everyone so beat up?” Chrom asked.


  “There’s no meaning to anything. We’re just training.”


  “The Ronzans too?”


  Ogma clicked his tongue in frustration. “That’s right. That big lumbering bear guy came over and tried to train harder than us, so I got heated. Maybe I went just a bit too far.”


  It was obviously more than “just a bit.” The Vulcanian army looked like it was on the verge of total annihilation. Thankfully, the Ronzan side was in similar shape.


  “Why didn’t any of you stop Ogma?!” Warren berated the First Five sitting nearby.


  “What were we supposed to do?” Aaron replied wearily. “In the Hundred, strength is everything. Ogma’s number one, so without Zero, we have to listen to him.”


  At first he had enthusiastically trained along with Ogma, but midway through he had apparently noticed that they were getting carried away. Still, he was correct. In the Hundred, strength—that is, one’s rank—was the most important thing.


  Chrom and Warren, however, were Farunian generals before they were members of the Hundred, so their mindset was perhaps more on the normal side of things. They exchanged grim looks.


  “And listen to this. That Egor, the enemy leader, he’s bad news,” said Bill, who was, relatively speaking, the most coolheaded out of the First Five. “I was watching the other side train the entire time, and he’s pretty strong. He’d put up a good fight against Ogma. If we fought them head-on, we might have lost on the quality of our soldiers.”


  “Is the Imperial army really that strong?” Warren wondered aloud, doubtful. The Hundred had been the strongest in every fight up until then, so he found it hard to believe so quickly.


  “It’s just what Lady Cassandra said. They’re on an even playing field with us. There’s more of them, too.” Bill lifted his chin and gestured at the enemy army. “And it looks like their reinforcements have arrived.”


  Chrom and Warren looked where he was pointing and saw that just then, the rear units were joining the Imperial army.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “COULD you explain to me what’s going on here, Lord Egor?”


  As soon as Gustaf, the leader of the arriving army, linked up with the Ronzan army, he asked Egor for an explanation.


  Gustaf was a Ronzan general of fifty years of age, and he also served as a high-ranking retainer in charge of personnel for the imperial family. That was how he had gotten to know Egor when the prince was still young. He was an imposing man with a long beard, and one of Egor’s relatives on his mother’s side.


  “I was just putting them through a bit of training, that’s all,” Egor replied, averting his eyes. Gustav was one of the few people whose scolding could have an effect on him.


  “I’ve been alive for fifty years, and I’m only just now learning that the words ‘a bit’ can be used to describe this travesty. I cannot contain my surprise.”


  Gustaf looked at the warriors where they lay, sprawled face down on the ground. All of them were groaning and covered in injuries. The priests he had brought with him were reciting recovery spells as fast as they could.


  “Life is full of surprises,” Egor replied, proudly puffing out his chest for some reason.


  “Ahh…” Gustaf let out a long sigh. “Please, withdraw to the rear, Lord Egor. And do not return to the front lines until the warriors recover. I’ll take care of what’s to come.”


  “Hrmm…” Egor let slip a dissatisfied sound. But he knew that he was in the wrong here, so he obediently carried his injured men back to the castle in the rear they were using as their base of operations.


  Gustaf was a proper general, so he had no intention of keeping Egor’s promise to wait until Zero’s arrival. Upon further inspection, he saw that for some reason, the enemy army was just as thoroughly bruised and battered as his own, and also that their newly arrived reinforcements appeared fewer than his. So, he planned to swiftly crush them and advance, then occupy the capital of Vulcan, Thracia. Gustaf was also a noble in Egor’s faction, and he had hopes of installing the prince as the next emperor. That meant he needed results quickly.


  “Lord Egor’s childishness is quite the headache…” Gustaf grimaced. “Nevertheless, he is the only one fit to be the emperor of the Ronzan Empire.”


  This old general, who had served Egor for many years, was absolutely loyal to his beloved lord. With veteran efficiency he consolidated the army, then squared off against the combined Vulcanian and Farunian forces.


  🍖🍖🍖


  ALTHOUGH the Black Knights and the Red Knights had fluctuated in size due to casualties and new recruits, each order boasted around one thousand members, making their total number two thousand. Meanwhile, Gustaf’s Imperial army was twenty thousand strong—a tenfold difference in size.


  However, this army was composed of the common soldiers that hadn’t been able to keep up with the speed of Egor’s army, and few of them were pure warriors. They had somewhat larger builds than the soldiers of the central continent, but they weren’t very skilled or willing to fight. They had also only just come across the Astana Mountains, so they were noticeably fatigued. It was clear they were ready for a break.


  Gustaf turned the problem over in his mind. The enemy appeared to be worn out, and there weren’t that many of them. It seemed like a good opportunity to attack; even more dire, however, was his own army’s total lack of morale.


  Perhaps I should give them a night’s rest, and plenty of food and water. Let them build up their willpower. The enemy’s injuries won’t heal in only a day. And as of now, it doesn’t seem like any further reinforcements are coming.


  It was quite a reasonable conclusion. Unlike Egor, Gustaf didn’t slack in gathering information, and he had a firm grasp of the enemy’s movements.


  “Prepare to make camp,” he said. “Give the men proper meals, and get them ready for a battle tomorrow.”


  His soldiers were relieved by their commander’s orders. If he had been Egor or a typical Ronzan warrior, he might very well have just ordered them to charge in right away. Most of the Ronzan Empire’s soldiers were conscripts, so they weren’t that strong. And while they did find the prospect of a battle the next day depressing, they were still grateful for a short respite after crossing the mountains. The soldiers expended the last of their energy, made camp, then got ready to sit down for a warm meal.


  However, there were two people who were intently watching all of this from afar: Chrom and Warren.


  “It looks like that monster Egor took his wounded men and went back to the castle,” Chrom said.


  The Black Knights were a force that prized mobility and secrecy. Before arriving at the front, Chrom had ordered his men to look into the Imperial army’s movements in Vulcan. Needless to say, he had a grasp on the state of Gustaf’s newly arrived army as well.


  “The army here has only just crossed the Astanas, and they should be quite exhausted. They’ve got the numbers, but I bet their morale is really low right now. They look hungry too.”


  “That’s too bad,” Warren said. “Means they probably can’t put up a proper fight, either.” He shrugged his shoulders with a nasty smile.


  “That must be why they’re lighting fires and settling in for a warm, cozy night. They must want to get a good night’s sleep tonight, at least.” As Chrom watched the numerous columns of smoke rising into the sky above the enemy camp, his handsome features also twisted into a vicious expression.


  “As a soldier, I can empathize with them so much it hurts. I just hope they get some rest.” Warren mounted his horse.


  “Not that there’s a chance of that happening.” Chrom also got on horseback.


  These two knights, who were also career soldiers, were among the greatest authorities on tactics in Farune. Chrom was especially good when it came to the more unpleasant operations, like provoking the monster stampede in Cadonia. They had no intention of letting this golden opportunity slip through their fingers.


  “It looks like our brave foes are a bit sleepy! Let’s give them a pick-me-up!” Warren ordered, and the Farunian knights all raised their voices in unison.


  IX: The Vulcanian Front, 5


  GUSTAF was not an incompetent leader, so naturally, he had made preparations in case of an enemy incursion. He had set up numerous lookouts and organized a garrison. However, now that the army was finally about to get a decent meal after crossing the mountains, the soldiers were tense with excitement. They didn’t even consider that an army of only two thousand soldiers might attack a force ten times its size.


  At the sight of the Red and Black Knights charging at them on horseback, the lookouts grew flustered.


  “Hey, the enemy’s coming! There’s so few of them, are they crazy?”


  “But it’s been so long since I’ve had a hot meal!”


  “Can’t you wait until tomorrow, you dumbasses?!”


  Though they inserted these and other jeers, mainly they all shouted themselves hoarse: “The enemy’s here!”


  🍖🍖🍖


  “ARCHERS to the front! Fire when ready!”


  Gustaf issued orders as soon as he heard the shouts notifying him of an attack. The disorderly line of archers loosed arrows when they could, but the Farunian knights cut the projectiles out of the air with brilliant swordsmanship.


  “Damn, those knights are skilled. They’re a fair match for my warriors!” Gustaf remarked. But despite his surprise, he issued another order. “They’re cavalry, but there’s only a small number of them. Surround them and take them down with your spears!”


  While cursing the enemy army that had interrupted their rest, the soldiers leaped to seize their spears. However, the Red Knights had already breached their vanguard with astonishing speed, and they cut down the soldiers together with their weapons.


  “These guys are strong!”


  “Surround them!”


  “It’s no good, we can’t stop them!”


  The Imperial soldiers were being helplessly crushed by the Red Knights.


  Meanwhile, the Black Knights stormed the enemy encampment in the Red Knights’ wake, setting fire to the tents the Imperial army had taken time to erect, and engaging in other acts of sabotage. More than anything else, the soldiers found this hard to bear.


  “Kill the black horsemen too, if it’s the only thing you can do! Don’t let them get away with it!”


  Many soldiers went after the Black Knights for ruining the beds they were supposed to sleep in that night, but they were unable to move in an organized fashion, so they were taken out instead. The Imperial army was in total chaos.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “IS it time for me to give up playing general?” Gustaf asked himself. As its commander, he had been trying, somehow, to get his army back on its feet, but he was promptly attempting to abandon that duty. Although he held a high position now, he had originally made his name as a brave warrior. It was more in his nature to enter the fight himself than it was to take command.


   “I’ll take the red one,” he said to a warrior standing by his side. “You get the black one, Gerasim.”


  The man he called Gerasim was a bulky youth with black hair like his own. Gerasim was Gustaf’s son, and he was known to be an outstanding young warrior.


  “Your wish is my command, father.”


  Gerasim shouldered his long-handled axe and mounted his horse, then charged at the Black Knights, who were making a mess of the encampment. Gustaf also took his own weapon in hand, a polearm with a curved blade at the end called a guandao, and galloped toward Warren, who was wreaking havoc.


  “Red knight over there! I, Gustaf, will be your opponent. Tell me your name, and I might remember it.”


  Warren had made several charges into the Imperial army, but the moment he caught a glimpse of Gustaf he sensed that he was of high rank, and he stopped his horse and held his sword at the ready.


  “I’m Warren, captain of the Red Knights. Are you the leader of this army?”


  “Indeed I am.”


  As Gustaf replied, he swung his guandao. Warren somehow managed to block the fierce, heavy blow with his sword.


  Damn, he’s good, Warren thought. He possessed extraordinary physical strength, even among the Hundred. But it was all he could do to stop Gustaf’s swing. He attempted to slash back, but his counter was easily blocked by the long handle of the general’s weapon. Gustaf wasn’t just strong; he was also quite skilled.


  “Is your face the only imposing thing about you?” Gustaf asked, ridiculing Warren’s stern look. As he did, he let loose several attacks in quick succession.


  Warren was being forced onto his back foot, unable to do anything but defend himself. And because their captain had come to a halt, the Red Knights as a whole had also stopped, and the now-organized Imperial soldiers were attempting to shift the tide of battle.


  The same was happening with Chrom. He had entered one-on-one combat with Gerasim, who had suddenly appeared to block his path, and he was having an unexpectedly hard time. Although Gerasim wasn’t as skilled as Gustaf, he was strong, and his axe packed enough of a punch to send someone who blocked it flying.


  So there are still more like him! Chrom thought. He had heard rumors about the Ronzans, but now that he had learned there were large numbers of powerful warriors among them, he chuckled to himself. How fun. In the Hundred, strength is everything. I was just feeling frustrated over how few opponents I had to wield that strength against.


  Farune kept repeatedly getting into wars, but these were always one-sided beatdowns, and they hardly ever fought against anyone really powerful. The one exception had been their struggle against the crossbowmen in the war against Eyland, but that had only been due to clever deployment of weapons; they hadn’t lost on prowess.


  “I’m the captain of the Black Knights, Chrom! Give me your name, Ronzan warrior!”


  Ferociously swinging his sword, Chrom exchanged blows with Gerasim.


  “I’m Gerasim, son of Gustaf. That’s the name of the man who’ll kill you.”


  Gerasim made a powerful swipe with his axe. Chrom turned aside the blow and moved to counter, but Gerasim effortlessly blocked with the handle of his weapon. The two of them continued their fierce exchange on horseback, but eventually one of the Black Knights came up and spoke to Chrom.


  “Captain, we’ve completed our sabotage. But the enemy is steadily regrouping. We must withdraw!”


  “Got it,” Chrom curtly replied.


   “Do you think I’ll let that happen?” Gerasim interjected, swinging his axe with even more power.


  “I don’t intend to beg for your permission,” Chrom said. He dexterously warded off the attack with the sword in his right hand, then signaled to his men with his left.


  Seeing this, the Black Knights took out magic crystals from the pouches at their waists and began to throw them around. The crystals abruptly gave off an intense light, blinding the Ronzan soldiers. Meanwhile, the Black Knights turned their backs to the light and began to withdraw all at once. Chrom, of course, did the same.


  “We’ll fight another day, Gerasim,” he said.


  “You coward!” Gerasim shouted. Dazzled from looking at the magic light straight on, he flailed his axe wildly.


  Warren was struggling against Gustaf, but then Chrom stepped in between them.


  “We’re retreating, Warren,” he said, slashing at Gustaf.


  “Tch, fine.”


  Warren was irritated, but even he knew it was time to go, so he wheeled around his horse.


  Gustaf could see that he would be at a disadvantage against two of them at once, and he avoided pursuing them too far. Then, as he watched the Farunian knights gallop away, he sighed.


  “The center of the continent sure has its fair share of formidable opponents. Perhaps this is why Lord Egor was in such high spirits.” Looking around himself, he saw that the camp had been completely laid to waste, and he made a cool-headed decision. “I suppose we have no choice but to fall back.”


  If they rebuilt their camp here, the Farunians would probably come back again the same night for a raid. At least, that was what he would do if he were in their shoes. So, he judged, they ought to go into the castle where Egor was to ensure their security. The soldiers whose food had been destroyed had quite low morale. They were in no condition to fight right now.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AFTER returning to the Farunian camp, Chrom and Warren closely watched the Imperial army retreating. If they showed any openings, the two were considering mounting another attack to whittle away what they could of the enemy.


  “So, father and son are leading the rear unit? Mounting a pursuit will be tough with them in the way,” Chrom said, furrowing his brow.


  “It’s just as Lady Cassandra said,” Warren agreed. “After spending generations eating monsters, those Ronzans are nothing to scoff at. They were crazy strong.” He gave a toothy grin. He had all but lost his duel, but even so, he wasn’t discouraged.


  “This war’s shaping up to be a fun one.”


  “Yeah, it is.”


  The two of them smiled with delight. It was the smile of the Hundred on a quest for strength and conflict.
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  X: The Advance Unit


  THE advance unit deployed by Ivanov approached the fortress where the Eylish army was stationed. Their mission was to get an estimate of the enemy’s strength by engaging them in combat, so they marched ahead out in the open. It was a mixed unit of warriors and wizards, but the two groups moved separately, with the warriors in the front and the wizards taking up the rear.


  The warriors ridiculed the wizards as a bunch of cowards, while the wizards scoffed at the warriors, calling them disposable pawns. As it happened, the wizards’ main goal was to give Ivanov an accurate report on the strength of the Holy Kingdom’s army; they had essentially no intention of getting involved in the fight. The warriors knew this, so for their part, they weren’t going to help out the wizards if they came under attack.


  Finally, the advance unit, which had clearly bonded together in a lovely, trusting relationship, arrived just a short distance away from their goal of the fortress. During this time they hadn’t sustained a single attack, so barring any incidents they planned to simply collect information from the area before regrouping with the main body of the army. Both the warriors and the wizards were disappointed—they had each been hoping the other would be attacked and wiped out—but at the same time, they concluded that the lack of any ambush meant the enemy didn’t have strength to spare. While the Eylish were putting up stubborn resistance, the Imperial army, on the whole, was steadily occupying more and more land.


  It was at this time that a group of wizards who were carefully advancing through a forest heard the sound of leaves rustling nearby. They started. Although they were using magic to scan their surroundings for any foes, that didn’t change the fact that this was a warzone, and they were all on tenterhooks.


  “It’s times like these you wish you could be like those reckless warriors.”


  “Tell me about it. Sometimes being ignorant has its benefits.”


  The wizards laughed over their own timidity. But then, there was more rustling, but heavier, as if something was crawling around.


  “Hey, are you really sure there’s nothing nearby?”


  “There shouldn’t be anything. I’ve been monitoring our surroundings this entire time.”


  Using magic, wizards could expand their fields of view to cover a wide area. There were all sorts of ways they did this: one spell gave the caster a bird’s-eye view, while wizards with insect familiars could release them into the forest, giving them a patchwork perspective of the area. The wizard on duty now was using the former, looking down from the sky. The forest’s trees got in the way and made things somewhat awkward, but even so, he would instantly have been able to detect a lurking enemy unit. However, the Empire’s magic had been specialized to counter Master Matou, and it certainly couldn’t be called advanced—in fact, it was so rudimentary that it could be easily blocked.


  “Hm?” The wizard with the magic field of view had a feeling something was off, and he recast his spell and surveyed his surroundings again. When he did, he saw a moving throng of dark brown… things.


  “Wait, there’s something weird close by!”


  In a panic, he returned to his normal vision and called out to his partner, but all he saw, before he was pounced on himself, were Warwolves with wizards in their jaws.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “I can’t see the wizards,” one of the warriors reported to the captain of his unit, which had gone on ahead.


  “Tch, those idiots. Fine, why don’t we wait here?”


  It wasn’t uncommon for wizards to be unable to keep up with the speed of the warriors’ advance. However, the wizards were able to see far ahead, and they were supposed to make contact if anything happened, so it wasn’t good for them to stray too far. Plus, the warriors had no choice but to rely on wizards for their defenses against magic. Ever since their failure in the previous southern campaign, the Ronzan warriors had been training to build up a resistance to magic, which meant they could withstand it somewhat, but enemy wizards were still an undeniable threat.


  The warriors stopped, on guard against their surroundings. They turned their eyes to the road ahead, and to the nearby trees. They didn’t notice the people who were watching them from above.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “BEGIN the experiment.”


  Levitating high up in the sky was Farune’s Mages’ Guild. These words had been mumbled by their leader, Frau.


  Mika fired the spell she had been preparing downward. It wasn’t a strong one. It was a commonly used spell with average strength.


  Orbs of light rained down on the heads of the Ronzan warriors of the advance unit, exploding in quick succession.


  “It’s magic!”


  “Block it with your shields!” 


  “Where the hell are our wizards looking?”


  The warriors were caught by surprise, but even those who took direct hits weren’t very hurt. This was the fruit of their training.


  “They’re tough,” Frau said emotionlessly. She was giving them praise, of a sort. Then, she said, “Next.”


  At that, Noa recited a spell. It was an incantation a single rank higher than Mika’s. The Ronzan warriors were pelted with orbs of light again, this time twice as large.


  “Dammit! Are those useless wizards still lollygagging?!” one warrior cursed, clinging to his shield as hard as he could.


  It was a more powerful spell than before, but they could still withstand it, just barely. This was the result of their history of obsessive hostility toward magic, stretching back many generations. Perhaps in this, they shared a close similarity with Magicslayer Vulcan. But despite this hatred, they had no way to fight back: the enemy wizards appeared to be in the sky. Unlike Vulcan, bows were disparaged in Ronza as the weapon of cowards. So, they had no choice but to rely on other wizards—none of them knew that the wizards had already been totally wiped out.


  “They really are tough,” Frau said with an approving nod.


  The notorious wizard was using the enemy’s advance unit to test how resistant to magic Ronza’s warriors were. And according to her results, they were on par with Farune’s Hundred.


  “Finished,” she said. She recited a spell, lifting her right hand above her head. A massive orb of light appeared, incomparably larger than Mika’s or Noa’s. She brought down her arm as if she were dispensing judgment, releasing the orb.


  “What’s that?”


  The Ronzan warriors could clearly see the orb as well. For a moment they were dumbstruck by its ridiculous size, and then they plunged into the surrounding forest in a panic, trying to escape with their lives. However, the Lightning Empress’s powerful spell bored into the ground and blasted away trees. Not a single warrior survived.


  🍖🍖🍖


  IVANOV observed all this from far away through the eyes of a bird familiar. And he wasn’t the only one. While making sure that Frau didn’t notice them, the wizards in his inner circle were also using every conceivable method to watch from afar.
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  “So that’s Lighting Empress Frau…” 


  One of the wizards gulped. Frau was an outrageously powerful caster. From their perspective, the magic Farune’s Mages’ Guild used was quite advanced. Take their flying spells as one example: flying magic wasn’t very difficult in itself, but soaring freely through the air required quite a lot of skill. It was all the Ronzans could do just to make themselves float; they were far from being able to use that as a means of transportation.


  “This means it was worth it to deploy the advance unit,” Ivanov said. “Thanks to them, we obtained plenty of new information.” He was satisfied, despite the fact that his men had been wiped out. His goal had been to gauge the strength of a potential threat, and he had factored in their deaths from the start. And though the wizards were his direct subordinates, to him, they were no more than disposable pawns. This view of things was the norm for those born in the imperial family.


  “Yes, it certainly was,” one of Ivanov’s inner circle agreed. “Luckily, we have ways of fighting against wizards. We just have to use them to their fullest.”


  They possessed multiple weapons that had been developed as countermeasures against Master Matou. They didn’t need to be able to beat the Farunians with magic to kill wizards.


  “As long as we keep the Lightning Empress in check, we can win with our numbers,” Ivanov said.


  The armies coming over the Astanas were steadily massing around him. He knew that Carmilla’s army was coming from Dorssen to reinforce the Holy Kingdom, but it was, at most, ten thousand soldiers. It was no real threat.


  “Hmph, I’ll conquer both Eyland and Dorssen in one go.”


  Ivanov’s mouth curved into a smile.


  XI: Skeletal Dragon


  HAVING learned his lesson from the destruction of the advance unit, Ivanov had his army march along highways with good visibility, even if it meant taking a bit of a detour. While burning down any forest where Warwolves might be lurking, he had lookouts keep a watchful eye on the sky, and also maintained a magic barrier. He was prepared for every eventuality.


  “We can’t do anything with this, now can we?” Keely said to herself. She had been lying in wait for an ambush with the Warwolves, but the Ronzans’ excessive caution meant she was unable to do anything, so she had withdrawn. Frau and the others were also watching the situation from the sky a great distance away, but they were just standing by and doing nothing.


  “I heard the Imperial army was bad at magic, but it seems they’ve learned a few things,” Mika said with a grimace. “Their combined physical and magical barrier is quite strong. We can’t hope for any of our spells to have an effect.”


  “The Mages’ Guild might be totally helpless, even if this becomes a battle.” Noa tilted her head, looking bothered.


  In war, emphasis was always placed more on magic defense than offense. It was difficult to attack when the enemy took solid countermeasures. Up until now, Farune’s Mages’ Guild had managed to get around this by making enemy wizards expend their energy, or by killing them with the monster army beforehand, but this time Ivanov himself was commanding them, so their defenses were quite sturdy.


  Frau stared intently at Ivanov’s army then, without saying anything, took the Mages’ Guild back to the fortress.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “FARUNE’S Mages Guild can’t participate in the attack?” Wolf said, his eyes widening with shock. He had been counting on them to play a major role in the upcoming battle, so it was no wonder he had such a reaction.


  “The Imperial army’s barrier is quite advanced. It is unlikely that any magic will work against it. The Empire has clearly taken countermeasures against magic after their defeat at the hands of Master Matou in the previous southern campaign,” Mika replied with regret. She was again at the war council as Frau’s representative. “Of course, we will put up a solid barrier ourselves, so our defenses against spells and arrows will be without flaws, but…”


  “We lose on numbers. If we’re both operating under the same conditions, the Empire will have the advantage… In that case, what about the monster army? Can the Warwolves take part in the battle?”


  “That won’t be easy,” Keely said, frowning. She was there as the leader of the monster army. “My adorable doggies are at their best in an ambush. But monsters aren’t very valuable in head-on, orderly battles against armies. There are no animals better than humans at fighting as a group, after all.”


  Keely loved monsters, but that didn’t mean she overestimated their strength. Making the Warwolves fight head-on might produce results at first, but the Ronzans would quickly come up with measures against them, like using bows to snipe them from afar, and her monsters would soon be hunted into oblivion. It was her status as a researcher that allowed her to make coolheaded judgments in this area.


  “You mean to tell me that the monster army is exclusively for ambushes?” Wolf glared intimidatingly at Keely, but she just replied with a smile.


  “Yes. That’s the best way to capitalize on their natural talents.” She had absolutely no intention of sending the Warwolves into a fight she knew would kill them.


  “Ngh, does that mean we have no choice but to hold until the Dorssenian army arrives…?”


  It was foolish of me to expect anything of these people, Wolf thought, giving up and beginning to consider other realistic plans. Even after the Dorssenians arrive, there’s no telling if we can win.


  The Dorssenian army was around ten thousand strong, which wasn’t enough to overcome their disadvantage in manpower. Carmilla herself might have been an asset, but her personality had its issues, and he didn’t know how far he could trust her.


  “I do believe that Lady Frau intends to join the battle,” Mika said, trying to console the brooding Wolf.


  “Lady Frau?” Wolf looked conflicted. It was reassuring that she was ready to fight, but he couldn’t even imagine what she would do with magic off the table. “How so?”


  “Who knows? My lady is not a talkative person.”


  Put the screws on that doll and force her to confess!


  Naturally, Wolf couldn’t actually say that, so he decided to begin preparations for a defensive battle without paying any heed to what Mika had said.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE Imperial army led by Ivanov finally approached the fortress Wolf was defending, whereupon they set up an encampment, made every preparation, then began a highly orthodox siege. They attempted to infiltrate the fortress from atop the walls with mobile wooden siege towers, while at the same time they used a battering ram to try and breach the gate head-on. These siege engine units had wizards accompanying them, and arrows—to say nothing of spells—fired from inside the walls were ineffective, which meant that the defenders were having quite a hard time handling the assault.


  “What’s with that barrier spell? Is it really possible to exert such fine control?” Wolf muttered irritably.


  “It seems that the Empire’s wizards specialize in barrier magic. Normally it would be difficult to so precisely protect only a siege tower.” Next to Wolf, Mika grimaced as well. She was there as a go-between for him and Frau.


  Magic was generally more chaotic, but the enemy wizards were experts at controlling barriers, and they could cleanly cover small areas with them. Their barrier while on the march had also been impressive, but Mika hadn’t thought they were this good.


  “We have to do something about that barrier, or the castle will soon fall!” Wolf said.


  Skirmishes were already beginning to break out on the walls. The defenders were more numerous and they still had the advantage, but fresh siege towers were rolling in. The battering ram unit was also steadily breaking down the gate.


  “Tch, do we already have no choice but to fall back inside the walls and take this to close-quarters combat?!” Making up his mind, Wolf was about to grab the handle of his greatsword when a massive magic circle appeared on the ground near the wall. “What in the world is that?”


  He suspected it was a new enemy attack, and his face stiffened, but the Imperials looked just as confused as he was.


  “That’s Lady Frau’s…” Mika seemed to recognize the magic circle, and she placed a hand to her mouth.


  “You know what that is?”


  “Yes, it’s a magic formula Lady Frau made use of when Lady Carmilla contested the queenship. The spell—”


  Before Mika could finish speaking, the ground beneath the magic circle swelled, and a giant dragon of bone emerged.


  “That’s a Skeletal Dragon!” Wolf shouted. “I’ve never seen a real one before!”


  The Skeletal Dragon brought its arm down on the siege tower, smashing it in a single blow. To a direct attack like this, the barrier was irrelevant. The wizards on the tower were torn apart by the dragon’s talons. Then, it whipped around its thick tail, sending the battering ram unit flying.


  “It’s a monster!”


  The brave Imperial warriors boldly approached and attacked the Skeletal Dragon, only to be enveloped in a blue cloud it spewed from its empty mouth.


  “Ngh, gah…”


  Exposed to its cursed, flesh-rotting breath, the warriors died in quick succession.


  “L-Lady Frau used that in the match for the position of queen?!” Wolf said, astonished by the Skeletal Dragon’s sheer strength. It was way too deadly to be used in a contest between allies. He doubted her sanity.


  “Oh, but Lady Carmilla defeated it. With her umbrella,” Mika said.


  “An umbrella?!”


  Wolf’s thoughts were thrown into chaos as he wondered how someone could defeat an abomination like that with nothing more than an umbrella. The one thing he could say for sure was that only monsters were fit to become queen of Farune.


  The Skeletal Dragon was still going strong, and it was wreaking havoc. In fact, Frau’s mana had risen since the match for the queenship, so this dragon was that much more powerful.


  With all the towers pulverized and the battering ram units routed, the Ronzan army’s siege weapons were completely nullified. Nevertheless, one of the Ronzan warriors circled around behind the Skeletal Dragon, and with a swing of his battleaxe, he managed to destroy one of its legs. Having lost a limb, the bone monstrosity was thrown off balance and fell over.


  “I did it! Take that!” The warrior raised his battleaxe victoriously and let out a cry of joy.


  However, the very next moment, the shattered leg returned to normal as if time had been reversed.


  “It restored itself?!” The warrior’s voice changed from joy to despair. Then, the Skeletal Dragon’s massive talons tore him apart.


  “How are we supposed to defeat this thing?!”


  “With magic, we have to do something with magic!”


  Urged on by the warriors, the Imperial wizards maintaining the barrier fired off a barrage of spells. Even the Skeletal Dragon seemed like it wouldn’t stand a chance against the countless magical lights—but they were all repelled just before making contact.


  “A barrier?!” shouted the wizards whose spells had been blocked.


  On closer inspection, they saw that at some point, someone had gotten up on top of the Skeletal Dragon’s head. It was a woman with white hair, corpse-pale skin, and not a drop of liveliness; she was like a well-crafted doll.


  “Lightning Empress Frau?!”


  The wizards knew what she looked like from information obtained in advance, but none had imagined that her appearance would be so uncanny. She was the only one who could have deployed that barrier.


  And then, a number of shining magic circles appeared around her.


  “Redeploy the barrier! Right away!”


  Was it a warrior or one of the wizards who said this? Either way, it was too late. The magic circles gleamed, and Frau’s ultimate specialty lightning spell activated: Thunder Judgement. Countless bolts of lightning rained down on the Imperial army.


  The Ronzans fell into a panic and frantically ran around trying to escape; even the warriors who had first stood up to oppose the dragon saw that it was hopeless and began to retreat.


  The soldiers of the Holy Kingdom’s army were unsure whether it was quite ethical to be happy about this hellish sight, but regardless, they were relieved Frau was on their side.


  But then, just as it seemed that the battle was going to end with an Eylish victory, a fresh unit came out from the Imperial encampment.


  XII: Ballista


  “IT looks like the barrierists are doing well,” Ivanov said as he watched the view of the front lines displayed on his crystal ball.


  Barrierists were wizards who specialized in barrier spells. They had been brought up and trained specifically to stand up against Master Matou’s magic. The old wizard was no longer alive, but the ongoing battle was proof that a unit immune to arrows and spells was quite useful in a siege, too.


  “Yes, sir. It appears that even Farune’s Mages’ Guild can’t touch them. At this rate, this may be an unexpectedly easy victory,” one of Ivanov’s inner circle added.


  “Indeed. That fortress is the Holy Kingdom of Eyland’s greatest defensive stronghold. If we can just take it, there won’t be anything left to stand in our way from here until Gardon.” Ivanov was satisfied. He knew that, besides the army inside the fortress, Eyland didn’t have any substantial fighting power left. For him, this was a critical battle.


  As of now, the siege was going smoothly. Even Farune’s Mages’ Guild, which he had been worried about, was unable to unleash their full power due to the barriers he had deployed. If things continued to go this well, it would only be a matter of time until the fortress fell.


  However, just when it seemed like they were moments from breaching either the wall or the gate, a massive dragon made entirely of bones made an abrupt appearance. All the Empire’s gathered wizards shouted with astonishment.


  “What’s that monster?! Did they summon it from hell?!”


  “They summoned it, or they’re controlling it with necromancy. Either way, that’s some incredible mana…”


  “No, no, humans can’t just subordinate a dragon’s spirit like that. One wrong move and it’d turn on your own allies! Are they completely morally bankrupt?”


  The wizards all groaned their disapproval.


  Meanwhile, the Skeletal Dragon had begun to demolish every single one of their siege weapons, exhibiting a power no less intimidating than its appearance.


  “Lightning Empress Frau…” Ivanov grimaced. “It looks like she’s every bit the woman the rumors say she is.”


  The first thing that came to mind when he heard the name of the notorious queen of Farune was that she had invaded and destroyed the Magedom of Kiel ruled over by Master Matou. Ivanov had heard that she employed evil magics, but he was shocked to see her controlling such a vicious creature. However, he quickly recovered. It wasn’t like he was totally helpless against it, after all.


  “Bring out the ballista. That monster should be a kind of magic creature. The ballista we invented should be able to defeat it… No, wait.” The image of Frau atop the Skeletal Dragon’s head appeared in his crystal ball. “It’s Frau! Target her directly! This is our chance to take out one of Farune’s main threats!” he said quickly, excited.


  “Yes, sir!”


  At their leader’s order, the wizards hurriedly left the tent. The front line was already on the brink of collapse; they had no time to lose.


  A ballista was a kind of projectile weapon that outwardly resembled a large crossbow, like the ones the Eylish were using, and could fire massive bolts and rocks. Of course, ballistas were too large for any individual to carry, so the wizards loaded the ballista onto a cart and began to transport it to the front line.


  “Hurry, with this we can take down that witch!”


  🍖🍖🍖


  IN front of the fortress, Frau and the Skeletal Dragon were running amok, and the Imperials already seemed utterly defeated. The air was filled with the smell of scorched dead bodies, no doubt from Frau’s lightning, and the intense, rotten stench of those who had died from being engulfed in the Skeletal Dragon’s breath. It was impossible for anyone to maintain their morale under conditions like these. Even some of the Holy Kingdom’s soldiers were vomiting.


  However, the Imperials hadn’t sustained as many casualties as the awful spectacle might have suggested. By nature, Frau’s Thunder Judgement was a wide-area attack spell, but everywhere except the forward unit had maintained their barrier, so they hadn’t been affected. The uninjured units had quickly withdrawn and placed distance between themselves and the Skeletal Dragon, so they had managed to keep casualties down to a minimum. This was thanks to the wizards on the staff of each unit, who had made quick, accurate appraisals of the situation.


  In place of the withdrawn units, the ballista arrived at the front line on its cart. A bolt that resembled a short spear was already nocked on the bowstring. It was made of a special kind of metal, and the arrowhead was etched with closely packed writing from some inscrutable language.


  “Aim for the caster!”


  Compared to the massive Skeletal Dragon, Frau was much too small a target, but the wizards manning the ballista had complete confidence. This ballista was no ordinary weapon—it was a magic weapon of Ivanov’s own invention.


  The wizard who was the gunner used magic to accurately guide the bolt to its destination, and he could make the bolt chase its quarry to the ends of the earth. It never missed. The bolt was charged with anti-magic power, and it could pierce through any magic barrier. This was the weapon they had created to kill Master Matou.


  “Load, and… Fire!”


  Charged with mana and faintly glowing, the ballista released its shot. The bolt turned into a ray of light and sped toward Frau in a straight line. The barrier she had deployed was instantly pierced. Defending its master, the Skeletal Dragon raised both arms to cover her. These two arm bones were reduced to dust by the bolt. Not destroyed—eliminated without a trace. But, in exchange for its sacrifice, the dragon had managed to block the deadly projectile.


  The bone monster looked about nervously with its hollow eyesockets, as if to say, Why won’t my arms come back?


  “It worked on the monster! We can do it! Next one! Quickly, kill that witch!”


  The wizards went wild with joy at the success of the weapon they had developed, and they hurriedly prepared the next bolt for Frau.


  The ballista’s bolts were by no means cheap. A single one cost as much as a sword charged with mana—enough to build a single commoner’s home. But that price allowed the ballista’s gunners to take aim at the queen of Farune. Frau had already flown into the sky, and was taking evasive maneuvers.


  “Run as far as you like, it doesn’t matter!” the wizard roared, firing the fresh bolt.


  It rose higher than any bolt should have, tracing an arc through the sky as it pursued Frau. She widened her eyes in surprise, then activated some magic she had prepared beforehand: a teleportation spell. She vanished instantaneously, and the bolt flew off into the distance. Even it couldn’t do anything with its target gone.


  “We lost her…” Having watched everything in his crystal ball, Ivanov sighed. “But that’s no matter. It takes time to activate a teleportation spell. Things won’t go this well for her again. The next time she shows up on the battlefield, I’ll slay her without fail.”


  The imperial prince smiled darkly.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “WE won, but what in the world was that thing at the end?”


  Wolf, who had managed to pull through the day’s battle, was addressing Mika, who was once again there with him in Frau’s stead at the war council.


  “It seems to be a magic weapon that can pierce through barriers. Even Lady Frau appeared threatened by it.” Mika’s expression was tinged with gloom.


  “Is she all right?”


  “She returned to a teleportation magic circle inside the fortress she had prepared beforehand, so yes. She’s completely unharmed.”


  “I see.”


  Wolf, as well as the rest of the leaders of the Holy Kingdom’s army in attendance, felt relieved. Frau was a detestable wizard, but the day’s victory would not have been possible without her. Whatever else the case may have been, she was at least dependable in a fight.


  “However, that weapon clearly targets wizards,” Mika continued. “Lady Frau’s teleportation spell was enough to save her this time, but that doesn’t mean it will go as well the next time. It will no doubt be difficult for us in the Mages’ Guild to go out onto the battlefield.”


  “I suppose there’s nothing else we can do,” one of Wolf’s staff officers said. “We are as reluctant as you to allow Farune’s Mages’ Guild to suffer losses here. Besides, that bone dragon destroyed almost all of the enemy’s siege weapons during the battle. Even the Imperial army will be hard-pressed to breach this fortress’s defenses now.”


  It was a somewhat optimistic prediction, but it wasn’t necessarily wrong.


  “Exactly! If we can make it until Lady Carmilla’s army arrives, we may very well have a chance at victory!” another staff officer said, vehemently agreeing. Or rather, they simply had no other options, so everyone had no choice but to cling to the hope that Wolf was right. The Dorssenian army would arrive in three days. They would just have to hold out until then.


  Unfortunately, the Imperial army began a fierce assault the very next day.


  XIII: The Mana Cannon


  “I doubt we’ll be seeing Farune’s Mages’ Guild on the battlefield anymore,” Ivanov concluded. Wizards were cowardly creatures by nature. Their main role was combat support, and it was unusual for them to expose themselves in battle. The same held true for Ivanov himself.


  Farune’s Mages’ Guild had only proactively gone on the offensive because they were experts at flying magic and had been able to ensure their own safety to a certain extent. It was hard to imagine they’d carelessly show themselves now that they’d seen that ballista.


  “Frau was just as strong as the rumors say. But it’s a stroke of good fortune for us that she’s a wizard. We might not be able to handle the other powerful Farunians, the ones who aren’t wizards, if they all show up. So, we need to capture that fortress before then. We’re making an all-out assault!”


  The army staff nodded solemnly at Ivanov’s words. Although they had backed Frau into a corner the previous day, they had lost the battle. They absolutely couldn’t afford to be optimistic. They were also aware that the army of Dorssen was approaching. It was led by Second Princess Carmilla of Farune—the Frenzied Princess. Supposedly, she was ruthless, and excellent at both magic and swordsmanship. Her army was about ten thousand strong, so it wasn’t a particularly large force, but it would no doubt prove to be a threat if it linked up with the Eylish.


  Thus, the Ronzan Imperial army began an all-out assault on the fortress. Needless to say, they conspicuously set up the ballista in the rear as a check against Farune’s wizards. Because their siege weapons had been destroyed, in this battle they were massing their forces at the gate, relying on protection from the barrierists, and attempting to break their way in. It was essentially a human wave attack, but with the Empire’s superior numbers, it could have been an effective tactic—if not for fierce resistance from the Holy Kingdom’s army.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “KILL the enemy mages! The Ronzans are nothing if we don’t let them put up their barriers!” shouted Wolf, who had gone on a sortie and was now fighting outside the castle. He was mowing down enemy soldiers with his Giant Edge, and he had already taken out two wizards. The Imperial units that lost their barriers instantly became easy prey for crossbows and magic.


  The strategy the Eylish had embarked on was simple: by challenging the Ronzans to a fight outside the fortress but in front of the narrow gate sandwiched between two walls, they could erase their numerical disadvantage and focus their attacks on the wizards. With luck, they would crush the enemy barriers. The Imperial warriors were certainly powerful, but the majority of Ronzans were common soldiers, so now that they had merged with the rest of their army, the gap in individual quality wasn’t as significant. Wolf, on the other hand, had once been one of the Three Counts, whose names had been known all around the central continent. In terms of pure power, the Holy Kingdom was better than anyone else. Wolf had only suffered defeat in the fight against Farune because he had been outclassed by his opponent, Ogma, who was first in the Hundred.


  “Hiyaahhh!”


  Though Wolf was over fifty and had reached the point where he could be called old, for a soldier, not a trace of age or exhaustion could be seen in his swordsmanship; only a terrifying ferocity. His presence cowed the barrierists, and they lost fine control over their barriers. When a barrier got too small or too large, it allowed attacks from the walls on either side or from the portcullis to come through. Some of the barrierists themselves were even being sniped by crossbows.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “IT’S a retreat.”


  Without waiting for dusk to fall, Ivanov made his decision, a cold expression on his face. He had just had the painful realization that he had been naive in believing there was no way he could lose on strength if he attacked head-on. After all, this fortress had been built in anticipation of a Ronzan invasion, and it was one of the toughest in Ares. Capturing it without siege weapons would be difficult. Ivanov and his staff, who had little campaign experience, had underestimated the significance of this point.


  “Shall I go and defeat that old general?” suggested a blond member of Ivanov’s staff. The young man, Alexander, was the only warrior among them, and was famed for his bravery. He was also an influential nobleman, and Ivanov’s cousin on his mother’s side. The two of them were the same age.


  “No, I need you to stay and guard headquarters,” Ivanov replied.


  The headquarters where Ivanov was located was under the constant protection of Alexander’s elite unit. They were the strongest under Ivanov’s command, but he had never actually deployed them in a battle.


  “I don’t know where Farune’s monsters are hiding,” Ivanov explained. “They might come after me the moment you leave.”


  The pack of Warwolves that had wiped out the advance unit still hadn’t made an appearance during the siege. Like a typical wizard, Ivanov was so spineless he bordered on paranoid, so he was worried about them returning. As a matter of fact, Keely’s monster army was lying low in a nearby forest, waiting day and night for the Ronzans to give them an opportunity to strike. Ivanov’s fear was by no means unfounded.


  Ivanov gave the order to retreat, and the day’s battle ended with significant losses.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “IN the battle today we lost several barrierists and a number of wizards. Considering our future plans, I believe we ought to avoid any further losses.”


  That night, one of Ivanov’s inner circle gave him some advice.


  “Then, what do you suggest we do?” Ivanov replied.


  “I believe we should use that. Now is not the time to be tightfisted.”


  “That, huh?” Ivanov grimaced uncomfortably. “Are you sure it isn’t too early? I don’t want anyone back home to know about it yet.”


  The man was referring to one of the aces up Ivanov’s sleeve. It was a weapon he had developed in secret from even the emperor; if he was found out, he could potentially be tried for treason.


  “Let’s use Jamming to prevent information from leaking, and place heavy restrictions on anyone returning to the Empire. That should prevent any issues. At any rate, even if it does come out, you’ll be making your gambit for the throne on your return to Ronza anyway. Here, we ought to steel ourselves to conquer that fortress with utmost haste.”


  All of Ivanov’s inner circle, including Alexander, stared at Ivanov. There was a moment of silence, and under the imploring gaze of his subordinates, he made his decision.


  “Fine. Use it, and bring down that fortress.”


  🍖🍖🍖


  “THEY must not be attacking today.”


  Wolf was occupying a position in front of the fortress gate when one of his knights spoke in a voice vaguely tinged with relief.


  The Eylish knightly order Wolf led had produced great results in the previous day’s battle, but they had sustained a fair few casualties as well. They much preferred not having to fight at all.


  I doubt they’re going to let us off that easily, Wolf thought. But he judged there was no need to speak of such a gloomy future, and he limited himself to replying with a nod.


  🍖🍖🍖


  A little later, one of his allies cried out, “What’s that?!”


  Looking at the enemy position, Wolf saw what appeared to be a massive metal cylinder being pulled forward on a cart. It was surrounded by a large escort of soldiers, who were treating it like a high-ranking noble. As Wolf squinted, trying to make out their movements, the cart eventually came to a stop, and dozens of brawny warriors carefully placed the cylinder on the ground.


  “Is it another special weapon, like that ballista?”


  If so, Wolf had to attack quickly. Seeing as it was quite far away, and the enemy’s defenses were solid, there didn’t seem to be anything to do about it. But Wolf’s soldierly intuition was telling him that nothing good would come of that weapon.


  “We’re withdrawing into the fortress for now!” he called out, deciding to listen to his gut. He called on the soldiers inside to quickly open the gate.


  The two huge metal portcullises were raised slightly, and soldiers filed into the fortress through the small gap below. They had the same nasty hunch that Wolf did, and they seemed to be hurrying. With a scowl at the enemy position, Wolf went through the gate last of all, finally withdrawing into the fortress.


  Because the gate had two portcullises, one on the inside and one on the outside, it wouldn’t be easy to break through, no matter what happened.


  Everyone stared through the double portcullis at the metal cylinder. Then, Mika came up to Wolf’s side.


  “The enemy is casting Jamming. Our farseeing and telepathy are disabled.”


  “Isn’t casting Jamming just common sense?” Wolf replied.


  Jamming was a spell that could block magic like farseeing and telepathy, and its use was common in times of war.


  “Up until now they’ve restricted its use to inside their own headquarters, but now they’re covering the entire battlefield, including the fortress. They must really not want anyone to know about that large cylinder.”


  “What is that thing, anyway?”


  “I believe it’s another magic weapon. The Mages’ Guild is currently reinforcing the anti-physical and anti-magic barrier, at Lady Frau’s orders. However, there’s no guarantee that will be enough to—”


  Just as Mika was expressing her worries, the metal cylinder began to give off a brilliant light. The gunner, Ivanov, had sent mana into it, which had made the spell carved into the cylinder glow.


  Metallic orbs were loaded into the cylinder from behind—huge magic crystals. Unlike the ones commonly in circulation, these were low-quality and generally would have been unusable. Magic crystals were valuable because they shone with a beautiful light when charged with mana, whereas low-quality crystals couldn’t handle mana and exploded instead. That made them worthless slag.


  However, Ivanov and his wizards had hit upon the idea of taking advantage of this behavior. They suspected that launching these crystals in such a way that they exploded when they made contact with their target might be tremendously effective. After years of research and experiments, they had succeeded in manufacturing low-quality magic crystals and stabilizing them in a spherical shape. This prevented explosions as much as possible, and when they did explode, it was extraordinarily powerful. Then, the wizards had developed a magic metal gun barrel that could fire the crystals a great distance. This was Ivanov’s secret weapon: the Mana Cannon.


  Notably, enemy barriers were no problem for the Mana Cannon. Current barriers placed more emphasis on countering spells as opposed to physical attacks, because the most effective long-range projectiles were arrows, and barriers didn’t need to be that strong to block them. On the other hand, magic tended to get more powerful by the year, and anti-magic barriers were being researched in tandem to compete with it (the most popular barrier spell was an anti-magic one with a weak anti-physical effect applied to it). Although the Mana Cannon’s projectiles exploded because of mana, they were essentially just spherical stones, so it was impossible to block them with an anti-magic barrier. And, while anti-physical barriers could block projectiles with comparable mass to arrows, they weren’t powerful enough to block massive hunks of magic crystal.


  In short, the Mana Cannon was a revolutionary weapon that could pierce any barrier within range and cause powerful explosions that rivaled the greatest spells. The Ronzans’ other magic weapon, the ballista, was only useful against slow-moving wizards. Knights and warriors who were agile enough could avoid the ballista if they moved out of the way just before it hit. The Mana Cannon was different. Its power extended over a wide area, so it was difficult to dodge or block. And, the magic crystal shards that the explosion sent flying were easily powerful enough to shred a human body.


  In Ivanov’s experiments, he had successfully put a mid-level dragon in the ground with a single shot. It could probably easily have killed dozens of humans at once. Any warrior, no matter how strong, wouldn’t stand a chance. Not even the emperor, or the so-called ultimate warrior, Egor…


  That was why the Mana Cannon was one of Ivanov’s aces in the hole in the fight to win the imperial throne. He had kept it a secret from the emperor because he didn’t want any of his brothers to find out about it. As a result, the one Mana Cannon in existence could only be activated by a special spell known to Ivanov alone, to keep it from ever being used by others.


  Ivanov set the Cannon’s sights on the fortress gate. As might be expected, he hadn’t managed to give it guided rounds like the ballista’s, but it was still quite precise.


  “Take that.” 


  The imperial prince, who had been treated like dirt his entire life, smiled as the cannonball was discharged with a tremendous noise. It reached the gate before the sound did. The exterior portcullis was blown back by an intense explosion, and it crashed into the interior portcullis. The shock made the interior portcullis crumple somewhat, but it wasn’t enough to destroy it. Of course, all this happened in a split second, and neither Wolf nor his men could comprehend the latest turn of events—not to mention that a shard of the cannonball passed through the portcullis grating and hit the head of the knight standing next to Wolf, killing him instantly.


  “Wha…”


  “Huh?”


  Even the brave, battle-hardened general was at a loss for words. Nearby, Mika had gone pale. Wolf looked at her face, then returned to his senses and shouted.


  “Run! Get away from the gate! You’ll die!”


  In a panic, the soldiers scattered like spiders. Wolf took Mika’s hand and ran into the castle.


  The second shot was fired after only a short interval. The interior portcullis, the surroundings of which were already completely emptied of people, was blown away, completely opening up the path into the fortress.


  There was no third shot; instead, with a battle cry, the Imperial army surged forward.


  The metal barrel of the Mana Cannon greatly warped when fired three times in quick succession, which meant a cooling-off period was necessary. And the magic crystals that were used as cannonballs may have been waste rock, but their large size made them rare, and they took time to manufacture. The Ronzans couldn’t just use as many of them as they wanted. Most importantly, magic crystals charged with powerful mana had other uses. Ivanov had judged that, rather than wasting them, it would be better to expend human lives.


  Thus, the third day of the siege descended into a fierce fight to the death.


  XIV: Frenzy


  “PUSH them back!” Wolf shouted. He activated his sword technique, Giant Edge, and cut his way into the enemy army invading the fortress. However, their vanguard was composed of the Empire’s top warriors, and they brilliantly blocked his huge sword, without flinching.


  “Not bad.”


  Although his special attack had been stopped, Wolf smiled, then swung his sword again, bringing it down on a Ronzan warrior. He had lost his balance while defending against Wolf’s first blow and was sent flying by the second, unable to block it.


  In the meantime, Wolf was swarmed by enemy soldiers. They were no doubt trying to take out the general by shutting down the long reach of his Giant Edge. Then, Eylish knights joined, coming to his aid, and in an instant the fight devolved into a confused melee.


  Needless to say, the Ronzan barrierists hadn’t stormed in along with the warriors, so Eylish spells and arrows flew wildly about from inside the fortress and atop the walls, mowing down attacking Ronzans. But while the Eylish may have had the better position, the Imperials were there in overwhelming numbers. The Eylish army would be crushed if they didn’t do something to plug up the gate. As for Farune’s Mages’ Guild, they were casting spells from behind cover out of fear of the ballista, and they couldn’t use strong magic because of the risk of collateral damage to their allies.


  As a matter of fact, Frau had been considering using a massive spell to eliminate enemies and allies alike. However, she concluded it would be impossible to defend the fortress with only wizards, who were unable to fight at close quarters. So for now, she was continually firing off mid-level lightning magic, taking out Imperial soldiers that way. 


  Mika, Noa, and the other leaders of the Mages’ Guild were fighting tooth and nail as well, but the lower-level wizards were unable to defeat their foes effectively while hiding. Growing impatient, one of them exposed themselves from inside the castle and targeted the Imperial soldiers with a spell, thinking, Just a second won’t hurt. Without a moment’s delay, the ballista was fired from enemy headquarters, piercing the wizard’s chest. It was like they were announcing a threat: We’re always watching you.


  This had an immediate effect, and the precision of the Mages’ Guild’s magic visibly declined. Even Mika and Noa grew hesitant to cast spells. The only one unaffected was Frau.


  With their magic support becoming more sparse, the Eylish army’s resistance gradually weakened.


  “At this rate…” Wolf gnashed his teeth in frustration. Far from pushing the enemy back, he was being overpowered by their momentum; if this continued he would have to retreat further into the fortress. Actually, he might even have to consider the possibility of a withdrawal to Gardon. Many of the knights and soldiers fighting with him had already fallen, and his Giant Edge wouldn’t last much longer.


  Should I go down with the fortress?


  Wolf didn’t fear death. He had resigned himself to it once before, when he fought against Farune, and he had no intention of clinging to life now.


  Before he knew what was happening, the area inside the walls was packed with enemy soldiers, and he had nowhere to run.


  “I’ll take as many of you with me as possible!”


  The Imperial soldiers briefly flinched at the old soldier’s shout, but then they carefully surrounded him, getting ready to deal the final blow.


  “Oh my, I was wondering what the stench was, and here I see the fortress is full to bursting with lowly northern barbarians.”


  Suddenly, a woman’s high-pitched voice resounded around the area.


  The speaker had, at some point without anyone noticing, moved to stand on an overhanging castle balcony. She had long, wavy purple hair. She was concealing the lower half of her face behind a handheld folding fan, and she wore a luxurious white dress. Her facial features were alluring, enough to call her beautiful, but she was so completely out of place on the battlefield that instead she seemed alien.


  “Is that… Lady Carmilla?” Wolf wondered aloud. He hadn’t met her before, but he deduced her name from her distinctive appearance.


  “Who’s that woman?”


  “Is she some crazy royal?”


  “But she’s hot.”


  The Imperial warriors were momentarily bewildered by Carmilla’s presence, but then their imaginations were stimulated by the thought that, if they captured the fortress, they might be able to do as they pleased with her. They looked at her with lustful gazes.


  “Oh, do you want me that badly?” Carmilla smiled bewitchingly, and her blue eyes turned crimson.


  Suddenly, one of the warriors bent a knee. “Hey, who the hell climbed onto my back?!” he cried out. He suspected a prank from one of his fellow warriors, but when he looked around, he saw that the others had fallen to their knees as well.


  “No one’s on you, idiot!”


  “Our bodies got heavy!”


  “Not just heavy. At this rate…”


  Their knees sunk into the ground. When they placed their hands down, their fingers sank as well.


  This was the effect of Carmilla’s Magic Eyes of Gravity. They were incomparably more powerful than they had been; their gravity was now too much for humans to handle.


  Eventually, the Ronzans’ fingers broke, their kneecaps cracked, and the area was filled with the sound of anguished voices. Wolf was also ensnared in the effect of Carmilla’s Magic Eyes, but he could endure it, just barely. However, those around him were in a brutal state, and though they were his enemies, the sight of their limbs snapping one after another was hard to bear.


  It was then that the ballista’s gunner, who had been unsure of the woman’s identity, finally noticed something was going on. He fired at the all-too-conspicuous Carmilla. The bolt was guaranteed to hit her so long as she remained in the gunner’s magic-enhanced sights. However, it passed harmlessly by Carmilla’s side, burying itself in the fortress wall.


  “It missed?!” the gunner shouted, shocked by this inconceivable result.


  “My dear sister was right. It was worth it to take this dress out of my wardrobe for once.” With a charming smile, Carmilla cast a sidelong look at the bolt that had been intended to take her life.


  Her white dress was a magic item that impeded visual perception. Since the gunner was aiming at her with his eyes, there was no way the bolt could hit her.


  “Now then, I’m sorry to say this, but it doesn’t seem that any of the men here measure up to my standards.”


  Beneath her, the enemy soldiers were squirming like caterpillars, their limbs broken. She leaped off the balcony and gently alighted upon the ground. Though her descent resembled that of an angel, her actions were nothing but demonic.


  “On the way here from Dorssen, I had a thought: is there really any need for someone as noble as me to advance together with a bunch of sluggish soldiers?” Carmilla murmured cheerily, weaving her way through the soldiers, who were unconscious from pain. “And then, when I spoke with my sister, she told me the party had already begun. I couldn’t bear to wait, and before I knew it I found my way over here alone. Got it?”


  The Frenzied Princess suddenly turned around and made eye contact with Wolf, who nodded back vehemently enough almost to detach his head from his shoulders. The Magic Eyes were no longer in effect, and his body had become lighter.


  “I’m glad you understand. Now, why don’t I send our guests outside packing? They don’t quite suit my tastes, you see.”


  She snapped her fingers at the Imperial warriors storming the gates to save their compatriots. The sound turned into a blade of wind, cleaving a brave warrior’s body in half at the waist. In quick succession she snapped again and again, and each time a warrior’s life was effortlessly torn apart. In no time at all, the warriors were completely spent, and only the soldiers remained. They slowly began to back away, their faces tense with fear. Carmilla’s appearance finally made their terror overtake their strength.


  “Eek!”


  Unable to withstand the fear, one of the soldiers bolted out through the gate. This was the cue for all the other soldiers inside the fortress to begin scrambling to get outside.
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  Though Carmilla had a villainous smile on her face, she leisurely went outside through the gate with royal composure. None of the fleeing soldiers were there; instead, warriors fired up with the desire for revenge encircled her. With a merciless snap, she fired off a blade of wind. However, the Ronzan warriors were no common soldiers; one of them swung his sword and obliterated it.


  “Don’t act like you’re tough just because you can use Sonic Blade!”


  The warriors attacked Carmilla all at once.


  “Oh, how unpleasant. You stink.”


  The Frenzied Princess whipped up a gentle breeze with the fan in her left hand. Coated with mana, this wind transformed into a mighty shockwave, blasting away the warriors in a single stroke. It was too powerful to be called a gale; it felt like getting slammed with a boulder.


  “I kindly ask anyone without proper manners to leave,” Carmilla shouted. Then, she snapped her fingers at an enemy unit forming up behind the warriors.


  With a piercing sound, her blade of wind was thwarted by a barrier. The rear unit was under the solid protection of the barrierists. Having said that, there were of course no heroes brave enough to challenge the Frenzied Princess in close-quarters combat, and they slowly began to fall back.


  “I’ve changed my mind. Please, there’s no rush.” Carmilla’s eyes once again turned scarlet.


  Magic Eyes weren’t magic per se. They were a sort of curse that had a direct impact on their targets.


  All at once several hundred soldiers knelt to Carmilla, bowed their heads, then, unable to withstand the gravity, perished.


  “Gaaahhh!”


  “Eeekkk!”


  “Ow, help me…”


  Everywhere their dying screams could be heard.


  “Oh, you may be barbarians, but that’s quite impressive. Such lovely singing.” Carmilla concealed the evil smile on her lips with her folding fan.


  Wolf, who had somehow managed to drag his exhausted body to the gate, watched the nightmarish spectacle and mumbled, “So this is the Frenzied Princess…”


  Then, from the bottom of his heart, he felt sorry for the citizens of Dorssen who lived under the rule of such a woman.


  XV: Impalement


  “DAMMIT, monsters are showing up left and right…”


  Ivanov grimaced at the report he had just received. He hadn’t been able to get a detailed grasp of the battle as it occurred thanks to Jamming.


  “Magic Eyes?” he went on. “Hardly anyone with those things has any power at all. And even if they do, they should only affect two, maybe three people at most! I can’t believe she crushed an entire unit at once…”


  The unblockable power of Magic Eyes was no less than a threat to Ivanov’s army. It was clear that there was no easy way of dealing with them, and Ivanov was at a loss.


  In the midst of this, one of his inner circle spoke up. Among Ivanov’s other wizards, he was a man known for his wide knowledge.


  “Lord Ivanov, I believe we can simply ignore those Magic Eyes.”


  “What do you mean?” Ivanov replied irritably, as if to say, Don’t say anything you can’t back up.


  “Magic Eyes are by nature a divine power, and they are too much for humans to handle,” the man said. “There are historical examples of great champions with Magic Eyes, but none of them are supposed to have been able to use them repeatedly. It is said that if they push themselves too hard, they could possibly go blind, or even lose their lives. We can safely assume that she won’t be able to use them again for several days. Conversely, I believe that means we must attack now, before she can use them again.”


  “Hmm…”


  Ivanov mulled it over. To be sure, he had once heard something similar to what the man had said. And if Carmilla could repeatedly use her Magic Eyes, they wouldn’t be able to do anything against her anyway. Their best policy would be to formulate a strategy assuming she couldn’t use them.


  “But even if she can’t use her Magic Eyes, you said the ballista missed,” Ivanov said. “What can we do about that? I also hear that she can fire off Sonic Blades just by snapping her fingers. How are we supposed to defeat an enemy like her?”


  Sonic Blade was a sword technique known even in the Empire. Some of the warriors could use it too, but Ivanov had never heard of anyone who could activate it with such a fleeting gesture.


  “I have a plan regarding that,” said another member of his inner circle. “It should be essentially impossible for that ballista to miss. Of course, a veteran warrior may be able to dodge or block it, but this time the bolt was off target. It looks as if this was due to some sort of magic illusion.”


  He had figured out the method by which Carmilla had protected herself from the ballista, though he didn’t know it was her white dress that had that power.


  “According to reports, the bolt missed to the left by the width of a single person,” he continued. “If so, can’t we simply fire the ballista while adjusting for that from the start?”


  “I see…”


  Now that he said it out loud, it was obvious. The ballista’s sights depended on the vision of the wizard who fired it. It should have hit as long as he didn’t miss on purpose. So, it was most likely some sort of illusion. If they fired the ballista while taking that into consideration, there was a decent possibility that they would be able to take Carmilla out.


  “If that’s the case, tell that to the ballista’s gunner. Our army lost much in today’s battle, but we very nearly had the enemy beat. We’re storming the castle again tomorrow, and this time we’ll take it!”


  Thanks to his inner circle’s proposals, Ivanov pulled himself together, and decided on an assault the next day. But just then a messenger burst in.


  “I have a report! The Dorssenian army has arrived! They number around one thousand. It appears that only their cavalry has come ahead of the rest.”


  The Dorssenians seemed to have sent a unit ahead to follow their escaped leader. Although they were his enemy, Ivanov sympathized with them.


  “Just one thousand won’t do much,” Ivanov said. Then, he moved to dismiss the messenger.


  “Actually…” The messenger was hesitant to speak.


  “Do you have something else to say?” Ivanov asked.


  “As soon as the Dorssenians arrived, they set up stakes in front of the fortress, and impaled our soldiers on them for all to see.”


  “Are they mad?!” Ivanov shouted, standing up from his chair. Impalement was an act so barbaric that it wasn’t even done in the Ronzan Empire. He found it hard to imagine that one of the central continent’s countries, which were said to be more culturally refined, could do such a thing.


  “It must be to break our morale,” guessed one of his inner circle, grimacing. “That’s the Frenzied Princess for you, I suppose. It may have little impact on the warriors, but the soldiers may get cold feet, especially after the way Carmilla fought today.”


  And, just as he said, most of the soldiers lost their morale upon seeing the awful treatment their fallen compatriots had received.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MEANWHILE, in the fortress, Wolf was protesting to Carmilla.


  “Lady Carmilla, surely you see that this is going too far! They may be our enemies, but they were honorable warriors. We ought to pay them a bit more respect.”


  Carmilla’s actions were unforgivable for an upright military man like Wolf. But she was completely unfazed by his protests. She was surrounded by Dorssen’s Palace Knights, who had arrived after her, and Sasha of the five Champions was holding a damp cloth over her eyes. It wasn’t just Sasha: Sigmund, Minerva, and Shirley were all there too. The only one who wasn’t, Rhea, was on her way leading the rest of the army.


  “Your name is Wolf, if I’m not mistaken?” Carmilla said. “Do you think you could be quiet for a moment? I used my Magic Eyes too much, and my eyes hurt. Besides, is that how you show your thanks to the person who contributed so much in today’s battle?”


  Wolf grunted, unsure what to say. Carmilla was right—the fortress might have fallen if she hadn’t come. Even now, they had only propped up the original portcullis and were doing emergency repairs on the gate; that didn’t change the fact that the situation was critical.


  “Consider this: Am I really the one in the wrong? Not the Empire that is so barbarically invading us?” Carmilla went on.


  The Palace Knights nodded in unison. They had seemingly sworn loyalty to their master, despite her personality.


  “Well, I suppose you’re right…”


  “Then, isn’t it only natural for them to be punished for their wrongdoing?” Carmilla took off the cloth covering her eyes and glanced at Wolf.


  “But, some punishments can be too—”


  “If you behave badly, you get punished. It’s only natural,” interrupted Frau. It was unusual for her to be attending the war council, and she was probably there because Carmilla had come that day.


  “Quite right, dear sister!” The support from the respected and beloved first consort gave Carmilla an uncharacteristically happy expression on her face.


  “I was punished by Sheila,” Frau said with a solemn nod. “Bad girls get punished.” 


  What in the world are Farune’s princesses doing with their time? Wolf wondered. Realizing that saying anything more would be pointless, he gave up, and looked with wet eyes at Carmilla and Frau, who were coming to a strange understanding with each other.


  “Sheila, you say?” Carmilla said. “She’s also Lord Mars’s consort, so she’s quite powerful. Then again, it seems that she’s struggling against Egor’s army right now.” A nasty smile appeared on her lips, then she turned her gaze back to Wolf. “You should be aware that I won’t be able to use my Magic Eyes for a while.”


  “Why not?!” Wolf exclaimed in surprise. He had been hoping that her power would be an effective offensive measure against the Ronzan army.


  Carmilla pointed at her eyes peeking out from under the cloth. Their natural blue was tinged with scarlet, perhaps as an aftereffect of the Magic Eyes. “Using my power is like shaving time off my own life. If I abuse them, I could go blind, or even die.”


  “I-Is that so…” Wolf’s shoulders slumped. If that was the case, then he couldn’t force her to use them. Not that there were many people who could force Carmilla to do anything.


  “It is. It’ll take time for me to recover. If impaling the Ronzans’ bodies can buy that time, then it’s a cheap price to pay, is it not?” Although I partly did it for fun, she added mentally.


  “Then, what if the enemy attacks again tomorrow?”


  “You’ll simply have to eliminate them with your military strength. Dorssen’s current Champions are quite powerful, you know.”


  At those words, the Champions, beginning with Sigmund, smiled fearlessly.


  XVI: The Champions


  THE following day, Ivanov stood in front of his army and raised his voice.


  “Don’t be afraid of that witch!” he urged. “Turn your fear into anger! Avenge your fallen comrades! After yesterday’s fight, the enemy is on the verge of annihilation. All they have left is the fresh army from Dorssen, and there are barely any of them! Victory is close at hand!”


  The pep talk was intended to raise the morale of the soldiers, each of whom was afraid that they might be the next to end up impaled on one of those spears. However, Ivanov’s words didn’t reach their hearts or inspire them. Perhaps this was because throughout Ivanov’s speech, Carmilla kept playfully waving her fan, sending countless violent shockwaves crashing into the Imperial army’s camp from the fortress a great distance away. The barrier blocked all of these shockwaves, but an ominous crackling noise continually resounded throughout the encampment. Because of this, the soldiers’ mental conditions were becoming unstable. 


  Ivanov could easily imagine the wicked smile on Carmilla’s face. She was no doubt fully aware of the effect her harassment was having. Because of it, morale remained at absolute rock bottom, and there was no longer anything Ivanov could do to restore it. In the end, he had no choice but to issue the order to assault the fortress, and the unwilling soldiers were forced to go on the attack.


  Confronting them was the full army of Dorssen, which had formed up in front of the gate. Their main force had arrived this morning, and it numbered ten thousand. They were still outnumbered five to one, but they showed no signs of being intimidated.


  Carmilla was wary of the Mana Cannon, but that fearsome weapon hadn’t yet made an appearance. The Ronzans had their own circumstances to worry about: it would be unwise to use Jamming over a wide area and because it meant they wouldn’t be visible to those back home for multiple days in a row.


  “Today’s the day I kill you, Frenzied Princess!” Ivanov said. Seeing her standing calmly in the middle of the enemy formation, he burned with the desire to take revenge for the previous day’s defeat. On closer examination, he saw that she was quite the voluptuous beauty, and in that sense it almost felt like it would be a waste to kill her, but he couldn’t bring himself to consider making her his wife. He much preferred keeping his head firmly attached to his shoulders.


  Suddenly, Ivanov was curious: what sort of man was the king of Farune, to make monstrous women like Frau and Carmilla his wives? Even in the Ronzan Empire, strength wasn’t of such importance that people demanded it of their spouses. After all, you wouldn’t be able to relax at home if you married some brawny female warrior.


  When Ivanov thought about it that way, he realized that the king of Farune was a total lunatic, but on the other hand, it also made him seem terrifying: could they really beat someone with such a thirst for strength?


  No, there’s no use thinking about that now. It’s not like it’s set in stone that I’ll fight the king of Farune himself. There’s a high likelihood that Egor will fight him, though. Couldn’t I just slow my advance after occupying this fortress, and make it seem like Egor’s the bigger threat?


  Ivanov shook his head slightly, recomposing himself, then used telepathy to send an order to the ballista’s gunner: Shoot Carmilla.


  The wizard manning the ballista was purposely shifting his aim to the right, just as ordered. His shot had definitely gone wide to the left the previous day. If that was because of a magic illusion, he figured it should hit this time. However, if he fired too quickly, it was also possible that she might sense something and dodge the bolt. The best timing would be right before the two armies clashed. Then, even that witch would no doubt be distracted.


  Although the soldiers had low morale, the warriors were fired up with the desire to avenge their comrades in arms, and they let out battle cries and broke into a run. Spurred on by them, the soldiers followed behind.


  The look in Carmilla’s eyes turned serious. No doubt she was totally focused on the fight before her.


  Without a moment’s delay, the gunner fired a bolt from the ballista. It flew like a shooting star, and unlike the last time, it headed straight toward Carmilla without any deviation.


  Gotcha! the wizard cheered internally, elated. He was certain there was no way she would dodge this shot.


  Just then, a man with a large scar on his face abruptly stepped in front of Carmilla. In an instant, he drew a massive greatsword from his back and cut down the ballista bolt straight on.


  “Huh?” the wizard exclaimed blankly.


  The ballista bolt had been bisected cleanly down the middle. To be sure, it was rather large for a bolt, but it would have been a nearly impossible feat to follow an object moving at such speed with the naked eye—to say nothing of the tremendous skill required to cut it with that greatsword.


  The wizard didn’t know it, but the man’s name was Sigmund. He also went by another name—Dragonslayer—and he had once been considered the strongest adventurer on the continent. Now, he was serving under Carmilla as the head of Dorssen’s Champions.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “I suppose I should expect nothing less of the man who slighted me to serve as the head of the Champions.”


  Though Sigmund had only just saved Carmilla’s life by a hair’s breadth, she sounded bored. In the past, she had once lost against him in a match for the position of head of the Champions, and she still had an inferiority complex about it.


  “The late king has entrusted me with your safety,” Sigmund replied curtly.


  He was always cool and composed, and never showed his emotions on his face, but he was totally loyal to the late king of Dorssen, who had raised him up from the position of adventurer to Champion. Even now, it felt more like he was following the king’s dying instructions than serving Carmilla. This was another aspect of him that rubbed her the wrong way, but regardless, he was without a doubt Dorssen’s most powerful warrior.


  As they were speaking, a second bolt was fired by the ballista, but Sigmund nimbly blocked this one with his greatsword as well.


  “You know I could block such a trivial thing myself…”


  “Not a chance,” Sigmund replied, flatly dismissing her bluff.


  In fact, Carmilla wasn’t as confident as she tried to seem. Just the day before, she would have been in mortal danger without her white dress. The fact that the ballista’s most recent aim had been accurate had made her break out into a cold sweat.


  “I am afraid that the enemy has seen through the white dress’s trick,” Sigmund went on. “They are no doubt firing bolts while purposefully shifting the ballista’s shot to correct its aim. If the battle devolves into a melee, it is doubtful whether even I will be able to protect you from all of them. Please, withdraw into the fortress.”


  “Are you telling me to get out of your way?!” Carmilla snapped her fingers, bisecting a pursuing Ronzan warrior in a fit of pique.


  “Didn’t you get your chance to wreak havoc yesterday? And that was after running off on your own, too. Think of going inside as your punishment.”


  Sigmund flashed an uncharacteristic smile. He was no doubt trying to lighten the mood, but the expression looked vaguely awkward on the man’s normally impassive face. Still, Carmilla found herself touched by it. He was doing his best to show her consideration. And in fact, she hadn’t yet fully recovered from the strain of using her Magic Eyes over such a wide area. After everything was said and done, Carmilla relied on Sigmund the most out of all her subordinates, so much so that she always entrusted him to take care of things in her stead when she left the country.


  “Fine,” Carmilla said. “Then, I think I shall sit by and elegantly observe the battle. In exchange, I suggest that you don’t lose. Understand?”


  “Yes, my lady.”


  At Sigmund’s modest reply, Carmilla shrugged her shoulders and calmly returned to the fortress.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AS indicated by the fact that an enemy warrior had made it to Carmilla, the Dorssenians were being pushed back. This was only natural; they were fighting an army nearly five times their size. The gap in strength was just too much for them. The Holy Kingdom’s army, which was holed up in the fortress, had spent a great deal of its energy in the previous days’ battles, and they could no longer be counted on. Farune’s Mages’ Guild hadn’t completely recovered its mana either, and its mages had their hands full maintaining the barrier. The fortress gate had also been destroyed, so their defenses were effectively halved. As a result, the Dorssenian army had no choice but to step up and fight.


  Among the Dorssenian army was Carmilla’s personal all-women unit, the Palace Knights, known for their unyielding courage, and they were fighting hard. Being composed of those women who had originally entered the competition to be Mars’s consort, they all were fierce fighters. They fought at the head of the army like valkyries, invigorating their allies. When the Dorssenian army saw them, they were inspired not to retreat even a single step against the Ronzans.


  The Champions’ efforts were especially noteworthy. Sigmund felled multiple enemy soldiers with every swing of his greatsword. Not only was he incredibly skilled, but he was so mighty he could cut down cavalry together with their horses in a single stroke. Like Sheila, he was a former S-rank adventurer, and after becoming Carmilla’s subordinate, he had begun consuming monster meat, enhancing his abilities even further. By now he had enough combat prowess to have a shot at making it into the top ranks of the Hundred.


  Minerva wielded a long battleaxe on horseback, terrorizing the Ronzan army. She used her weapon less as a tool for cutting, and more as one for smashing, sending Imperial soldiers flying one after another. Serving her were her subordinates from before she had come to Farune, the Thieves of the Dawn. As they ran amok in their light equipment with shouts of, “Yahoooo!” they looked like typical rogues—not at all like soldiers. They fought dirty, targeting their enemies’ openings and weak points, and they were plenty threatening.


  Like Minerva, Rhea also rode a horse, but she wielded a sword and shield, and fought honorably. The former head of a band of mercenaries, she was an excellent leader as well, and Carmilla had delegated command of the entire army to her. Consequently, she had a sweeping view of the army, and was issuing rapid-fire instructions, all while making sure she didn’t get too far out front. Her Flaming Fox mercenary band fought in a more organized manner than most Farunian units.


  Sasha served as one of Carmilla’s bodyguards, and was battling the Empire’s warriors that had penetrated into the fortress, itching to avenge their comrades. She was fully armed and armored, and fought in an orthodox, knightly style, which meant her defenses were impeccable and she had few openings. And while Sasha acted as a wall against the Ronzans, Carmilla fired Sonic Blades and shockwaves from behind, so the warriors that had entered the fortress were being steadily mowed down.


  In the midst of all this, Shirley and her assassin followers were going around taking out enemy wizards. The assassins had disguised themselves as Ronzans by dressing themselves in the clothes and equipment of fallen Imperial soldiers, then they had slipped into the enemy army like shadows, killing wizards with daggers, poisoned needles, and other tools for assassination. Thanks to this, the Imperial barriers were disappearing rapidly, and arrows and spells fired from the fortress were starting to become effective. However, Shirley’s true target was not a wizard. All this was only a feint while she penetrated deep into the enemy encampment, searching for a specific object: the ballista that was targeting Frau, Carmilla, and the other wizards on their side.


  Found it, Shirley thought. The ballista was protected by numerous soldiers, which only served to make it stand out even more. Shirley let loose her daggers; not just one, but more than a dozen blades floated up from her body, then flew, precisely burying themselves in the throats of the soldiers on guard.


  Meanwhile, the wizard operating the ballista didn’t notice a thing. He was using magic to amplify his sight, tenaciously searching for Frau and Carmilla. Next time, I’ll definitely kill those witches! he thought. But the next moment, he lost consciousness—permanently. Shirley had gently slit his throat from behind.


  The assassin severed the ballista’s bowstring, doused the weapon in oil, and set it alight. There was a stir among the Imperial soldiers when the weapon they were so dependent on went up in smoke. Shirley disappeared in the confusion and quickly left the area. There were no witnesses—the other assassins had disposed of every last one of them.


  🍖🍖🍖


  WHEN Carmilla saw the smoke of the burning ballista from the fortress, she instantly leaped from the wall back into the fray. With a wave of her fan, she routed a Ronzan unit with a massive shockwave, ostentatiously showing herself off to her foes. This gave the Dorssenian army renewed momentum; all of a sudden they began to push back the Ronzans.


  They took out the ballista?! Ivanov thought. He had believed that he would quickly overwhelm his opposition with numbers, and was unable to hide his irritation at the unexpectedly fierce struggle.


  If I’d known this would happen, maybe I would have used the Mana Cannon instead. We’re just losing too many soldiers. Ivanov paused in his thoughts. No, if it was only soldiers, I could just get replacements from back home, but not so for the warriors. If I lose too many of those, my father and brother might really take me to task.


  Then one of his inner circle came up to him.


  “Lord Ivanov, preparations are complete.”


  “Well done!”


  He grinned, his expression undergoing a complete change at this report. He called out to his cousin and right-hand man.


  “Alexander.”


  “Sir!”


  “You may attack. Rout the Dorssenian army and bring me victory.”


  Finally, Alexander had Ivanov’s permission to go into battle.


  “Certainly, sir!”


  Having received the long-awaited order, the blond warrior mounted his horse, then rushed to the front in high spirits, taking his elite warriors with him.


  The battle was about to reach its climax.


  XVII: Ivanov’s Trump Card


  THEY finally gave me an opening.


  Keely’s eyes glinted even brighter than usual. After hiding in the forest, putting up a barrier, and spending days lying low, she finally had an opportunity for ambush.


  The brawny warriors who had been at Ivanov’s side day and night headed away to the front on horseback. They were no doubt the enemy’s most elite unit, and Keely had known that she wouldn’t be able to do a thing against them with just Warwolves. The Dorssenian army was in for a hard time, but that was none of Keely’s concern. 


  Of course, Ivanov still held many guard units in reserve at his headquarters, but they probably weren’t very strong. There was no way they would be a match for her adorable doggies.


  Keely pointed at the enemy headquarters, then set her Warwolves on them.


  “Go get ’em!”


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE atmosphere in Imperial army headquarters was thick with tension. Alexander’s unit, which up until then Ivanov had kept close at hand, had finally gone on the offensive. This meant the battle was reaching its final stage.


  The soldiers on guard restlessly surveyed their surroundings. The horde of monsters said to have ambushed the advance unit still hadn’t made another appearance. Apparently, it was a group of vicious canine monsters called Warwolves; the soldiers didn’t want to fight those things if at all possible.


  If they’re going to ambush us, it has to be there, right?


  The soldiers’ gazes flitted between the forest and the ongoing fierce clash at the front. Then, after a tense interval, one of the soldiers cried, “They’re here! Monsters!”


  The others looked, and sure enough, Warwolves were suddenly rushing out from the forest—but only a few of them.


  “That’s nothing! We can beat those!”


  The soldiers were relieved. There were only around a hundred Warwolves, but the soldiers remaining at headquarters numbered five thousand at the very least. With trained men, dealing with the monsters would certainly be doable. Many of the wizards in Ivanov’s inner circle were there, and they bolted from their tents and instantly began to recite spells targeting the Warwolves. The Empire’s highly trained wizards’ incantations were quick and polished, and they fired a wide variety of spells at the Warwolf pack. Suddenly, the soldiers saw them in a new light: “They’re a bunch of smug bastards, but they’re reliable at times like these.” As soon as the wizards’ spells took flight, the Warwolves lost their momentum, frantically leaping and running around in a panic.


  The soldiers’ confidence surged, and, as if to dispel their earlier nervousness, they started to jeer at the Warwolves:


  “What a joke!”


  “They’re awfully slippery.”


  “Hey, can’t those wizards try a bit harder to hit them?”


  One of the soldiers made a comment to another member of his unit behind him: “Sheesh, they might be big, but they’re just pups.”


  However, there was no reply.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He turned around, and there was his compatriot, being chewed on by a massive dog.


  🍖🍖🍖


  WARWOLVES were clever monsters. It was in their nature to form packs and hunt in a well-organized fashion. They planned to make an obvious assault from the front, while a separate group pounced on their target from the rear. It was a simple, yet effective strategy. And they had just carried it out on a large scale on the battlefield. 


  The decoy pack had purposefully lowered its speed and drawn attention to itself, while the real pack, which had circled around to the enemy’s rear, swooped in on headquarters with lightning speed. There were more than a thousand of them. Taken by surprise, the headquarters had fallen into a state of utter chaos. Soldiers and wizards everywhere fell prey to the fangs of ravenous wolves. They were on the verge of a rout.


  🍖🍖🍖


  HOWEVER, as Ivanov unhurriedly came out of his tent, he showed no signs of panic.


  “You fell for it, fools.”


  Curving his mouth into a smile, he recited a verse of a spell. An enormous magic circle appeared on the ground and began to give off a white light. It was so large that the headquarters completely fit inside. The wizards under Ivanov’s command had been preparing this magic circle since the time they had set up here. The massive magic crystals that acted as ammunition for the Mana Cannon were buried as catalysts at every key point within the circle, supplying Ivanov with powerful mana. The third prince of the Empire’s body shone with a magical aura, making him quite the conspicuous presence, and when three Warwolves noticed, they fell upon him without hesitation.


  “Damn mutts.”


  With a sneer, Ivanov waved his arm at the attacking wolves. The brief motion enveloped the Warwolves in flames, reducing them to charcoal in a single instant. Then, tracing out shapes in midair, Ivanov set the Warwolves beyond the first ones alight, one after another.


  “Foolish, completely, utterly foolish,” Ivanov uttered. “Did you seriously think I sent Alexander away without a plan? Who do you think I am? I only sent him off because it would no longer be a problem for him to be away from my side. As long as I have this newly completed great magic circle, I’m invincible. Inside it, I possess infinite mana, and can instantly cast any spell. Like this, for example.”


  A light wave of his finger, and a blade of wind cut a Warwolf apart. It activated faster and more powerfully than Carmilla’s Sonic Blade.


  “Come on,” he roared, laughing loudly. “You don’t play your trump card until the very end!”


  “Kennel! Kennel!” Keely called out from where she sat astride the large leader of the pack of Warwolves, urging her beloved doggies to retreat.


  “So you’re the wizard controlling the monsters!” As Keely began to withdraw with the Warwolves, Ivanov held up a hand and pointed it at her. A massive mouth of flame moved to swallow Keely up, together with the Warwolf she was on—but before it could snap its jaw shut, it was reflected by a wall of light.


  “A barrier?” Ivanov turned his gaze to the sky. There, levitating far above him, he spotted a woman who resembled a porcelain doll. “Frau, huh?”


  This time, Ivanov held up both hands and cast a spell; at the same time, Frau fired off a lightning bolt. The two spells collided, producing an explosion in midair.


  “With Matou out of the way, it is I who will become the ultimate wizard, Lightning Empress!”


  He moved both hands in turn, slamming her continuously with powerful spells. Frau could cast spells without an incantation, but only if they were simple, and these ones were just too strong, so she put up a barrier and went on defense.


  Ivanov held up both hands as if to crush Frau. “Barriers mean nothing! They easily shatter if I smash them with even more powerful mana!” he shouted. “This is a feat even the legendary Master Matou could never accomplish. Now, I will surpass him!”


  A crack formed in Frau’s barrier as the usually superior defense magic was defeated by attack magic for the very first time. Sensing danger, Frau dispelled her flying magic right before her barrier was destroyed, plunging from the sky. Then, as soon as she exited Ivanov’s range, she started to rapidly fire small lightning spells.


  “You struggle in vain!” Ivanov erased her lightning with merely a wave of his arm. Amazingly, he had blocked her spells by simply flinging pure mana at them.


  However, all this had bought Frau time, during which she had readied another spell. “Transcending pure crimson, black, hell-begotten fire, return everything to the darkness whence it came…”


  “That incantation… could it be Darkness Flame?!”


  Darkness Flame was a magic that belonged to a realm no ordinary person could reach. Ivanov knew it existed, but this was the first time he had ever seen it. He hurriedly tried to fire a spell at Frau, but as a wizard, his curiosity about unknown magic slowed him down just a little. In that instant of hesitation, a vortex of black flames appeared, which quickly turned into a wave that swallowed up Ivanov together with his entire tent. The flames burned everything and left nothing behind, not even ash. Frau relaxed her expression somewhat, seemingly certain of her victory. But then the wave of black flames was parted in two.


  “In this great magic circle, I am invincible!” Ivanov roared, appearing from the midst of the fire. “Still, you scared me. I’ve never tested this against a spell as strong as Darkness Flame before.” He smiled stiffly, then pointed his hand at Frau once again. “It’s over, Lightning Empress. And after I kill you, I’ll be the most powerful wizard in Ares.”


  He fired a flash of pure mana to skewer Frau.


  🍖🍖🍖


  HOWEVER…


  “She’s gone?”


  Frau, who should have been shot through by a bolt of light, had disappeared—despite the fact that she shouldn’t have had any time to cast anything, even teleportation magic.


  “What the…? Could she have used some spell I don’t know about? Or maybe, does she have some sort of teleportation magic item… No, could it be that?”


  There was a single spell Ivanov happened to know of that made such instantaneous movement possible. It was a Contract Seal, a taboo magic where one treated a human being like a familiar. In an emergency, one could also teleport—at the cost of the subject’s life.


  “No way, did she really use such an inhuman spell? Surely even the Lightning Empress would never…” Ivanov briefly fretted, but he quickly got over it. “I should focus on the fight at hand. Even if she shows herself again, she’s no longer a threat.”


  He may have sent Alexander into the battle, but considering what was to come, he wanted to preserve as much manpower as possible. Here, his best course of action was to support the units at the front.


  “Now, why don’t I blow away those pesky Dorssenians?”


  Ivanov joined his hands together in front of him, then began to focus enough mana to destroy his enemy’s entire magic barrier.


  XVIII: The Battle of Norfrid Plain


  THANKS to Chrom and Warren’s assault, the Imperial army had temporarily withdrawn, and the fighting in Vulcan had entered a brief lull.


  The Farunians and Vulcanians had been inferior to the Ronzans in strength from the beginning, and going on the offensive themselves was not an option. As for Gustaf, who was effectively in command of the Imperial army, he had judged that he would have a higher chance of victory if he waited for the warriors exhausted from training to recover.


  “Since you’ve started the fighting, let me at ’em already!” Egor shouted.


  He was stomping around the castle like a petulant bear, frightening the soldiers, but Gustaf, who was used to his lord’s tantrums, knew how to put a stop to it.


  “I do not doubt for one moment that you would win, Lord Egor, but the enemy is more skilled than we imagined. We must not allow the worst-case scenario to occur, if you happen to take on multiple opponents at once.”


  “You think I’ll lose?!”


  Again Egor roared like a bear, but Gustaf was unperturbed. He calmly replied, “I did not say that. But you were unable to defeat Lady Cassandra, were you not?”


  “Hrmgh…”


  Egor grunted and furrowed his brow at the mention of that name. He wouldn’t have tolerated a reference to Cassandra from anyone else, but Gustaf had known both of them for a long time, so Egor couldn’t respond assertively.


  “At any rate, Farune will have to deal with Lord Ivanov’s army as well, so the Vulcanians won’t be getting any further reinforcements,” Gustaf went on. “While it is ominous that we have absolutely no grasp of King Mars’s movements, Farune conquered the center of the continent in a single lifetime. If its king dies, the country will no doubt split apart again; perhaps fear of that is keeping him from coming to the front.”


  “Hmph, I heard he’s skilled, but if what you’re saying is true, he sure is boring.”


  “That is what it means to be king. Neither His Imperial Majesty nor Lord Rigen come to the battlefield for the same reason.”


  Gustaf said this with some irony. The old warrior believed that the man who ruled the Empire ought always to stand on the front lines, which was why he was dissatisfied with the emperor and the crown prince, and was trying to install Egor on the throne.


  “Boring, so boring.” Egor waved a massive hand. “I don’t care about any of that. When will I be able to fight?”


  “The warriors’ injuries have largely healed, so the day after tomorrow.”


  “In that case, I’ll lead the vanguard!”


  Gustaf was reassured by Egor’s enthusiasm.


  “As you wish, my lord.”


  🍖🍖🍖


  TWO days later, Egor left the castle at sunrise, frolicking like a child. Gustaf, his longtime associate, had predicted this, so he had finished the necessary preparations the day before. He deployed the entire army without delay together with Egor.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “THANKS for coming here so early,” Chrom said. He had been getting detailed reconnaissance on the Imperial army’s activities, and as soon as he heard the report that they were on the move, he had brought Ogma, Warren, Hart, and the other leaders of the army together.


  “The Imperials have come,” he went on. “The plan is just as I said before: The Vulcanian army will hold back the main Imperial force, while Warren and I will take on Gustaf’s and Gerasim’s units. During that time, the Hundred, led by Ogma, will take down Egor. Don’t be an idiot and try to beat him on your own, got it? Go after him with the full strength of the Hundred.”


  The Hundred had been teleporting in from Farune one after another, and currently, they had more than a hundred members present. They had come in order of rank, so they were the cream of the crop. Incidentally, Luida was among them; she had been called to this war council as well, and kept mumbling, “Why me?” Luida didn’t have an official rank in the Hundred, but the members had a tendency to see her as second only in importance to Zero.


  “I wanted to take him myself, if possible, you know,” said Ogma. “But there’s no way around it. His Majesty… Zero has graciously given us a chance to redeem ourselves after our shameful performance in the war with Eyland. Defeat won’t be tolerated. Let’s go!”


  At Ogma’s command, everyone besides Luida responded with affirmative battle cries and dispersed to their respective positions. In the midst of the chaos, Luida spoke quietly to Ogma, wearing a serious expression.


  “Ogma, if you die, that’s it. It’s all over. If things get dicey, run away, all right?”


  “Why would you say that now?” Her comment dampened his hard-won resolve, and he wasn’t pleased.


  “Up until now, His Majesty hasn’t lost a single member of the Hundred. Not even one, even though you all behave so recklessly. His Majesty hasn’t said it out loud, but that’s something he’s proud of. It’s been my duty to be your healer for the whole time, so I can tell.”


  Of course, Mars hadn’t been thinking about any of this. In fact, he actually thought that Luida was the reason the Hundred got so carried away, because she healed them whenever they got hurt.


  From her perspective, however, it was nothing less than a divine miracle that no one in the Hundred had died. And, it was Mars who had made her join the group in the first place, and it was also his fault that she was being forced to eat monster meat. In the end, she had grown able to cast powerful recovery spells, and could now heal the Hundred, who could very well have died at any time. It was no wonder she believed Mars had done all of this intentionally.


  “Gah, are we not even allowed to die?!” Ogma said. The earnest idiot took Luida at her word.


  “No, you aren’t,” Luida said. “His Majesty always pushes you guys to the very limit, but that’s because he accounts for absolutely everything. There’s no shame in losing. All you have to do is win eventually. Don’t you think that’s why His Majesty keeps accepting your challenges in the arena?”
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  Yet again, of course, Mars never thought about any of this. Every day, while fighting in the arena, all that was going through his head was, I wish they’d just let me rest.


  “Just how great a man is Zero?!” Ogma wondered out loud, shedding tears when he learned of Mars’s true (?) intentions. “Got it! I won’t push myself too far. Because I can’t do anything that disgraces Zero!”


  After giving Luida a thumbs-up, the simple-minded blond headed to the battlefield with a brilliant smile on his face.


  🍖🍖🍖


  EGOR lumbered across the plain, his warhammer on his shoulder. The contingent of warriors under his direct command followed behind him, guarded on either flank by Gustaf’s and Gerasim’s cavalry. Egor had no desire to engage in group combat, so it always fell on his army to follow their leader and support him.


  Meeting them on the field were the Hundred’s elites, led by Ogma, and the Black and Red Knights. Behind them the Vulcanian army took a defensive formation.


  When the two forces came face-to-face, Egor pointed to Ogma and said to his men, “I’ll get that blond guy. You all take the rest.”


  Egor’s warriors were the strongest force in the Empire, outside of the emperor’s Imperial Guard, and the four most outstanding among them were called the Four Lords. Each one of them had also decided on a specific opponent: Aaron, Barry, Bill, and Bruno, the members of the First Five besides Ogma.


  “Tch, who do they think we are?” Aaron spat, drawing his sword.


  “We have to take out these weaklings so we can help Ogma,” Barry said boastfully, though he could see their foes were no weaklings. Damn, this is bad. The Empire’s warriors are all monsters. They’re a good match for us.


  Not sensing Barry’s uneasiness, Ogma gave a shout: “Egor! I will defeat you!”


  Originally, the idea had been for several members of the Hundred to take on Egor while he was alone, but it didn’t look like their foe would allow that. So, Ogma readily decided to discard the initial plan.


  “Hraaaaahhh!”


  Ogma charged, and the Hundred followed him.


  “Aaaaaahhhhhh!”


  The Imperial warriors pounded their weapons against their shields, stomped their feet and yawped like beasts to boost their morale, then broke into a dash. Then the Hundred and the Imperial warriors clashed head-on.


  To future generations, it would be known as the Battle of Norfrid Plain—and the first battle the Hundred ever lost.


  XIX: Warriors


  IN an effort to support Ogma, Juza, Wan Hu, and other members of the Hundred tried to land hits on Egor, but the Imperial warriors intervened to prevent anyone from getting in their leader’s way.


  The warriors’ weapons were a loose assortment of swords, spears, axes, and clubs, and their armor lacked cohesion as well. Their circular shields depicted dragons, lions, and other beasts the men each believed were strong—none were alike. 


  However, the warriors did have one thing in common: their recklessness. When a knight may have carefully gauged when to strike, they went in on their opponents without hesitation and bashed them with their weapons. They were constitutionally unable to feel fear. Currently, they were sustaining a counterattack from the Hundred, and many of them were wounded. But they didn’t care; they pressed ahead without paying any heed to their own injuries. The madness the Hundred had only recently attained in the war against Eyland was something the Imperial warriors had clearly mastered long ago. This fact struck fear into the hearts of the Farunian warriors. 


  “There’s something wrong with these guys,” they said to each other. That fear sapped the Hundred’s energy.


  Without missing a beat, the Imperial warriors pushed ahead even further. Both sides may have been roughly similar in terms of strength, but the momentum was completely on the Imperial army’s side. They seemed to be on their way to an easy victory. But then, Wan Hu roared.


  “Hraaaaahhhh!”


  He roused himself and plunged into the enemy’s midst. But it was clearly ill-advised. Naturally, he was showered with blows, his face twisted with pain, and he cried out in agony, but still he used a dark red staff—his signature Bloody Rod—to mow down his opponents.


  “Hngaaaah!”


  Blood spurted into the air, and the vampiric Bloody Rod began to absorb all of it from friend and foe alike. The bruised and battered Wan Hu rampaged like a beast on the verge of death.


  “Wan Hu went in!”


  “Follow him!”


  “Show ’em the strength of the Hundred!”


  The faltering warriors of the Hundred embraced Wan Hu’s madness as their own, and embarked on a counterattack. The Empire’s savagery and Farune’s insanity collided. This was different from the matches in the arena, which retained a semblance of formality; this was two sides genuinely battling to the death. Gustaf’s and Gerasim’s units on the army’s flanks moved to intervene, trying to assist the men in the center any way they could, but they were stopped by Chrom’s and Warren’s knights.


  “You’re going to have to deal with us!”


  Warren pressed forward, cutting an enemy soldier in half with a one-handed swing of his greatsword. A spurt of blood dyed his already-red armor.


  “Not a chance, scoundrel!” Gerasim cried out, going after Warren with his axe. But, the knight blocked it head-on with his tremendous strength.


  “Ohh, I can feel my arm going numb. Chrom told me already, but you really are stupidly strong.” Warren smiled, trying to feign composure, but drops of cold sweat trickled down his back.


  After thinking about who would be the best match, the two knights had decided to swap their opponents from the last battle, with Warren taking on Gerasim and Chrom taking on Gustaf, but even with his strength, it was doubtful Warren could hold back someone as formidable as Gerasim.


  He somehow managed to force Gerasim back, smashing him with his greatsword with all his might. But Gerasim firmly blocked it with his axe, then shifted back onto the offensive again. They repeatedly traded blows, until their horses, the first ones to wear out, were unable to withstand the consecutive heavy impacts on their bodies. The two horses’ legs buckled and they collapsed.


  “Dammit, you killed my best horse!” Gerasim shouted.


  “That’s my line!” retorted Warren.


  Of course, they both shared the blame for continuing to fight on horseback without thinking about their own weight, but they resumed their intense clash on foot, each trying to foist responsibility onto the other.


  Meanwhile, Chrom was face-to-face with Gustaf. He hadn’t been a match for Gerasim’s strength, so he had chosen to fight the father instead, against whom he seemed like he’d be able to put up a better fight.


  Nevertheless, while Gustaf was inferior to Gerasim in power, he far surpassed his son in terms of skill, experience, and many areas besides. He effortlessly handled his guandao, not allowing Chrom to get near. Chrom had anticipated that he would have a chance to win if he could just get in close against the long reach of Gustaf’s weapon, but he was having a hard time closing that gap. And then, just when he thought he had managed to get within reach, Gustaf shifted his grip, wielding his guandao like a sword.


  He’s good, Chrom thought. Better than me in strength, skill, and experience. This is going to be tricky. It might take everything I have just to avoid losing.


  He readily decided to give up on winning and focus on defense. Maintaining a distance that was neither too close nor too far away, he managed to deal damage to Gustaf without pushing himself too hard. It was a humiliating fighting style for a member of the Hundred, but this had originally been the role of the Black Knights, so it was nothing he minded.


  Gustaf noticed that his foe had switched to a passive fighting style, and he called out to him.


  “Oho, devoting yourself to your role, are you?” Gustaf taunted. “I don’t dislike men like that. So few in Ronza can fight with their brains, you see. You’re a rare breed. How about it? Why don’t you swear loyalty to me?” Even as he spoke, the guandao in his hands never stopped moving.


  “In five years, you’ll be old, and I’ll be even stronger. Then, our positions will be reversed. Considering our prospects, I think you’re the one who should be bowing down to me.” Though he was doing all he could to parry Gustaf’s attacks, Chrom put up a brave front.


  “That’s rich.” The veteran Imperial commander continued to attack, joyously and mercilessly.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “STORM BURST!”


  Ogma ran at Egor, letting off his most powerful sword technique as he did. An all-rending tempest assailed Egor.


  But the prince didn’t even try to dodge it.


  The superhuman giant just kept on walking; there was even a smile on his face. The gale grazed his lips, leaving a faint wound, but Egor lapped up the flowing blood like it was a fine wine.


  “What a nice breeze. I prefer my wind just a bit stronger, though.”


  The bastard didn’t even flinch, Ogma thought. This is the first time I’ve seen anyone like this besides Zero. Though he was surprised, he didn’t let up, and he slashed at Egor, fast as the wind.


  But this gust was brought to a stop by Egor’s warhammer. Then, the prince’s hunk of metal approached, moving so quickly that Ogma was forced to act before the whoosh of it sweeping through the air could even reach his ears.


  “Tch!” Ogma clicked his tongue in frustration. He instantly judged that the blow would be impossible to block, so he leaped into the air. Though his momentum was somewhat tempered, he brought his sword down on Egor’s head. But Egor only swept aside Ogma’s blade with his hand and sent him flying backward. Ogma spun around in midair and landed, then without a moment’s rest, moved to attack again.


  There were some highly ranked members of the Hundred who were stronger than Ogma. Some were faster. Some were no doubt more skilled. However, none surpassed the blond warrior in his balance of all three. His slash was heavy, sharp, and polished. And it took everything Egor had to block it with his warhammer. But, the brave bear from the north was still smiling.


  “Hey, you’re good, you’re good all right. You sure can dance!”


  He let loose a kick with his tree-trunk of a leg. His heavily-armored shin was no less threatening a blunt weapon than was his warhammer.


  Ogma twisted his body, dodging the fierce blow, then put distance between the two of them. “Bring it on! I kinda like your fighting style.” 


  With a grin, he leaped at Egor. He resembled a wild animal making a savage ambush more than he did a warrior. His whole body was a weapon; in his right hand he used his sword, while his left was a bare fist, and with both legs he let off an unending torrent of kicks. Even Egor was unable to block it all—in fact, he took the hits head-on before he counterattacked. They butted heads, sent kicks flying, and punched each other, all while avoiding fatal wounds from the other’s weapon. It was more like a high-level street brawl than a duel between warriors.


  “Not bad…”


  Though they were each cut and bruised all over, the two brutes smiled. And as they smiled, they fought to the death, their hearts full with the joy of battle.


  Then—Ogma was the first to take a knee.


  XX: Sheila Rises


  “COUGH…”


  Number one in the Hundred, who was supposed to be invincible, spat up blood and fell to his knees. His spirit wasn’t yet broken; his body had given in first.


  Mercilessly, Egor let loose a kick for good measure, and Ogma struggled to block it with his sword, but he was unable to bear the brunt of the impact and was sent soaring. After slamming into the ground, he somehow managed to get back onto his feet.


  “You’re pretty strong. I’d say… You’re in the top five of everyone I’ve fought, maybe?” Egor said. He slowly approached Ogma, as if to say, It’s over now.


  In response, Ogma smiled, despite the blood leaking from his mouth. “Same here. I bet you’re in the top five for me too. Unfortunately, though, you aren’t first or second.”


  “What?” A wrinkle of displeasure formed on Egor’s brow.


  “First and second are both with Farune. Maybe third is, too. There’s this tricky wizard I know of… Too bad for you, we’ve still got plenty of monsters left on our side.”


  “Just admit you’ve lost!”


  Angry now, Egor ferociously closed in, but Ogma swiftly swung his sword and fired off another Sonic Blade. It was a low-level technique, but he had aimed for the eyes, so Egor was forced to snuff it out with his hand, vexed. During that time, Ogma had darted away as fast as his legs could carry him. It was hard to believe this was a man who had been fighting with all his energy just moments before; his flight was almost impressive.


  “You’re running?!” Egor shouted with surprise at his foe, who was pathetically fleeing so soon after he had paid him a warrior’s respects.


  “Sorry, dying is against Zero’s orders, so I can’t do that!” Ogma replied without turning around. Still running, he shouted out to the other members of the Hundred: “Hey, we lost! Beat it! Zero’s gonna kill you if you die without permission!”


  “Seriously?!”


  “We have to run?!”


  “Zero’s orders are Zero’s orders, I guess…”


  There were various responses, but when they saw Ogma running away, the rest of the Hundred had no choice but to chase after him. The Black Knights and the Red Knights beat a clean retreat along with the Hundred. The Vulcanian army, which had been holding back the main force of the Imperial army at only half strength, must have seen that it was time to go as well, because they also slowly began to withdraw.


  Naturally, the Imperial army attempted pursuit, but just then, their flank was hit by a surprise ambush. It was an order of Vulcanian knights, which had just been deployed from the capital of Thracia. They had ridden hard to arrive in time for the final showdown, and their momentum had a particular ferocity to it. Visible at the vanguard was the figure of a silver-haired female knight on horseback wielding two swords.


  “What about your child, Sheila?!” Hart cried out in surprise.


  “The baby has already been born,” Sheila replied. “It is said that Lady Cassandra could move freely just moments after giving birth, and fight perfectly. Considering that, this is nothing!”


  Despite what she said, her expression looked somewhat pained, but she nevertheless cut down enemy soldiers left and right with her two swords. Her escort, led by Yamato, followed behind to support her.


  “I would expect nothing less of a princess consort of Farune,” Yamato said. “To think that you would decide to go into battle right after giving birth!”


  Impressed by Sheila’s determination, he too nimbly wielded his sword to keep enemies at bay. With willowy swordsmanship, he smoothly cut down the Empire’s warriors, becoming a threat second only to Sheila.


  “No, you’re her bodyguard! Stop her!” Hart complained, worried about his older sister’s safety—he wasn’t quite as much of a fiend for battle as Yamato. However, his voice didn’t even reach the deviant swordsman’s ears.


  Where did they get this much manpower anyway? I was sure that Thracia didn’t have any soldiers left, Hart thought. He and the other Celestial Swords were unable to hide their surprise at seeing reinforcements that shouldn’t have been coming.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “WHAT’S with that woman?”


  Coming out of a brief daze, Egor expressed concern about the silver-haired knight who was fighting like a raging lion against the pursuing Imperial army.


  “Apparently that’s the current king of Vulcan, boss,” said one of the Four Lords, who had just been fighting Aaron. “Oh, actually, she’s a woman, so queen, I guess? I also heard she’s the fourth princess of Farune. I assumed she’d be all looks, but… She’s crazy strong. We gotta watch out around her.” He was amazed by Sheila’s peerless rampage. “The guy in the Hundred I fought was pretty skilled too. He ran away thanks to you, boss, but who knows who would’ve won if we’d kept fighting?” The man’s gaze was on the Vulcanian army, which was calmly withdrawing after repulsing their pursuers.


  “Hmph, what a fine woman,” Egor said, showing uncharacteristic interest in a woman. “She’s wasted on that cowardly king of theirs. Maybe I’ll make her mine when I take Vulcan.” He stared at Sheila as she gallantly departed, her silver hair fluttering in the wind.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THREE days previously, after giving birth to a healthy baby boy, Sheila was, naturally, barely able to get out of bed. However, after only a day had elapsed, she decided to go into battle.


  “If it happens that the allied Farunian and Vulcanian armies suffer defeat in the showdown against Ronza, we’ll have no one else to turn to. I must go and relieve them!”


  After this declaration, Sheila named her newborn child Simon, then began to prepare for battle.


  “Please, stop this, Lady Sheila! You’ll hurt yourself!”


  “What will the newborn Lord Simon do without you if anything happens?!”


  Her ladies in waiting desperately tried to dissuade her, but she wouldn’t listen.


  “You have it backwards. Now that Simon is born, I can go. After all, does he really need me in order to become the next king of Vulcan?” Sheila looked at the peacefully sleeping Simon, then suddenly smiled. “If anything happens to me, take him and flee to Farune. Lord Mars will surely be of help.”


  “But, they say King Mars is still absent!” one of the ladies in waiting said, displeasure evident in her voice.


  “Ordinary people cannot comprehend his actions,” Sheila said confidently. “He is gone now because he no doubt believes that we can make do without him. He is always testing us, showing us that our future is only secure once we have all done our utmost. After all, is there any meaning to a country that cannot defend itself without Lord Mars?”


  “Well…” The lady in waiting abruptly fell silent.


  Needless to say, Mars wasn’t thinking about anything that profound; he was on a carefree journey through the western nations at the time, but no one but Frau knew that.


  “But Thracia has almost no knights or soldiers at present. Do you truly mean to go alone?” another lady in waiting asked, calling attention to their shortage of manpower. Vulcan had deployed every soldier it could scrape together to the Norfrid Plain. About the only ones left in Thracia were the castle guards.


  “If I go, Yamato and the others, who have been charged with protecting me, will no doubt follow. That will be enough.” Sheila’s gaze was on her guards, who nodded silently in affirmation.


  “But—”


  One of Sheila’s ladies in waiting tried to stop her once more, but before the woman could finish speaking, the queen had a fit of vertigo and staggered, and those nearby rushed to support her. Even Sheila had to admit that it was still too soon for her to fight.


  “At least one more day, please recuperate for another day!”


  Sheila nodded weakly.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE next day, having managed to recover her strength, Sheila got out of bed to leave the castle. Her ladies in waiting rushed over.


  “There’s no point trying to stop me anymore,” Sheila chided.


  But her ladies in waiting all shouted in unison: “Lady Sheila, this is serious! The castle courtyard, no, even the area outside the castle is full of knights!”


  “What?” A surprised Sheila went out onto the castle terrace, and there she saw that everywhere, as far as the roads surrounding the castle, was thronged with Vulcanian knights. “What’s going on?”


  These were the men who had sided with the king’s faction during the civil war out of discontent over Farune’s forceful annexation of the country. After the end of the conflict, nearly all loyalist knights had quit, preferring to remain faithful to the late king’s family over continuing in their government posts. With the Ronzan Empire’s invasion, many of them had agonized over how to conduct themselves, whether to stay as civilians or return and fight. And then, they had heard about Sheila. The queen of Vulcan was about to drag herself onto the battlefield, entrusting her affairs to her newborn child. When they learned of her grim determination, they rose up.


  “The Ronzan Empire must be defeated!”


  “We can’t come in second to Lady Sheila!”


  “It would be a disgrace to the knights of Vulcan if we let a woman go into battle before we did!”


  Vulcan had always been a country that prized valor. Knights and mercenaries showed up one after another, as if to say, We won’t be able to call ourselves men anymore if we don’t stand up now.


  “Wow…”


  Sheila’s ladies in waiting sensed that this was what King Mars had been aiming for. By purposely allowing Vulcan to experience a crisis, the king was trying to unify the people’s hearts. The result was the mass of Vulcanian knights before them.


  What a fearsome king.


  The ladies in waiting trembled at Mars’s perceptive foresight. (Of course, Mars hadn’t actually thought about this at all.)


  Meanwhile, Sheila drew her swords and held them aloft.


  “Knights, my brave men of Vulcan,” she called out in a commanding voice. “This country is currently facing an unprecedented threat. Our towns and villages are being invaded, our soil violated, and our pride as knights broken—but, that is all the more reason why we must not bend the knee. The enemy is many, and they may surpass us in strength. However, victory in war is not decided by numbers. We are proud and determined, and our hearts will never give in! Even if my blades shatter, and I spill my last drop of blood, I will fight to the end. Even if I lose my life, as long as this country and my child live on, I will die happily!


  “I ask you all this,” she continued. “Will you fight with me? Will you protect this country? Then take up your swords! Raise your spears, and ready your shields! If this fight is a hopeless one, then let us crush hopelessness! If this is our final fight, our names will go down in history! So fight together with me! Seize victory with me! Though my body may decay, my soul will be with Vulcan forever!”


  A loud roar went up from the assembled knights at Sheila’s speech.


  “Long live Vulcan!”


  “Long live Lady Sheila!”


  “We aren’t afraid of death!”


  This was how Sheila had ended up arriving with an army at her back.


  XXI: The Battle of Thracia


  THE combined Farunian and Vulcanian army returned to Thracia, having successfully withdrawn with Sheila’s aid. Although they had been defeated, Sheila had brilliantly repulsed the pursuing Imperial army, so if anything, their morale was higher than before. This had infected the populace as well, enveloping Thracia in an unprecedented mood of excitement. They were all determined to defend Vulcan against the invaders.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “WE will defeat Egor in open battle,” Sheila plainly declared. She was at a war council with all the army’s important leaders.


  “Wouldn’t holing up in the city give us a better chance of victory?” Hart asked, worried for his sister.


  “If I must, I am ready to send my son away to Farune. I cannot be a coward who, after dragging the people into a siege, saves only her own child. And, considering the Vulcanian ethos, the citizens will no doubt come together and fight if the battle does turn into a siege. Who knows how much blood will be spilled then…”


  Rather than welcoming the air of eager anticipation, Sheila appeared wary of it. If defeat seemed likely, but the citizens continued to resist anyway, it could invite a massacre from the Imperial army.


  “It’s all the same to me whether we fight a siege or go out into the field, but we can’t beat Egor with who we have here, you know,” Ogma said. “We don’t have a chance without Zero or Lady Cassandra. Though Lady Frau might also be a good match for him. But that said, if you tell me we’re fighting him again, I’ll take him on.” Although he had been defeated, he hadn’t lost his fighting spirit. Actually, it seemed like he was enjoying all this. Perhaps his countless experiences of loss against Zero in the arena had given him an inner fortitude.


  “I will fight Egor,” Sheila declared. “Just like in the previous battle, please contain the other Imperial soldiers. If my escort and I face him, we will have a chance to win.”


  “Yamato might be fine, but the others will be dead weight,” Ogma objected. “Egor’s a genuine monster. I’ll lend you a hand.” He flashed an arrogant grin. All of Sheila’s bodyguards besides Yamato looked irritated, but they couldn’t disobey an order from their number one.


  “The Vulcanian army is quite exhausted after today’s fighting,” Fabio the Blazing Blade said, concerned. “It’s doubtful whether they will be able to hold back the enemy like that again…”


  It had been overshadowed by the fierce fighting between the Hundred and the Empire’s warriors, but the only reason Ogma and the others had been able to engage the enemy in one-on-one combat was because each of the Celestial Swords had led a unit and skillfully maneuvered against the Imperial army’s main force. They had sustained many casualties as a result, and the Vulcanian army as a whole was extremely fatigued.


  “Can’t you simply incorporate the knights that came with me today into your units?” Sheila suggested.


  “Incorporate former rebels? Will we be able to make them obey us?” Igor, the Stalwart Blade, furrowed his brow. He had struggled long against the loyalists during the civil war, and he still seemed to distrust them.


  “You won’t make them obey you, you’ll request it of them. This is a fight to protect Vulcan. It’s time for all of us to unite in the service of one goal, without superiors or inferiors.”


  Perhaps Sheila’s mindset had changed after giving birth; she now carried herself with the air of a leader. Her words were dignified, and there were none who contradicted her.


  After that, Sheila took charge of the council, and it was decided that they would have a showdown with the Imperial army in the open field.


  🍖🍖🍖


  TWO days later, the combined Farunian and Vulcanian army in formation outside Thracia came face to face with the Ronzan Imperial army, with Egor at its head.


  “It looks like they’re planning on fighting us in the open,” whispered a member of Egor’s inner circle, one of the Four Lords.


  “A wise decision,” another one replied. “Boss’ll bulldoze anything in his path, whether it’s a gate or a wall. If they holed up in a castle, he’d just destroy the whole building, and that would be that. Fighting head-on is better for them.”


  It was unclear whether Egor was listening to them; he simply ordered, “I’ll take Sheila. You guys hold back the others.”


  His inner circle complied, and they each found their opponent and dispersed. From the beginning, they had been planning to fight the First Five, in order to settle the score from the earlier battle. In conjunction with them, Gustaf and Gerasim also got going, each leading a unit under their direct command.


  The army’s tactics were simple: they pushed forward, with Egor up front. Anyone else was only there to get rid of whoever stood in his way. They knew from experience that this was the shortest path to victory.


  The allied Hundred and Vulcanian army began a charge toward Egor. The Imperial army surged forward, enveloping the lumbering prince on either side.


  Archers, led by Gino the Flying Blade, fired arrows from the walls of Thracia to contain the Imperial forces, but although the soldiers were affected, the Empire’s warriors rushed in, unconcerned. Gino was skilled enough to get headshots on the warriors, but that was not the case for the other archers, so their covering fire was of limited effectiveness. Seeing that the warriors easily blocked arrows with their weapons and shields, Gino calmly issued instructions to his men:


  “Aim for the soldiers. Going for the warriors is just a waste of arrows.”


  🍖🍖🍖


  ONCE again, Chrom and Gustaf clashed on one flank, while Warren and Gerasim clashed on the other; never mind Warren, Chrom was being forced into a hard fight.


  “Whoa there, your hands aren’t even moving!” Gustaf said. Adeptly wielding his guandao, he chased after Chrom, almost as if he were toying with him.


  “Ngh,” Chrom grunted. Gustaf easily closed the gap whenever he tried to move away; the general was blocking every one of his attacks. Defeat was all but certain. However, Chrom endured, continuing to swing his sword.


  “Hrm?”


  But soon, Gustaf’s brow furrowed. He had noticed that Chrom had been continually slashing at the same spot on the handle of his guandao. “No, are you—?!”


  “Too late!”


  Chrom slashed with all his might—not at Gustaf, but at the handle of his guandao. It was made of a special type of wood, and even magically fortified, but it was no match for a metal blade equally strengthened with magic. Under constant stress from Chrom’s precise attacks, it had finally broken in half.


  “Without that annoying weapon, you’re just some old geezer.” Chrom grinned wickedly.


  “Hmph, I’m still stronger than you!”


  Gustaf shifted his grip, holding his shortened guandao like a sword, then closed in and crossed blades with Chrom. However, he couldn’t unleash his skill as well without a more familiar weapon, and the fight became an even one.


  “What happened to that spirit of yours, old man?!”


  Chrom’s face split into a fearless smile.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AS if by prior agreement, Warren and Gerasim began their duel by dismounting their horses. On the battlefield, horses’ lives were at times more valuable than humans’; both men hesitated to spend them without good cause.


  After slamming their weapons into each other for a while, Warren suddenly spoke to Gerasim.


  “Hey, don’t you think this is just getting in the way?” He turned his gaze to his own weapon, a greatsword.


  “You’ve got a point. We’ll get nowhere at this rate,” Gerasim agreed, casting a glance at his axe. At some point, they seemed to have come to an unspoken understanding of sorts.


  The two of them planted their weapons in the ground, then began to grapple and punch each other, as if they were simply holding a contest to see which of them was stronger. Essentially, it was a barehanded brawl. Their men watched with exasperation; some thought, Couldn’t I just cut him down from behind right now? However, they realized that if they did, their own commander would kill them afterward, so both sides continued to battle properly while giving the two brawlers a wide berth.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AS the fighting grew more chaotic, Sheila, Ogma, and Yamato finally came face to face with Egor.


  XXII: Egor


  “HEY, you. Wanna be my woman?” Egor said, pointing a thick finger at Sheila.


  “Hey, man, everything you say sounds like a joke with that ridiculous look on your face,” Ogma said, replying first.


  “Lord Mars will kill you, you know.” Yamato furrowed his brow.


  Then, after fixing her gaze on Egor’s face, Sheila answered Egor’s taunt.


  “Sorry, but you aren’t my type,” she said. “Would you like me to introduce you to someone else? I think you’d be a great match for a Bloodbear.”


  Admittedly, Sheila did prefer men who were stronger than her, but only if they were also at least somewhat attractive; a huge, coarse man like Egor was out of the question. In that sense, the inhumanly strong Mars, with his perfectly acceptable face, was the perfect partner for her. Despite the present state of things, she thought that maybe their marriage wasn’t that bad after all.


  “Hmph, then I’ll just have to take you with force,” Egor said. But despite the show of strength, he was still a prince; he didn’t have much experience being so harshly insulted, and, secretly, he was a bit hurt.


  “Hraaahhh!”


  Egor made a sweep with his massive warhammer. It was a fierce attack, rumbling as it crushed the atmosphere in its wake.


  For his three opponents, blocking the blow was never an option; they leapt backward, evading the warhammer—and even then, the wind it produced grazed their bodies and threw them off balance.


  “No, he’s definitely not suited to having a human partner,” Sheila said, cold sweat trickling down her forehead,


  “Oh, no, but what a magnificent attack from that massive body,” Yamato admired. “Surely this is the ideal warrior.” Yamato gazed at Egor’s physique with envy, probably wishing he had the same body himself.


  “Stop your chattering!” Egor swung his warhammer several times in quick succession. His three opponents recoiled, intimidated by the ominous gusts that heralded nothing but death.


  “You’ll crush Lady Sheila if you keep waving that thing around like that!” Ogma stepped forward, holding up his greatsword against Egor’s warhammer—but he was unable to block it fully, and he and his weapon both went flying.


  “To think that even Ogma can’t stop it!” Yamato shouted. But his expression made it clear that he was overjoyed to have the chance to fight such a powerful foe. With a hiss of breath between his teeth, he closed in and slashed at Egor with his slender sword.


  Egor didn’t even dodge. Instead, he countered with a left-handed slap to Yamato’s cheek, sending him spiraling through the air.


  “So light,” Egor scoffed. Although the flank of his armor was cut apart, there was only a faint cut on his exposed skin beneath. “You know, you’ll need stronger arms if you want to cut me.”


  Yamato had landed on the ground face-first, and he wasn’t moving.


  “Just one hit? That’s just pathetic. C’mon, get up, Yamato,” Ogma said. He poked Yamato in the head with his foot, and Yamato’s hands twitched, then he somehow managed to rise to his feet.


  “I thought I broke my neck for a second there…” Yamato rubbed his neck, checking to make sure nothing was out of place.


  Sheila, on the other hand, didn’t even look at Yamato. She glared at Egor, then lit up her twin blades with a magic light.


  “Prepare yourself.”


  The moment Sheila spoke, she vanished. In the blink of an eye, she circled around behind Egor and went after his neck with a whirlwind attack.


  “Whoa,” Egor exclaimed.


  Despite his toughness, he probably thought her attack could be dangerous, because he bent his body out of the way to avoid it. However, Sheila didn’t let up; she continued to spin, slashing at him as she did. Her swords came from all directions; no sooner was she in front of him than she moved to his side, and before he knew it she had gone around behind him again. Not only that, but her sword techniques were imbued with magic power and could cut through his armor like it was made of paper. Even Egor couldn’t afford to take them straight on.
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  “Ngh, why you…” Unable to handle Sheila, Egor was being steadily pushed back.


  “Incredible… So this is the power of an S-rank adventurer…” Yamato was simply blown away. Normally, he would have gone to her aid, but her movements were so splendid that he was actually hesitant to interfere.


  “You’re saying that now?!” Ogma cried. “Lady Sheila just gave birth! She won’t last long. We’re going after him together!”


  He was right—Sheila’s breathing was gradually growing labored. She would have been able to move for longer if she were in perfect condition, but her body couldn’t keep up with her intentions.


  “Is your little dance over?” Egor asked. He didn’t miss Sheila’s weakness either, of course; targeting one of her sloppier movements, he struck at her with his warhammer.


  I can’t dodge that…


  Sheila braced herself for a direct impact, but then Ogma stepped in. Using his greatsword like a shield, he blocked the warhammer with his body.


  “Nguh…”


  The shock passed to Ogma’s body through his greatsword, and he spat up stomach acid tinged with blood.


  “How devoted,” Egor said, scoffing, but then, a shadow fell on his head.


  A leaping Yamato was targeting his neck.


  “You’re dead!”


  Egor caught the blade in his mouth. With a loud crack, Yamato’s sword shattered between Egor’s teeth.


  “Impossible…” The psychological shock hit Yamato just as Egor’s palm slammed him into the ground.


  “Lanky weakling,” Egor said, spitting out shards of Yamato’s blade. But before he could deal the finishing blow, he had to block Ogma’s incoming greatsword with his warhammer.


  “Even I’ve never seen a guy eat a sword before,” Ogma said. As he poured all his strength into his greatsword, he was filled with exasperation. Not even Mars or Cassandra had ever performed such a feat, to his knowledge.


  “That’s because you’re all weak, didn’t you know?”


  Egor easily pushed back Ogma’s full-power attack, then dealt him a fierce kick just when his body was off balance. The Hundred’s First was cleanly bent in half.


  It’s over, Egor thought, but at that very moment, Ogma’s body was cloaked in a faint light. Luida had cast a recovery spell from a short distance away. When Egor looked around, he saw that Sheila’s stamina was also restored; even Yamato, who should have been down permanently, was already back on his feet.


  “A priestess like you shouldn’t be messing with a sacred fight between warriors!” Egor howled like a wild beast and, before Yamato could bring up his sword, he swiftly grabbed hold of Yamato’s head and flung him at Luida without missing a beat.


  “What?!” Luida exclaimed. She had assumed she had put enough distance between herself and Egor, but she took the hit from Yamato’s soaring body head-on. This was her first fight since becoming the Hundred’s healer and she lost consciousness, letting out a strange-sounding, “Nkyu.”


  “How could you do that to Luida?!”


  “Miss!”


  Sheila and Ogma slashed at Egor at the same time.


  “Shut up!”


  Enraged, Egor didn’t care whether he got hurt anymore; he punched his foes even as they cut into him.


  Although Sheila and Ogma’s blades had made contact, Egor’s flesh was as hard as steel, which prevented them from extracting their weapons, and they lost their balance. Ogma was once again sent flying by a punch, and while Sheila blocked with her other sword, its blade was bent in half.


  “Just give in and be my woman already!”


  Egor reached out with his thick, powerful arm, intent on grabbing Sheila.
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  XXIII: The Return of the King, 1


  IN Torino, as the light of Frau’s teleportation spell enveloped me, I felt utterly exhausted. Maybe that was only natural—I mean, I had just been in a fistfight with a bunch of thugs. But that wasn’t it. Strangely, I could feel my heartbeat spreading out over my entire body. I was dizzy. My legs were shaky. It was as if my life were a candle, flickering in the wind. Something was wrong.


  When the white light faded, my surroundings had changed to a room in a castle somewhere. I placed my hand up against the stone wall, steadying my shaky body, then asked Frau a question.


  “I feel totally awful. Do you know why?”


  At times like this, Frau was generally the one behind it. I knew this from experience.


  “That was close,” Frau muttered.


  “Close? You were in danger?”


  “I was almost killed.”


  “Are you sure you don’t mean that you almost killed someone else?”


  Frau nodded. “I activated this to teleport instantly,” she said. She showed me the crest on the back of her hand.


  “The Contract Seal? I know you can teleport to my side at any time, but I thought that needed an incantation.”


  Contract Seals couldn’t possibly have been as convenient as all that—and for me, it was basically just a curse that meant I was being monitored twenty-four hours a day.


  “The Contract Seal lets me instantly teleport at the cost of the life… I mean, the mana of my servan— …my beloved.”


  “You just said ‘servant,’ didn’t you? And also, ‘life’?!”


  Frau shook her head.


  Uh, whether they’re your servant or your beloved, you can’t just spend someone else’s life to teleport, I thought. Where are your morals? I mean, if you love me, then don’t use something like that.


  “It’s all thanks to you, Mars,” Frau said, squeezing my hand in both of hers.


  “Uh, you might have been saved, but wasn’t I in danger?”


  “I believed in you. That you’d be all right.” She gazed at me, her eyes as devoid of emotion as always.


  Well, whatever. My mana capacity is apparently pretty high, so I must’ve had enough in reserve to make up for a life. I guess if almost dying can save Frau, it’s a low price to pay.


  “So, where are we?” I asked. I had a general idea of where all the Gates were, but I didn’t recognize this place at all.


  “A fortress in Eyland. I set up a teleportation magic circle here.”


  Frau could teleport without a Gate, but magic circles made it easier. They were like landmarks, apparently. Having one drastically increased one’s likelihood of success. I knew that from firsthand experience.


  “Why are we all the way in Eyland?” I asked. Maria’s evil smile flashed through my mind’s eye.


  “I was fighting nearby.”


  “Oh, the Ronzan Empire, right? I heard about the invasion. So they’re the ones who put you in danger? Then, hold on, let me get my armor…” I was about to activate the inscription on my body to summon my black suit of armor, but then Frau grabbed my hand.


  “Come with me as you are.”


  “Wearing this?”


  I was dressed in a green wizard’s robe. And the only weapon I had was a wizard’s staff. I don’t think this is suitable for fighting…


  “There’s someone brazen out there,” Frau said.


  Is she… angry?


  “He’s also the reason you were in danger,” she went on.


  Aren’t you the one who put me in danger?


  Frau thought for a moment, then spoke.


  “Uppies.”


  “Huh?”


  “Move while carrying me.”


  I’m supposed to go into battle while giving my wife uppies, at her age?!


  “You know this is embarrassing, right?” I said. But Frau looked up at me pleadingly. That made it hard for me to refuse. After a pause, I said, “Fine. I’ll carry you.”


  Frau looked very young, so she wouldn’t seem too out of place. Probably. Maybe.


  “No armlet,” Frau said. “And we have to go right away.”


  As she asked, I took off my ten-times-gravity armlet, then held her in my arms.


  “Go outside the castle.”


  As ordered, I started moving, faster than anyone could follow with their eyes. This was an emergency, so I was racing against time. I definitely wasn’t just trying to get through this without anyone else seeing!


  I leaped over the wall at the back of the castle, taking a detour around the dramatic clash at the front lines and heading toward Imperial army headquarters. The fighting was visible from afar, and the Empire’s foe appeared to be the Dorssenian army.


  That’s a relief. I wouldn’t want Carmilla to see me carrying Frau.


  As I approached the Imperial army’s position, I could see that the ground near their headquarters was glowing bright red. What in the world is that?


  “Over there.”
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  I ran in the direction the princess in my arms was pointing. As you might expect from the Empire’s headquarters, there were many soldiers around. Some of them stood in my way.


  “Hey, who are—”


  With a thud, I silenced every single obstacle with my magic (staff).


  Finally, I reached the center, where a man wearing a finely tailored magic robe was about to fire off a powerful-looking spell. Frau smoothly got down from my arms and unhesitatingly let off a lightning bolt.


  “Hrmph!”


  “Hm?” The man noticed Frau’s spell, casually blocking her attack with a wave of his arm.


  He can block magic with nothing but a wave? He’s pretty good.


  “So it’s you, Frau? I’m surprised to see you back, after you did all that to escape. Hm… But who’s that man?” the important-looking man demanded arrogantly.


  It seemed that he was the one who had driven Frau into such dangerous circumstances. If you’re going to ask who I am, at least have the decency to tell me who you are!


  “This man is the true ultimate wizard, Breezy,” Frau said.


  “Wha—?” I exclaimed without meaning to. Frau’s introduction was just so strange. Stop that, it’s embarrassing.


  “Breezy? He’s the ultimate wizard?” the man said suspiciously.


  And you, don’t take her seriously. There’s no way someone with a ridiculous epithet like Breezy is the ultimate wizard.


  “You fool,” the man went on. “I don’t care how powerful he is. Within this great magic circle, I stand supreme. I surge with unlimited mana, and I can block any spell! What can a wizard with a ridiculous name like Breezy do against me?!”


  I didn’t really understand the theory behind it, but apparently, this man was invincible as a wizard when he was in this great magic circle, also known as the area on the ground that shone red. So that’s why Frau was struggling?


  “Well, whatever. I don’t go easy on anyone, no matter how weak they may be. I was going to use this spell to crush the Dorssenian army, but I’ll use it to finish off the both of you instead!” He turned the spell he’d been preparing toward us.


  It was quite a large chunk of mana he was aiming at us. He could probably have easily blasted away anything he hit with it, even a castle.


  “Get him,” Frau said, grabbing my sleeve.


  “You, get me?” The man roared with laughter. “Do you still not understand that no magic works against me? You may be the Lightning Empress, but you’re awfully pathetic if you can’t accurately judge the situation you’re in right now!”


  You know, he’s just like your typical nasty noble. I don’t like him.


  “Wind, wind.” Frau tugged my sleeve as she made her request.


  Wind magic means what I think it means, right? Are you really sure about that?


  “Wind magic, you say? Bwahahahaha! Do you really mean to resist my magic with nothing but wind?!”


  “Uh, no, my wind magic isn’t what you…”


  “How intriguing! Then, you may fire your wind magic first! After that, I’ll use my magic to annihilate you, together with your wind!”


  Dude, just listen to me.


  It was strange. I was actually starting to feel sorry for the guy.


  “Hurry, hurry,” Frau said, urging me on.


  I guess I’ve got no choice.


  “O wind,” I said, “become a keen blade and…”


  “What’s with that spell? Why, isn’t it a beginner-level blade of wind?” The man scoffed.


  Give it a rest, all right? This is all I know.


  “Cut my foe!” I said, finishing my incantation. At the exact same time, I made a single leap, overtaking my own blade of wind.


  “What?!”


  The man’s astonished face was right before my eyes. I gave it a hard wallop with my staff and, with an unpleasant crack, his neck bent in a direction it wasn’t supposed to go. 


  “I tried to tell you, I can’t control my strength when I’m not wearing my armlet…” Feeling guilty, I turned around. “Hey, Frau. What should we do after—”


  “Gaaahhh!”


  “Ahhhh!”


  “Help m—”


  There was the Lightning Empress, floating in midair, mercilessly ravaging the Imperial army. Soldiers fled in a panic, with wizards and warriors among them too.


  As if to vent her built-up frustration, Frau fired off great flurries of lightning, and the enemy headquarters steadily broke apart.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AFTER a while, she must have had enough, because she alighted on the ground in front of me.


  “Are you satisfied?” I asked.


  She nodded.


  That’s what I thought. I mean, there’s no one left standing except us.


  “It looks like Carmilla and the others are still fighting. What will you do?” Frau asked. “They seem to be really struggling.”


  The headquarters had fallen, but the battle was going on as if nothing had happened. It was clear that there was a large gap in strength between the two sides, and the Dorssenian army was being pushed back.


  “Yeah, they don’t have enough soldiers,” I agreed. “Should we head over there and help them out a bit?”


  Carmilla was also, without a doubt, my dear wife. If anything happened to her, I would have really regretted it.


  “There are soldiers here,” Frau said. Then she stuck her staff into the ground and began to recite a spell. Her loud voice resounded out over the earth covered with the remains of Imperial soldiers.


  “I release the power of the underworld and call forth the souls of the dead. By the command of the king of the dead…”


  “Wait, when you said soldiers, you didn’t mean…”


  Next to me, the man from earlier rose from the ground. His neck was still broken, so he looked incredibly disturbing. The other soldiers Frau had killed with lightning were also getting up, one after another. Of course, they weren’t reviving; their bodies had become ghouls via necromancy, and Frau was controlling them.


  The ghouls broke into a run toward their former allies on the front lines.


  Oh, they can run now. I feel like their movements were slower last time I saw this, but they’ve powered up since then. What an awful thought.


  I felt so sorry for my enemies, who were about to be attacked by those things, that I unconsciously cast my eyes downward.


  “Now, it’ll be all right,” Frau said matter-of-factly.


  “Actually, I’m pretty sure it won’t be.”


  Morally speaking, that is.


  “Those other people will turn into ghouls if they’re bitten, so it will be.”


  “I wasn’t worrying about whether the ghouls were strong enough!”


  What even is this kind of necromancy? Is it like an infectious disease, or something? Is this woman trying to destroy the world? As I absorbed the unpleasant advancement in Frau’s magic, I reflexively held my head in my hands. Finally, I said, “All right, why don’t we go back to Farune?”


  For the time being, I just wanted to forget everything. I wanted to act as if none of it had happened, from almost being killed by my wife, to that same wife using morally repugnant necromancy.


  “No.” Frau once again grabbed my sleeve. “Sheila is struggling too.”


  “Sheila? Vulcan’s also under attack? She’s almost due, so I hope she isn’t pushing herself too hard.”


  It seemed that, while I had been journeying throughout the western nations, my consorts had been having a difficult time. There was no telling what they’d say to me after this, so I definitely had to go and make it up to them.


  “Put on your armor,” Frau said.


  “Oh, it’s okay now?”


  Now that I had permission, I took off my wizard robe and set aside my staff, then I poured mana into the inscription on my body, activating it. My regular suit of black armor, safely stored back in Farune, instantly transported to my body, equipping itself.


  “By the way, when you say that Sheila’s struggling, who exactly is she fighti—”


  Without waiting for me to finish, Frau began to recite a familiar-sounding spell: teleportation magic. She was seemingly planning on putting me back to work with no rest.


  “I could go for a short break, you know,” I said.


  After all, I had fought with all those thugs, then defeated that wizard-looking man after that. I wished she’d show some more appreciation for all the work I’d already done. But Frau’s teleportation spell wrapped me in its unfeeling light. She wasn’t shining, which meant she wasn’t coming with me.


  Wait, there’s a proper landmark on the other end, right?


  XXIV: Alexander


  BEFORE Mars’s defeat of Ivanov, Ivanov’s right-hand man, Alexander, led a troop of elite soldiers toward the fortress.


  Lord Ivanov will be invincible once the great magic circle is complete, he thought. Then, I will rout the rest of our enemies.


  With his favorite spear in hand, Alexander was in high spirits, overjoyed that he was finally able to go onto the battlefield as a soldier. The first figure that entered his field of vision was a woman on horseback, heroically twirling around a battleaxe. She handled her weapon quite deftly, taking down Imperial soldiers and warriors one after another. However, she looked less like a knight and more like some sort of bandit.


  This was Minerva, one of Dorssen’s five Champions.


  “Hey, bandit woman over there!” Alexander shouted. “I’ll be your opponent!”


  “What’s that, boy? You’re going to fight me?” Minerva replied vigorously, flourishing her axe and meeting him in battle.


  Alexander was a handsome man with blond hair and youthful features, and Minerva was probably making fun of him for that. However, he easily parried her axe with his spear, then instantly thrust at her with tremendous speed.


  “Whoa!” Minerva exclaimed. She dodged the thrust by a hair, but she lost her balance and fell from her horse. Alexander, who wasn’t as soft as his face suggested, mercilessly moved to finish her off, but then Rhea rushed over.


  “Minerva!”


  Rhea had been looking out over the entire battlefield to command the Dorssenian army, and she was the first to sense her colleague’s peril.


  With the arrival of this new foe, Alexander put Minerva aside until later and challenged Rhea. The blond warrior jabbed his spear several times at her, while she cautiously held her sword and shield at the ready.


  “Take that, and that, and that!”


  In contrast with his youth, his expert thrusts were a practically superhuman feat that made it appear as if he had two or three spears at once, and Rhea was doing everything she could to fend them off with her shield.


  He’s strong! To think that the Imperial army had a man like him up its sleeve! she thought. She focused on defense, biding her time until she had an opportunity to counterattack, but she couldn’t find any openings.


  “What’s wrong?!” Alexander taunted. “You can’t win just by defending!”


  Rhea’s shield gave off a series of unpleasant metallic noises; in a panic, she tried to cut her way to Alexander with her sword, but the warrior swiftly knocked her weapon away with his spear.


  “Die!”


  It was a killing thrust. In that moment, Rhea braced herself for death.


  But just then, a dagger came flying at Alexander’s face.


  “More nuisances!”


  Twisting his body to dodge the dagger, Alexander saw a woman wearing a black veil. It was Shirley.


  “An assassin? Rabble, polluting the sacred battlefield!”


  He turned red with anger, and this time rode over to Shirley. The assassin in black levitated a number of daggers into the air, then fired them off at Alexander all at once.


  “Do you seriously think cheap tricks like that will work on me?!”


  While closing in on her, Alexander neutralized all the daggers with perfect technique. Then he made a precise thrust at Shirley’s chest, but not before she nimbly dodged, moving just like the assassin she was. His weapon only tore her black robe, stopping just short of—no, there was a fine cut, leaking blood, on her now-exposed brown skin.


  Shirley spat needles from her mouth at Alexander, but he easily blocked them with the handle of his spear.


  “Another cowardly move!”


  Alexander displayed even greater anger, and Shirley took the opportunity to place more distance between them. She levitated her daggers again.


  “Hrah!”


  Minerva, seeing that Alexander was distracted, slashed at his back with her battleaxe.


  “Hmph!”


  He easily turned aside her attack with the handle of his spear then, in the same movement, knocked her to the ground with the butt of his weapon.


  “Nghff…”


  Although the butt of his spear wasn’t sharp, it was reinforced with metal, and Minerva collapsed after taking the hit straight to her throat.


  But then Rhea, having retrieved her sword, challenged Alexander once again. They exchanged several blows, but she was overpowered by Alexander’s tremendous technique and fell from her horse as well. Shirley kept on throwing her daggers, but Alexander dodged them easily.


  “Hmph, weak. You’re all weak. Our warriors must have gotten soft to be struggling against such weaklings.”


  Alexander was dominating the three Champions. And because the three of them effectively held up the core of Dorssen’s army, the entire tide of battle was shifting in the Empire’s favor.


  “Playtime’s over. I’ll dispose of all three of you now,” Alexander said, holding his unparalleled spear aloft. He had already dealt massive damage to his foes countless times, and their will to fight had greatly diminished.


  “Pathetic. And you call yourselves proud champions of Dorssen?”


  Suddenly, a voice called out from above Alexander’s head. A man holding a wide greatsword fell from the sky.


  “Is that Dragonsbane?!”


  In an instant, Alexander realized whose greatsword that was, and he promptly leaped off his horse. With barely a moment’s delay, the man brought down his greatsword, cleaving Alexander’s mount in half and producing a fissure in the earth with the excess force.


  “You’re sharp. I thought I’d chop you up together with that spear of yours.”


  The speaker was Sigmund, the strongest man in Dorssen.


  “I wouldn’t dare try and use my spear to block a sword that hacks off dragons’ heads,” Alexander replied.


  The weapon in Sigmund’s hands was no ordinary greatsword. Its blade was more than twice as thick as usual, and wider to boot. It was called Dragonsbane, and it was specially forged to cut right through the flesh and bone of dragons, the strongest species of monster.


  Alexander modified his behavior away from its earlier haughtiness, carefully eyeballing the distance between him and his new foe. The other three tried to come to Sigmund’s aid, but the head of the Champions gestured for them to stop.


  “I can do this alone. You all, go shore up our forces. They’re crumbling everywhere. They won’t last long at this rate, you know?”


  The other three Champions swiftly glanced around and, seeing that the battle was going poorly, scattered out to the battlefield, looking frustrated.


  “I was fine with taking on all four of you, though,” Alexander bragged, pointing his spear at Sigmund.


  “That won’t do. If I win four against one, it won’t prove that I’m stronger.”


  “Don’t get cocky. That sword of yours means you’re one of the clan of Dragonslayers, but don’t think that means you can beat me.”


  “Well, who knows?”


  No sooner had he said that than Sigmund gave Dragonsbane a swing. Even Alexander didn’t try to parry the epic weapon with his spear; instead, he dodged and put distance between them.


  At first glance, Dragonsbane appeared to be nothing more than a huge, unwieldy sword, but in the hands of an expert it was nothing less than a supermassive terror—and Sigmund had shown that he could casually wave it around like it was a stick.


  Alexander desperately withstood Sigmund’s attacks, inserting thrusts with his spear whenever he had a movement to spare. But Sigmund used his wide blade like a shield, easily blocking them.


  So, this is a Dragonslayer of legend?


  Dragons had once been the greatest threat to humanity, and the Dragonslayer clan had specialized in defeating them. Their active efforts had reduced the dragon population, turning them into a rare species, but at the same time the clan had also dwindled in number. Sigmund was one of their descendants. 


  The Dragonslayer’s strength was incomparably greater than the other Champions, and he used it to pressure Alexander.


  He’s strong… But!


  Alexander adopted a low stance, then suddenly stored a burst of power in his spear.


  “Hah!!!”


  The tip of his spear shone with mana, which became a beam of light that shot at Sigmund. It was a technique called Meteor Lance, because of its resemblance to a star shooting through the night sky. It was in an entirely different league of speed and power and, unable to defend in time, Sigmund reflexively bent back.


  “Not bad…” he said, but on the Dragonslayer’s face was a fearless grin, as if he was welcoming a powerful foe.


  “Don’t confuse me with those lizards you hunted,” Alexander said, with a ferocious smile of his own.


  The two strong men gleefully began an exchange of blows. This was a fight with their pride as soldiers at stake, and it seemed that nothing could get in their way—that is, until a disturbance occurred at the rear of the Imperial army.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “EEEEK!”


  Cries of primal fear echoed around the battlefield. They were so nightmarish that both armies unconsciously stopped fighting and turned to look in the direction of the screams. They were greeted by the horrific sight of ashen-faced, empty-eyed Imperial soldiers attacking their fellow Ronzans.


  Upon witnessing this, the two armies had contrasting responses: the Imperial army waited to see what was happening, while the Dorssenian army shouted, “It’s Lady Frau!” and began to withdraw into the fortress.


  The Champions commanding them followed with orders to retreat, shouting, “Run into the castle! You’ll get caught up in it!”


  This was the difference between those who did and didn’t already know Frau well.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “WHAT? What’s going on?” Alexander said. He had put distance between himself and Sigmund and was surveying the conditions around him.


  “It’s time to pack it in,” Sigmund said. “We’ll have this fight another day. That is, if there even is one.” He sheathed his sword in the scabbard on his back, then broke into a run toward the fortress.


  “Hold it! Are you running away?!”


  “That’s right, I am. You never should have fought Farune—and I imagine you’re about to learn why, firsthand.”


  “What are you…” Alexander’s voice trailed off. After watching Sigmund disappear into the distance, he turned his eyes to the commotion behind him. Then, finally, he saw the mass of ghouls assaulting the Imperial army. “Undead? That’s why the soldiers are panicking? But those things are just paper tigers…”


  He leaped onto a riderless warhorse, then gave a command.


  “The Dorssenians have retreated. Get back into formation! Prepare for the undead! They’re no more than weaklings! We can deal with them if we stay calm!”


  The fleeing Imperial soldiers saw a glint of hope in Alexander as he boldly went to face the undead, and they gathered around the young warrior and began to get reorganized. The ghouls were terrifying, yes, but their power in combat was inferior to when the reanimated soldiers had been alive.


  “Defend, defend! Annihilate the undead! Then we’ll bring the hammer down on the Dorssenians who turned our comrades into ghouls!”


  Swinging his spear, Alexander emboldened his allies. The soldiers, inspired, readied their spears and shields and formed a phalanx. Then, they went on an organized offensive, gradually driving back the horde of ghouls.


  “We can do it!”


  Shouts of joy went up from the Imperial soldiers.


  But the phalanx formation had a flaw: it was weak to attacks that didn’t come from the front. The ghouls weren’t intelligent, so they couldn’t exploit this weakness, but another attacking group soon approached from their flank. And it wasn’t a group of humans—it was a pack of enormous wolves.


  “This is for earlier!” shouted Keely.


  It was her monster army. Repulsed by Ivanov once already, she had been carefully biding her time, waiting for an opportunity to strike back. Excelling in mobility and offensive strength, the Warwolves assaulted the Imperial phalanx from its blind spot, literally chewing through them. Then, they fled, running away like the wind.


  “Dammit, you animal bastards!”


  Flying into a rage, Alexander ran several Warwolves through the head with his spear, but it was too late: his reorganized force had once again been thrown into confusion. Not only that, but those who had been bitten by ghouls were turning into ghouls themselves, which meant there was a steady stream of people turning undead within the phalanx.


  “Soldiers, warriors, rally around me! Get back into formation once more!”


  Undaunted, Alexander continued to swing his spear, doing the work of many men at once as he held the line. Then, he drew back his spear, getting ready to thrust it into an approaching ghoul with a broken neck. But—


  “Lord Ivanov?!”


  It was the disfigured thing into which the man to whom he had so faithfully devoted himself had transformed. In Alexander’s moment of hesitation, the undead mercilessly swarmed him.


  XXV: The Return of the King, 2


  AT the very moment Egor was about to lay his hands on Sheila, there was a sudden, violent explosion. It was so intense that even a heroic warrior like him couldn’t help but flinch. Sheila took advantage of the opening to make a splendid leap, distancing herself from the prince.


  A large crater had formed at the center of the explosion. When the dense cloud of white smoke cleared, a knight in black armor was kneeling there, his body curled up. At the sight, Sheila shouted before she could stop herself:


  “Your Majesty!”


  Her voice was a mixture of surprise, joy, and relief.


  As if in answer, Mars slowly rose, with the bearing of a ruler. He had made a dramatic entrance to save his consort in crisis, and his body was cloaked in a powerful aura.


  “Ngh…” Egor grunted. He had the keen realization that this was no ordinary man.


  🍖🍖🍖


  OWW.


  My body had been forcefully slammed into the ground somewhere on the other end of my teleport. It looked like I had also caused a large explosion. Teleportation magic required quite a lot of mana, so even the smallest mistake caused these sorts of catastrophes.


  Dammit, Frau, did you tell me to put on my armor to soften the impact? Anyone else would’ve died from that, you know!


  I stood up, slowly stretching my aching body. Right next to me, I saw Sheila and a huge, bearlike man. They both looked surprised.


  Yeah, I bet they are. I’d be surprised too if a person suddenly exploded into existence next to me.


  “Have you come to save me?!” Sheila asked, uncharacteristically overcome with emotion.


  I had simply been blasted there by Frau, but I’d look useless if I told the truth. The bearlike man was probably the enemy Frau had mentioned.


  I looked around and saw the gate of Thracia nearby. So the enemy’s advanced all the way to the capital? I guess Frau wasn’t lying when she said they were struggling.


  “Sorry about the delay, Sheila. I, Mars, the king of Farune, will fight this man!” I unsheathed my black sword and pointed it at him.


  By the way, who is this man?


  “So you’re the king of Farune! You took your sweet time getting here! Do you really think that you can beat me, the great Lord Egor, the second imperial prince of the Ronzan Empire?!”


  That’s a relief. He gave me a proper introduction. I knew it, it’s always best to introduce yourself right away. Lord Egor, Second Prince. Got it.


  Now that I know who he was, Sheila wouldn’t say to me later, “Huh, you fought him without even knowing who he was? Then, were you also lying when you said you came to save me?”


  It was perfect. Honestly, I wouldn’t be able to stand it if the earnest Sheila started hating me.


  “Hear this, Egor: my blade will never falter against brutal invaders like you!” I said, trying to sound cool. But on second thought, I remembered that Farune had also invaded a bunch of countries… Well, whatever.


  “Take him down, Zero!”


  “It’s over for you now, Ronzan bastards!”


  “Show them the power of the Hundred’s justice!”


  The members of the Hundred around us were getting excited. I mean, at the very least, we definitely aren’t on the side of justice…


  “Cut the crap!” Lord Egor brought down his huge hammer.


  I nimbly jumped backward, dodging it, and it smashed the ground, producing an even deeper crater inside the crater where I had been standing. The shockwave was powerful enough to send a tremor through my body; I could tell this guy was monstrously powerful.


  “Not bad, Egor,” I said. I wasn’t lying. Judging from his strength, he was quite the formidable opponent. He might end up being the strongest person I’ve fought yet, besides Cassandra.


  It seemed like it would probably hurt if he hit me, so I fired off Sonic Blades in quick succession from a long distance away.


  “Your blades of wind are nothing!” Lord Egor swung his hammer, negating all the Sonic Blades in a single motion.


  This guy’s absurd. Do I really have no choice except to fight him at close quarters?


  I briefly glanced at my feet, and there, I saw a familiar man lying on the ground. It was Ogma.


  What’s he doing sleeping in a place like this? What a carefree guy. Even though I’m fighting for my life over here. I felt irritated, so I gave him a kick in the head.


  “Get up.”


  “Ngh… Z-Zero? No way, are you really here to save me…?” Ogma got to his feet, clutching his head.


  No, of course not.


  “Don’t get it twisted, all right? I’m only here to save Sheila. I couldn’t care less about any of the rest of you.” As I spoke, Lord Egor leaped at me, so I blocked his hammer, which coincidentally made it so I was standing in a posture that covered Ogma.


  “J-Just as I thought, you really… You’re fighting to end this so no one has to die…” Ogma looked at me like a maiden in love.


  What’s he talking about? My consorts aside, I’m not about to let some grimy meathead fall for me. It’s not like I’m God; I can’t just save people’s lives at will. Ogma’s teary eyes were scaring me, so I coldly ordered him to leave.


  “Get out of here. You’re in the way of my fight.”


  “You got it, Zero! You’re telling us to do what we can on our own!”


  I didn’t know how he got that interpretation, but it didn’t matter as long as he left.


  “That’s right, do what you can!” I said.


  “All right, leave the other Imperial soldiers to us! Get up, Yamato! You’re coming too!” Ogma said, calling out to Yamato, who was lying on the ground a short way away. Then, he launched himself at the Imperial soldiers like a wild beast.


  Yamato regained consciousness too, then said, “Y-Your Majesty! Please, excuse this shameful sight! I shall redeem myself at once!” Then, he resolutely cut his way into the enemy army.


  What the? Yamato was slacking off too? What a hopeless bunch of— 


  While I was distracted, the angry Lord Egor struck at me again with his hammer.


  “Hey, where do you think you’re looking?!”


  “Whoa there.”


  I put my strength into both hands, gripping my black sword and deflecting his attack. I hardly ever use my full power. Lord Egor sure is amazing.


  “You didn’t just block my attack,” he said, widening his eyes, “you deflected it?”


  “It sounds like you were underestimating me.”


  I activated a sword technique, Mirage Sword, making multiple simultaneous slashes that left behind afterimages. Lord Egor backed up, unable to block all of them. I used this brief moment to call out to Sheila, who was sitting on the ground, exhausted.


  “Sheila, you go back to the castle. You have something precious to protect, don’t you?”


  Our side would lose if Thracia fell while I was fighting. The city was Sheila’s old home, so she was probably the best choice to defend it. And besides, she was pregnant, so I couldn’t let her push herself too much.


  “Your Majesty! I had no idea you were so worried for our son…” For some reason, Sheila was suddenly overwhelmed with emotion.


  Huh? Our son? He was already born?


  “Of course I am, Sheila!” I said. “There’s nothing in the world more important than that!” Then, to distract from the fact that I was a no-good husband who had been journeying throughout the western nations without knowing a thing about my wife giving birth, I slashed at Lord Egor with all my might.


  “Go, Sheila! Go to our child!”


  Please, I can’t take the shame anymore, so just go already!


  “Got it!” Sheila retreated to the castle.


  The soldiers of both armies fought while giving us a wide berth, so as not to get caught up in our fierce battle. Thanks to that, there was hardly anyone else around anymore.


  “Are you flirting in the middle of our fight, you bastard?!”


  Enraged, Lord Egor slammed me with his hammer.


  “Shut up, I’ve got my reasons, all right?”


  I caught his hammer with my sword, and my legs sunk into the ground.


  “Reasons?! Who cares! I want to know why a delicate guy like you is strong enough to catch my hammer!”


  Lord Egor upped the pressure with his hammer, and as he did, he kicked me.


  I knew this move like the back of my hand. It resembled one of Cassandra’s attack patterns, so it would be simple for me to avoid.


  I purposely relaxed, letting his hammer fall to my side, then he lost balance and his kick hit nothing but air. Of course, Cassandra wasn’t that lenient, but it did end up working on Lord Egor.


  “What?!” he exclaimed.


  While he reeled from shock, I drilled a kick into his stomach. His red armor crumpled, and I could feel the force of the blow traveling from my leg to his body.


  “Nguh…” Lord Egor let out a groan, but he used his hammer to skillfully block my follow-up attack with my sword—it resembled the reflexive defensive movements the body made when grasping an intention. My body could also move on its own like that; I had gained the ability when I was training under Cassandra. I felt a strange sense of kinship with Lord Egor.


  “How? You have no Ronzan blood, so how are you so strong?! I’m a descendant of the first Emperor Ronza! There’s no way anyone out there is stronger than me!”


  Lord Egor swung his hammer around wildly, unleashing a storm of blows with his arms and legs. They were so powerful that even I could have gotten hurt if they hit me, but they were nothing impressive compared to Cassandra. While nimbly dodging, I counterattacked with my sword, carving up my foe’s armor. He was strong, but he wasn’t a threat to me. I hadn’t survived the hell Cassandra had put me through for nothing.


  “Impossible! Am I really going to lose? I, the descendant of my kin who ate that awful monster meat for generations?!” Lord Egor shouted with despair.


  Oh yeah, the Ronzans eat monster meat too, don’t they?


  “Uh, we eat monster meat too, you know,” I said.


  “Bullshit! You’re a bunch of novices who started in this generation! Don’t lump that together with the accumulated history of my family!”


  He threw out a punch, which I countered, slamming my fist into his face—something I’d learned from all those hand-to-hand fights I’d gone through in the western nations.


  “Gaahh!”


  Without flinching, Lord Egor stepped forward, his bloody face contorted with fury. I unintentionally retreated, in awe of his might. But now that there was some room between us, I could ask him about something that had been bothering me.


  “By the way, do you eat monster meat every day, Lord Egor?”


  In spite of the monster meat, I couldn’t sense any wildness about him. In other words, he seemed somewhat more human than me or the Hundred.


  “Did you say every day? Of course not! The law in the Empire restricts it to no more than once a month! No one could eat that stuff every day!”


  “It’s restricted by law?! Is the Ronzan Empire heaven or something?”


  Lord Egor froze, then glared at me with suspicion. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “Um, we eat it every day…”


  “Every day? That awful meat?”


  “Hmm, more precisely, we eat it for every meal, I guess?”


  Suddenly, Lord Egor grabbed at me. I didn’t sense any hostility, so before I could do anything, he firmly seized both of my shoulders.


  “What are you talking about? You know humans aren’t supposed to eat that stuff at all, right? And you’re saying you have it for every meal? Cut the crap!”


  There was an intensity to his words that had nothing to do with the fight.


  “I’m not lying. It’s the truth. We eat monster meat for every meal.”


  We glared at each other for a while, and then, with his hands still gripping my shoulders, Lord Egor groaned.


  “Seriously…? So that’s why you guys have gotten so strong in one generation… Because you broke the Empire’s taboo on eating monster meat more than once a month…”


  What? It’s not only against the law, it’s also a taboo? Then again, thinking about it logically, of course it is. I mean, the stuff’s just poison, plain and simple.


  “Why would you guys go that far to eat monsters? You should really enjoy your lives more.”


  Lord Egor gazed at me as if I was a pitiful child.


  XXVI: Bonds of the Soul


  STILL gripping my shoulders, Lord Egor asked me my reasons for eating monster meat, and I was at a loss.


  “Uh… to survive?” I said. “A long time ago, I couldn’t eat regular meals for a while, so…”


  That had definitely been the reason at first. I had started eating monster meat to avoid the poisoned food that was being served to me.


  “But that doesn’t mean you have to eat monsters for every meal,” Lord Egor said. “What happened? What was it that made you so desperate?”


  “What was it? Well…”


  That made me think. Yeah, why am I living a life so chock-full of monster meat? I didn’t wish for this, at least.


  My whole life up to that point flashed through my mind.


  “To not die, I guess? My sword instructor put me through some awful stuff when I didn’t eat it, so I had no other choice.”


  “You had a teacher who hurt you whenever you didn’t eat monster meat? Wait, what was their name?”


  On my shoulders, Lord Egor’s hands squeezed even tighter. Ow, let go of me.


  “Her name’s Cassandra. You’ve heard of the Red Demon Swordmaster, right?”


  “So it is her!”


  A thick crease formed on Lord Egor’s brow. It seemed that they were acquaintances. Speaking of which, where was Cassandra from again?


  “Cassandra’s my big sister,” he explained. “You fell prey to one crazy woman, all right.”


  Oh, so she’s from the Ronzan Empire. Come to think of it, Lord Egor’s a redhead too, and I feel like he even vaguely resembles her. Mainly in terms of all the muscles. But what could she have done to make her own brother speak about her so negatively?


  “So, where’s my sis now? Is she in Farune?”


  Now I could feel Lord Egor’s hands trembling. He seemed to be awfully anxious about Cassandra’s whereabouts.


  “She isn’t just in Farune, I mean, she’s my third consort.”


  “Whaaat?!” Lord Egor’s eyes widened. “You married her? Are you out of your mind? She might look human, but she might actually be the reincarnation of the Demon King, or something.”


  Of course she isn’t. Could you be any more rude?


  “Well, you see… When I gathered candidates for princess consort and held a tournament, she ended up winning…”


  “What the hell are you talking about?!” Lord Egor looked utterly baffled.


  You can say that again. Even I don’t know what I’m talking about.


  “Actually, Sheila, who was here earlier, was the runner-up of the tournament, which made her my consort too.”


  “Does Farune pick who’s princess by how buff they are? I’ve never, in all of history, heard of such a hellhole!”


  Why should I have to listen to this coming from a notorious barbarian of the Ronzan Empire? 


  But it was all true, so I couldn’t deny it.


  “W-Well, anyway, that’s how your sister became my wife,” I said.


  “You’re being tricked!” Lord Egor shook my body with intense force. “Think about it! That isn’t how you should decide what someone’s worth! Sure, train your body! And heck, polish your technique, too! But you can’t give up food for it! A man’s happiness lies in what he eats!”
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  Now Lord Egor was just giving me a passionate speech about the importance of food.


  Yes, I think so too.


  “Umm… Maybe, did your sister do something to you?” I asked.


  “She did. Probably the same thing she did to you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He finally released my shoulders, then stared off into the distance.


  By the way, at that very moment, our men were at war all around us. Ogma and Yamato were wreaking havoc, though, so it looked like Farune was a bit ahead.


  “You see, just because I was her younger brother,” Lord Egor began, “she used me as her guinea pig.”


  “Her…guinea pig?” I replied hesitantly. His story sounded more serious than I had thought.


  “Right. She broke the tradition of eating monster meat once a month, and increased the amount on her own. At first, she did it alone. She went from once to twice, then from twice to three times, and in the end she was eating it every day.”


  “Oh, so she went through the proper steps at first.”


  She abruptly ordered me to start eating monster meat every day.


  “That’s where it gets worse,” Lord Egor continued. “She can eat it on her own and die, if that’s what she wants. Actually, I wished she had died. But you see, she had an idea: What if you made someone start eating monsters from an even younger age? Then, wouldn’t they get even stronger? That was when she set her sights on me, her younger brother, born from the same mother. She started her experiment with me.”


  That was just awful. Of all the people you’d least want as your older sister, she was definitely number one in the world by a wide margin.


  “When I was a kid, I looked up to her, and I wanted to get stronger. So, I obediently followed her instructions at first. But, as I ate that awful meat every day, I started to think, Maybe this isn’t what I want. I thought that, by losing the fundamental human pleasure of eating food, and by pursuing strength at any cost, even destroying my own body to get there, I was doing something wrong, as a person.”


  He was totally correct. Everything he said was completely sensible. It was enough to make me wonder why no one like him had been around me until then.


  “So, what did you do?” I asked.


  “I ran. My sis was too strong, and the others around me were too afraid to say anything to her, so I fled the palace. But she chased me wherever I went, and stuffed raw monster meat into my mouth. Once, she crammed some down my throat when I had passed out from exhaustion in a forest. The whole thing was just…a nightmare.” Lord Egor slowly shook his head.


  What a horrible story. But the really terrifying part was that it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for Cassandra. I could easily picture her abusing her brother like that.


  “But I never gave up,” he continued. “I maintained my human dignity until the very end!”


  “Whoa!”


  “Finally, even she gave in, and said, ‘Enough already. It seems you just weren’t cut out for it.’ She left the country soon after that. Let me tell you, it was a relief. I could finally live like a human being.”


  It was a good story. Shouldn’t I have done the same?


  “Strength is important, of course. I’m still pursuing it. But there are other things that matter even more! Open your eyes, Mars! We aren’t your true enemy! The enemy is someone closer to you! At this rate, your country’s going to go down as the worst place in history, the place that spread the monster meat diet to everyone!”


  Yes, it’s already turning out that way.


  “But what am I supposed to do… Cassandra’s strong, and all my consorts and men believe in eating monster meat every day too…”


  I would have stopped them long ago if I could.


  “It’s Cassandra! She’s the one behind all this! Your future…no, the future of the continent depends on you bringing her down. Imagine it: no countries or religion, no men or women, just a world where everyone eats monster meat and pursues strength and strength alone! That sounds like hell to me.”


  Lord Egor spoke passionately, and he was so correct that there was no room for rebuttal.


  “I’ll lend you a hand. We’ll defeat her together! I’m fine with giving you the win for this fight. Actually, you were stronger. My army will support you guys too. After fighting you, I realized something. My sister is really, really bad news! I know this because she made a monster like you as my substitute. At this rate, she might use Farune to turn this whole continent into a land where strength is everything! Me and you, we have to join forces to stop it! Do you get it?!”


  “I see… You might be onto something.”


  I felt as if my eyes had been opened. Certainly, with Cassandra out of the picture, there would no longer be anyone to hold me down. The Hundred wouldn’t be able to beat me, even if they all came at me at once, and Carmilla, Sheila, and Maria probably wouldn’t put up too much of a fight. The remaining problem would be Frau, but she wouldn’t present too much of an issue as long as I let her do whatever magic research she wanted. As a matter of fact, I guess Cassandra really is the one behind all this.


  “Let’s join forces, brother! You married my sister, so you’re officially my brother. I’ll call you bro from now on, if you don’t mind!”


  “You got it, brother!”


  I shared a firm handshake with Lord Egor—no, with my soul brother. Together, there was nothing that could stand in our way. At least, that was what I thought then.


  XXVII: Cassandra


  STANDING on the wall of the fortress, Wolf stared with dumbstruck amazement at the tragic spectacle unfolding before his eyes. The people he had only just been fighting were being assaulted by a horde of ghouls. Anyone bitten transformed into a ghoul themselves, so the undead were rapidly multiplying. It wasn’t an issue for him, because his allies, the Dorssenian army, had already finished withdrawing into the fortress. The only ones suffering were the Imperial army. However…


  “Save us!”


  “Let us in too!”


  “I don’t want to die!”


  Wolf couldn’t bring himself to turn away from the men shouting as they clung to the fortress wall.


  The Dorssenians were defending the gate, and they callously drove away any Imperial soldiers who tried to enter. Some of the Eylish soldiers stationed on the walls were trying to fire arrows at the ghouls. And that wasn’t all. There were also some in Farune’s Mages’ Guild who were trying to cast spells at the undead horde. But in the end, the Imperial army was their enemy. Wolf didn’t want to admit it, but the undead being controlled by Frau’s necromancy were, technically, their allies. Therefore, he had strictly forbidden any attacks against the ghouls. For their part, the ghouls didn’t try to come inside the fortress. They were probably firmly under Frau’s control, and she had probably told them not to enter.


  Can I really just abandon these men like this? Wolf wondered. He felt conflicted. The Imperial army was certainly his enemy, but was this really the way he wanted to win? Didn’t he desire victory only after fighting an opponent fair and square? Besides, he himself had been fighting the evil Farunian armies until only just recently.


  “Ngh…” Wolf unconsciously clenched his teeth. Then, he began to form a resolution to defeat the ghouls and aid the Imperial army. He didn’t care if he got punished later—there were some things you simply had to do. His men probably felt the same.


  “Ready your—”


  Before he could finish speaking, the ghouls suddenly stopped in their tracks. Then, they collapsed, as if whatever had been animating them had vanished all at once.


  “What in the world is going on?” Wolf unconsciously said aloud.


  “Lady Frau must have deactivated her spell.”


  The person who answered his question was Mika, who at some point had come to stand next to him. “By now, victory is certain,” she continued. “So, she eased up on them.”


  Is that witch really compassionate enough for that? Wolf wondered. Not satisfied with Mika’s response, he asked a mean-spirited question: “Then couldn’t she have just used necromancy from the start?”


  “Well, allow me to put it the other way, Lord Wolf: would you have consented to relying on the ghouls’ power in the beginning?”


  “Hrm…”


  Wolf was at a loss for words. Mika was correct: he would no doubt have been resistant to turn to the power of necromancy when the war began. He only barely tolerated it now because they had already gone through such a hard battle.


  “Also, that technique requires a large number of corpses,” Mika added. “If the corpses of friend and foe alike were mixed together, then the bodies of allied soldiers would have become ghouls as well. Would that not have been unpleasant?”


  “Of course it would have been!”


  “So, the kind Lady Frau made it so there was an area with only fallen Imperial soldiers, then made use of necromancy. This is the way she shows her compassion,” Mika declared, an ecstatic look on her face.


  Is that really true, though? Wolf was skeptical. It was impossible to imagine that doll of a woman having any such human feelings. On the other hand, it was certain that she was the reason for their victory.


  “War is awfully futile,” Wolf said. He looked out at the desolate scenery beneath the fortress walls.


  All the former ghouls had gone back to being just corpses. The surviving Imperial soldiers and warriors were seated limply on the ground, unable to move. Wolf could tell they were in no condition to do anything right now, not even return to the Empire. He would have to take them captive. And once he did, he wanted to give them a warm place to sleep.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AS Frau wielded her necromancy, she observed the battle in Vulcan through Mars’s eyes. Just as she had predicted, his presence there was tilting the balance in Farune’s favor. However, the fight between him and the man named Egor was moving in a curious direction.


  “It’s Cassandra! She’s the one behind all this!”


  When Frau heard Egor’s shout, she thought, This isn’t good. She returned her consciousness to Eyland, then ended her necromancy spell. Now, the ghouls had no doubt gone back to being regular corpses. However, the battle in Eyland was already decided, so it wouldn’t be an issue.


  “Not on my watch,” Frau said.


  She instantly began reciting a teleportation spell. Her destination was Farune.


  Frau had no intention whatsoever of putting an end to Mars’s conquests.


  🍖🍖🍖


  OUR conversation was getting exciting. One of us was someone who had been abused in the past, and the other—me—was someone currently being abused. There was no way we wouldn’t click.


  “Got it! Let’s join forces and fight, brother!” I said, giving Lord Egor—my soul brother—a fistbump.


  “Yeah! The fate of the continent is resting on our shoulders. We can’t afford to lose!” There was a tough smile on Egor’s rugged face.


  This man was the first person in my life who had ever truly understood me. I believed that with Egor, I would be able to change the future.


  “First of all, why don’t we stop this battle?” he said. “After that, I’ll bring together everyone who’s skilled and form an all-star unit. It’ll all turn out fine, as long as we take out Cassandra. My dad and brother in Ronza are no big deal either. You and I are going to bring peace to Ares!”


  What a wonderful future. I felt as if I had seen the first glimmer of hope in my life. Maybe I’d be able to eat some tasty meat after all this was over.


  “Hey! Stop fighting!” Egor shouted. His deep voice echoed out over the battlefield, and the quarreling between the Imperial army and the Hundred abruptly stopped. “King Mars beat me. So, it’s our loss!”


  “You’re joking, right?”


  “Boss?”


  “We did it!”


  “I knew you had it in you, Zero!”


  There was a commotion among the Ronzan warriors, while cheers of joy went up from the Hundred.


  “Now that I’ve lost, I surrender to King Mars,” Egor went on. “From now on, I’ll recognize him as my elder brother, and I resolve to share his fate.”


  “It’s just as Egor says,” I added. “I’ll make Egor my younger brother, and we’ll act as one. Our true enemy is—”


  Before I could finish speaking, a black shadow suddenly appeared over our heads. I looked up, and why, if it wasn’t a massive white dragon descending toward us. Mounted on its back were two familiar-looking women: one with red hair and one with white. Cassandra and Frau. That had to mean that the white dragon was the small lizard that had always been by Cassandra’s side.


  Dammit, did Frau do this? She must have listened to our conversation through the Contract Seal, then brought Cassandra here from Farune.


  “You be—”


  I tried to shout, “You betrayed me, Frau!” but my voice stopped working. This was probably because of her magic.


  “Who’s this ‘true enemy,’ Mars?” Cassandra asked.


  She had a faintly intimidating smile on her face. Honestly, I was super scared. But if I backed down now, it would just be the same as always. Like I’d let that happen!


  I focused my mind, breaking through the spell binding my vocal cords. Then, I turned around and spoke to Egor.


  “Now, brother, let’s show her who our true enemy… Egor?”


  For some reason, he was hugging his knees, having shrunk his massive, bearlike body into a ball, and trembling like a newborn fawn.


  “Brother? You two have gotten quite close, now haven’t you?” Cassandra got down from the dragon, then went up to Egor. She raised her hand in greeting. “It’s been a while, Egor.”


  “Eeek!”


  Egor only clasped his head and cowered before her.


  Wait, is that a defensive response, to make it so she doesn’t hit his head? I could easily imagine what sort of treatment he had received from his older sister, and it almost moved me to tears.


  “Don’t be so tense, Egor. It’s been so long since we’ve last seen each other, hasn’t it?”


  “Y-Yes, it has, dear sister…” Egor replied with a faint voice.


  Hey, weren’t you just calling her ‘sis’ earlier? What’s with this ‘dear’ stuff?


  However, Egor just kept his face downturned, and he didn’t even try to meet my eyes, never mind Cassandra’s.


  Maybe… Is he traumatized by her? If Cassandra was his sister, it was no wonder. His mental scars seemed surprisingly deep.


  “Still, you’ve gotten awfully high and mighty, to try and lay your hands on what’s mine,” Cassandra said.


  Hm? ‘What’s mine?’ What does she mean? I was curious, so against my better judgment, I asked her.


  “Cassandra, what is yours?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” she replied. “It’s this country. Vulcan and Eyland are all part of Farune. So like I said, they’re mine.”


  “What? Actually, Farune is my country, and it isn’t yours…”


  “I’m your consort. What’s yours is mine, and what’s mine is mine.”


  What is that, the logic of a despot?


  Frau, who had gotten down next to Cassandra at some point, was nodding along too. “What’s Mars’s is mine, and what’s mine is mine,” she said.


  Cassandra’s bad influence is spreading to Frau! Actually, maybe Frau was bad from the start. But wait, does this mean the country of Farune is the shared property of all my consorts? When did that happen? Or rather, where’s my portion?


  “Well, none of that really matters,” Cassandra said.


  It does, actually. It’s quite a serious issue.


  “So, who did you say your true enemy is?” she went on. “I’m really curious, so spit it out.”


  What should I do? Egor didn’t seem like he’d be of any use. On the other hand, there was no way I could beat these two demons on my own. Ngh, is making up some sham enemy my only choice?


  “It’s the emperor of the Ronzan Empire,” I said after a pause. “He invaded Farune, after all.”


  We’ve never even met. I’m sorry, Your Imperial Majesty. But you are Cassandra’s father, so I don’t think she’ll treat you poorly.


  “I see. Then we have to attack quickly,” Cassandra said.


  Excuse me?


  “Umm, Cassandra?” I said. “Isn’t the emperor your father?”


  “Yes, and? I’m a virtuous wife who defers to her husband. Now that I’ve married into another royal family, I consider all my husband’s enemies my own, even if they’re my father.”


  Virtuous wife? Is that the part where I’m supposed to laugh? I mean, she isn’t even hesitating. Does she have any love for her family at all, or any other human feelings?


  “I don’t need to ask you to support my husband, do I, Egor? You two were getting along so well, too.” Cassandra gave her brother a friendly pat on the shoulder.


  “Of course, sister! I would be honored to be of help!” Egor said, groveling on the ground.


  And you, stand up to her a bit more. Your home country is about to be in a crisis, you know.


  “It sounds like we’re all in agreement. So, let’s attack the Ronzan Empire.”


  Hearing Cassandra’s words, the Imperial soldiers gathered nearby reacted with displeasure.


  “What’s the meaning of this?”


  “What the hell is that woman saying?”


  “This is bullshit!”


  She hadn’t gone back home for twenty years, so the young soldiers must not have known about the Red Demon Swordmaster.


  Cassandra calmly drew her greatsword, then slammed it against the ground. The earth trembled, and a crevice formed. Several unlucky soldiers nearly fell into it.


  “Does anyone have any complaints?”


  They didn’t, of course.


  XXVIII: Maria


  WHEN the fighting in the northern Holy Kingdom of Eyland between the Ronzan Empire and the Farunian coalition came to a close, a visitor arrived at the fortress that had been the site of the battle.


  It was Maria, the pope and queen of the Holy Kingdom.


  Her visit was a sudden one, and moreover, it was announced by a miracle. Before entering the fortress, Maria said a prayer that cloaked the entire structure in a soothing light: her specialty recovery magic, Healing Field. The miracle healed all those who were wounded and exhausted from the fighting—not just the soldiers of the Holy Kingdom, but Farune’s Mages’ Guild, the Dorssenian army, and even the Ronzan prisoners of war as well. After witnessing such a gruesome end to the battle, the soldiers were astonished by the sudden miracle.


  “My wounds, they’re closing up!”


  “I thought I’d never be able to move again, but I can feel my body growing lighter!”


  “What a warm light. It’s like my heart is being purified!”


  They soon realized who had brought about this miracle.


  “It’s Lady Maria. Our saint has come!”


  The soldiers went up to the walls and searched for any sight of her. When they spotted her praying before the broken gate, they let out cheers of joy.


  “Lady Maria’s there! I knew it was her!”


  Some of the soldiers even shed tears.


  Maria herself responded with a wave of her hand, then, accompanied by her attendant, Annie, and her bodyguard, Karen, she calmly stepped inside.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MARIA first headed to see Carmilla, who was lounging in the best room in the fortress. There, she politely expressed her gratitude.


  “Lady Carmilla, I would like to extend my deepest thanks for your support in this conflict.”


  “There’s no need for you to thank me,” the queen of Dorssen replied. “I came here simply because I wanted to.”


  This was the second time the two of them had met face to face; the first time had been at the strategy meeting against the Ronzan Empire.


  Carmilla had her suspicions about Maria. These were based not on her intuition, but on her experience with the other women close to Mars, who generally had some sort of hidden side. That being said, she didn’t see any need to voice her doubts explicitly. Carmilla’s allotment was Dorssen, and Maria’s was the Holy Kingdom. Carmilla had no desire to cause any disputes, as long as Maria kept up her side of the arrangement.


  After some back and forth, the two agreed to settle the matter of Dorssen’s aid with remuneration in money or agricultural produce. Both Carmilla and Maria fully intended to leave the bothersome affairs of diplomacy to the bureaucrats; they had no interest in this sort of negotiation.


  Next, Maria visited Farune’s Mages’ Guild, but Frau was out, so she thanked Mika in her stead.


  “My deepest thanks to everyone at the Mages’ Guild for their support of my country. I hear that some of your members have passed away. Please, tell me their names. I would like to say a prayer.”


  After learning which of the wizards had fallen in battle, Maria began to recite a beautiful prayer, weaving their names into the verses. Her voice was like heavenly music, and the wizards were deeply moved.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MARIA’S final destination was a balcony on the second floor of the fortress. The main leaders of the Eylish army were there, and outside, in addition to the Holy Kingdom’s soldiers, were Dorssenian soldiers and even the captured Imperial soldiers.


  First, Maria took the hand of their commander, Wolf, her eyes brimming with tears.


  “My apologies, Lord Wolf, for letting so much of the burden fall on your shoulders. I was planning on entering the fortress sooner and healing all the soldiers, but even a pope cannot do whatever she wishes…”


  “I understand, Lady Maria,” Wolf said. “Rulers cannot simply go out onto the battlefield. It is already a blessing that you were able to come here with such haste.”


  Maria slowly shook her head.


  “No, before I am a ruler, I am the pope, and a saint. It is a saint’s duty to heal the wounds of the people of this country. And that naturally applies to all the soldiers as well. If I had only been able to arrive at this castle sooner, I would have been able to prevent more deaths!” Maria shouted theatrically. Then, she leaned forward over the edge of the balcony, facing the soldiers, and continued her speech.


  “Brave warriors! With your blades you have rent the darkness, and with your shields you have defended your comrades to the end. Now, acclaim for your victory is resounding throughout all of Eyland. Your wounded bodies are your decorations for the duty you have performed, and testimony that you still live.” She went on and on, barely pausing to breathe. “I can see the flames of courage still burning within your hearts. I swear here and now that I will not let the lives of our fallen heroes be spent in vain. Let my healing light soothe your wounds and give you the strength to begin anew. You are not alone. Here are your comrades, who will live and fight together with you. Today’s victory has brought forth a new future. You have repulsed the darkness threatening this land; you have brought smiles back to the people’s faces. It is you who are the symbols of our hope. With God’s blessing, may you have comfort and peace. O brave warriors, you may rest now, until the day comes when you stand beneath the light again.”


  After her hackneyed speech, during which she also employed various dramatic gestures, Maria suddenly began reciting a prayer on the balcony. It had dancing, too. Annie and Karen, who had come with her, guided the others on the balcony out of her way, and she used the entire space for her dance.


  Her prayer had the effect of healing and inspiring the mind, and in no time at all the soldiers were enveloped in an aura of wild enthusiasm. It wasn’t only the Eylish, either; the Dorssenians, and even the Imperial prisoners of war were chanting Maria’s name; none of them could tear their eyes off her for a single moment. Maria, who knew exactly what she was doing, swept her gaze across the crowd, giving everyone there the illusion that their eyes had met. The army leaders near her were no different, intently watching Maria’s dance and listening to her prayer with rapt attention.


  There was someone else observing Maria’s surprise live show from a room in the castle: Carmilla.


  “She’s such a flirt,” Carmilla remarked. “It’s so shameless that I can only be impressed.” Carmilla’s expression had gone beyond exasperation and reached admiration.


  “She has a terrifying command of the human heart. I believe that it may even border on brainwashing,” commented Shirley, who stood beside Carmilla. “Everything, from the length of her steps to the movements of her fingertips, is completely calculated, and she has seriously thought about how best to win the hearts of her audience. In a sense, we may be getting a glimpse of the birth of a genuine saint’s legend.”


  “A genuine saint? That worldly, fame-hungry woman?” Carmilla concealed her mouth behind her folding fan and furrowed her brow.


  “Everyone posterity remembers is worldly. The true saints of the sort we imagine all hide quietly in the shadows of history.”


  “You may very well be right.”


  “That dance, that prayer—it all shows that she has the makings of someone who will be remembered by future generations. Lady Maria may unexpectedly end up as the most well-known out of anyone in Farune.”


  Shirley seemed to rate Maria highly, in a sense.


  “You mean she’s enough of a flirt to go down in history, then?” Carmilla smiled wryly.


  Maria was the queen of Eyland, but at the same time she was the pope and a saint, and if anything, was more of a religious figure. She had become someone who wouldn’t be easy to strike down if conflict ever arose in the future.


  Then again, she isn’t doing any harm, so it’s not like I’m trying to get into any disputes with her.


  Carmilla quietly watched Maria’s still-ongoing dance.


  🍖🍖🍖


  TODAY’S performance—I mean, prayer was, to put it lightly, my best one yet. I felt unified with the audience, particularly the soldiers. Everyone’s entranced eyes as they watched me were irresistible. I don’t know if I’d be able to live without it anymore.


  It seems that I’ve captured the hearts of all of Eyland’s military leaders, beginning with Lord Wolf, so now, my position is secure, no matter what happens. However, I just barely made it in time. I raced over on my horse as soon as I heard of Lady Carmilla’s arrival at the fortress, but if I had been even a day slower, it would have been too late. After all, the audience wouldn’t have been as engaged if I hadn’t made my entrance while the excitement of battle still lingered. My prayer was a hit among the Dorssenians and everyone in the Mages’ Guild too, so my popularity has to have risen quite dramatically.


  With this, I will surely gain even more believers in Dorssen, and even in Farune. Right now, I want to do what I can to proselytize in Vulcan as well.


  When I healed the Ronzan prisoners of war, they were all deeply moved. If they, too, have become my followers—I mean, followers of the Church of Mauve, then I think I will release them later. They will be a good foothold for me to begin proselytizing in the Ronzan Empire as well. If I take my time and spread Mauve’s teachings from the inside, I am sure that even they will grow to understand—that is, to understand the magnificence of me, the saint of Mauve.


  XXIX: The Western Nations


  AFTER I coaxed Cassandra out of immediately invading the Ronzan Empire, we somehow made it back to Farune. Egor’s army remained stationed in northern Vulcan, and Egor himself was the only one who came with us. This wasn’t my choice; it was Cassandra’s. She had said, “Come see my daughter,” and dragged him along with her.


  Egor’s subordinates, Gustaf and Gerasim, had seen him off with tears in their eyes. “How heartbreaking,” they said. It left quite the impression on me. Apparently, Gustaf and Cassandra had a prior acquaintance, and he had knelt and politely greeted her.


  “It has been a while, Princess. You are as strong and beautiful as ever… By the way, how is it that you could still be so young?”


  Yeah, I can see why he’s confused. She should be around forty, but she looks no older than thirty, and she isn’t the type of person to care about keeping a youthful appearance, either.


  “Oh, I was frozen for ten years,” Cassandra answered.


  Gustaf’s face went pale. “Amazing, I would expect nothing less…”


  Personally, I didn’t think it could be handwaved away by just calling it “amazing,” but the fact that her brief explanation was all that was needed to satisfy him showed that she hadn’t changed one bit since the last time they had seen each other.


  Both Gustaf and Gerasim remained in Vulcan to lead the army.


  Well, knowing Cassandra, I can’t imagine they want to come to Farune with her.


  🍖🍖🍖


  AND so, Egor was presently being forced to look after Hilda. Vi, the maid, had seemed tired lately, so maybe he had come at just the right time. But during introductions, Cassandra had said, “Here, take her,” and flung Hilda at her brother, which had been quite shocking to me, as Hilda’s father. It turned out all right, because Hilda landed cleanly on Egor’s face with both legs and was cackling with laughter, but still.


  Put a bit more thought into how you’re treating our daughter. It’s like you’re using her as a projectile weapon. Egor, who took a direct hit, was even knocked out for a while.


  Anyway, all that heartwarming family talk aside, there had been a great deal of casualties in the latest fighting in Vulcan and Eyland. Farune and Dorssen, which had sent reinforcements, had expended manpower as well, and none of them were in any state to be invading the Ronzan Empire right now.


  I tried to get Cassandra to understand this, and stop the deployment of troops, but she threatened me in response.


  “Can’t you just conquer it all yourself? You aren’t going to gift countries to your other consorts, and give me nothing, are you? You’re supposed to show your love with something tangible.”


  In what world is there a husband who expresses his love for his wife by gifting her a country? …Wait, it’s this world, and the husband is me. It had become the standard for me to give each of my consorts her own country. I swore in my heart that I wasn’t going to get married anymore.


  Regardless, it would be physically impossible for me to occupy a country on my own, so I had to buy time to get ready. Though it would have been best if Cassandra just forgot the whole thing. I continued crossing swords with her every day to humor her, and then, I got an urgent report.


  This time, the Ronzan Empire had invaded the western nations.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “MY foolish brothers were the perfect diversion.”


  Rigen, the crown prince of the Ronzan Empire, smiled smugly.


  Egor’s capture and Ivanov’s death in battle had shocked the Empire, but Rigen welcomed both pieces of news. He was already the nominal heir to the Empire, but this meant his potential competitors had been knocked out of the running without him having to lift a finger. Now, his position was secure.


  Additionally, the series of battles had given him a firm grasp on the state of affairs in the central continent. Farune, the country with effective control over the eastern part of the continent, was a more formidable foe than expected. After all, its king, a man named Mars, had beaten Egor in one-on-one combat, so it was definitely nothing to scoff at. Rigen had assumed that Farune was a rising nation that had only just begun eating monster meat, but it didn’t seem like a wise strategy to fight them head-on. However, even Farune would certainly be exhausted after fighting against Egor and Ivanov.


  The central countries had traditionally joined forces to resist the Empire whenever it struck south. However, there didn’t seem to be any cooperative ties between Farune and the western nations. Therefore, if Rigen used this opportunity to invade the west, the exhausted Farune would no doubt be unable to respond quickly. For this reason, after entrusting his army to a leader under his command, Rigen had begun a military campaign into the west without even consulting his father, the emperor. He was receiving detailed reports, and as predicted, Farune’s movements were slow. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to have said they were doing hardly anything at all.


  “If I succeed in this campaign, and the west falls under my control…” Rigen mumbled to himself.


  It would be a tremendous feat that none of the generations of Emperor Ronzas had been able to accomplish. Rigen would probably be able to ascend to the throne right away. He had never planned on waiting for his father’s death to become emperor. He believed it would have been a waste of time, and that someone brilliant and capable like him should become emperor as soon as possible. That was why he had invaded without consulting the current emperor: to make the achievement his and his alone.


  The invading army was advancing at a steady pace, defeating enemy armies as it went, and the next battle seemed like it would be an important turning point in the campaign. Reports said that the western nations had brought in as much manpower as they could, and they were preparing to counterattack. However, the western soldiers were weak in comparison with Farune’s Hundred, and they were certainly no match for Ronzan warriors. Victory appeared all but certain.


  “This will be the birth of an emperor who will begin a new age in Ronza.”


  Rigen lifted his glass of alcohol, toasting to himself.


  🍖🍖🍖


  THE western nations, huh? Yeah, there’s no way we’ll make it in time.


  As soon as I heard the report, I immediately gave it up as hopeless. To be honest, it was just too far away. We could potentially get there by Wyvern, but only so many people could do that at once. The other side didn’t have a Gate, either, so we couldn’t use teleportation magic. I had just recently been traveling around the west, so I knew a lot of people there, but they were all adventurers, members of the Hundred, or thugs who probably wouldn’t have anything to do with a war between countries anyway. Plus, Farune wasn’t allied with any of the western nations in the first place, so we had no obligation to go help out. Historically speaking, countries were always invading other countries and being invaded themselves. It wasn’t worse just because the Ronzan Empire was doing it. That would just have been prejudiced.


  For those reasons, I had absolutely no intention of doing anything at all.


  I was holding a meeting to discuss our response, but the war with Egor and Ivanov had only just finished, and everyone was exhausted. I figured it would probably end with us deciding to watch the situation carefully, and that’s all.


  At least, that was what I thought. But then there was trouble.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “WE must aid the western nations.”


  Everyone important was there, and it was Maria who had spoken.


  “Eyland was once in the same situation they are, so I know that being invaded brings nothing but fear and anxiety,” she went on. “The population is spending sleepless nights. Farune is currently the only one who can save them. If we don’t act now, then when will we?”


  She was completely right. But I would have bet she was secretly thinking something like, This is finally my opportunity to promote myself in the western nations. Maria’s followers were steadily growing in number, which I felt a bit uneasy about.


  “But, we won’t make it in time,” Chrom said. He was standing next to me. “The west is too far away, even if we rushed over right now. Also, we sustained significant casualties in the recent war. Both the Black Knights and the Red Knights will have no choice but to reorganize their forces. The Hundred’s wounds may have healed, but mental and physical exhaustion is not so easy to cure. I believe it would be quite difficult to take part in another conflict.”


  What Chrom said was reasonable, and I agreed with him. One option was to let the Empire occupy the west for a time, and then I would attack and present the region to Cassandra. And to be honest, crossing the northern mountains and going all the way to the Empire’s main territory was going to be a real pain, so I hoped Cassandra would be the one to take care of that part.


  “It will be financially tricky as well,” proclaimed Gamarath, the one-man administrator of Farune’s affairs. “At the current juncture, Vulcan and Eyland need aid after the damage they sustained in the recent war. Embarking on an even larger-scale military deployment at the same time will be quite costly.”


  Exactly, money is important too. Countries can’t function without it. I wish everyone who’s always itching to jump into another war would think more about the economy.


  “Therefore, I believe that taking advantage of this opportunity and conquering the west will be difficult, Your Majesty,” Gamarath continued, looking at me pleadingly.


  Huh? You don’t have to tell me that… It wasn’t what I was planning at all. Wait, does he think I’m the one who wants to go to war the most of anyone?


  “You’re quite right, Gamarath,” I said. “It won’t be an issue.”


  I have to show them I’m a moderate. Seriously, I don’t need any more territory at this point! More importantly, I wanted to bring the conversation around to using our lack of money as a reason for Cassandra to give up on a military campaign into the Ronzan Empire.


  “Yes, that won’t be an issue,” said Frau abruptly from where she sat next to me. “Mars will solve it.”


  Excuse me?


  XXX: The Western Breeze


  RIGEN’S Imperial army and the western coalition forces clashed in northern Laslei, at a place called Barcis. Knowing that this was their last chance, the western nations had scraped together all the manpower they could muster, and they numbered more than fifty thousand in all. The opposing Imperial army was twenty thousand strong, which put them at a numerical disadvantage.


  However, the coalition army was an uncoordinated patchwork of soldiers, whereas the Imperial army was made up of elite men who had gone through repeated military exercises in preparation for a southern campaign. In terms of equipment, much of the coalition was using older, shabbier designs, while the Imperial army was fully equipped with the most cutting-edge and useful gear. It was essentially a fight between a regular army and a militia, so it was no surprise that the coalition army, which was supposed to be numerically superior, was actually at a disadvantage. Even so, it put up a good fight by anyone’s standards. This resulted from the soldiers’ high morale—they were protecting their countries from the barbarians—as well as the success of their human-wave tactics, which were adopted with the goal of fighting a war of attrition.


  The fierce battle lasted seven days, but in the end, the Imperial army was victorious. It had adopted a strategy of concentrating its assaults on the armies of the weaker countries, thoroughly knocking them out of the coalition one by one. Once all the participants had withdrawn, the coalition forces were ultimately dispersed and routed, and there was no longer anyone who could oppose the Ronzan Empire’s southern invasion—or so it seemed.


  🍖🍖🍖


  HAVING spent seven days taking on the numerically superior coalition forces, the Imperial army was quite exhausted. The general in command was considering taking a long time to recuperate, and holding off on moving until reinforcements from back home arrived.


  However, at that time, a peculiar group appeared before the Imperial army. It numbered around one thousand people. Although they were definitely equipped for battle, their weapons and armor varied widely, and they lacked any real unity. They resembled mercenaries or adventurers more than they did soldiers.


  Standing at the head of this group was a swarthy man with black hair. He was of average height and build, but his pronounced musculature was truly a sight to behold. The Imperial army didn’t know it, but his name was Carlos, and he was ranked first in Laslei’s Hundred.


  Learning of the coalition’s defeat, Carlos furrowed his brow. “What? Did the kingdom lose already? And I came all this way just to help them out, too.”


  What’s with those men? Are they hostiles? The Imperial soldiers were suspicious, and they looked to their commander for his decision.


  However, yet another group appeared during this time. It was around the same size as the first, and many of its members had tattoos; they hardly seemed like honest citizens. The man leading the new group approached Carlos.


  “Is it those guys? Are they our enemies?”


  With his thin beard and mustache, and his tied-back black hair, he was the one who had been Mars’s opponent in the fistfight in Torino, where he was the Hundred’s first. His name was Tyler.


  “You’re late, Tyler. I thought you got cold feet,” Carlos joked.


  “Who the hell would be scared of those guys? You’d better watch yourself if you keep selling me short. Don’t get cocky just because you won a single fight.” Tyler glared at him.


  After Mars’s departure, the Hundreds of the western nations had convened and become one. At that time, the firsts of each country had fought among themselves to see who would be in charge, and Carlos had emerged victorious.


  “Oh, I’m not getting cocky, not at all. There’s always a bigger fish out there. But we already know that, don’t we?”


  Tyler paused. “Yeah. Breezy was an amazing guy. I don’t know anyone better than him.” He shrugged his shoulders.


  “You can say that again. He put the screws on all the western Hundreds, and before we knew it, he had brought us all together. He’s truly a legend.”


  As Carlos and Tyler spoke, Hundreds from other countries were arriving one by one, and the group as a whole was steadily growing in size.


  Hearing the reports, the Imperial general rushed out to see this new force with his own eyes, and he didn’t know how to react.


  “What’s all this? Are they militias? I can’t believe the west still had this much manpower left…”


  The western nations shouldn’t have had any surplus fighting strength. That was why he had chosen to take some time to recuperate. The soldiers had just been through fierce combat, and they weren’t mentally ready yet to fight in another battle.


  Whether he knew this or not, Carlos had a ferocious grin on his face.


  “Now then, we’re all here, so why don’t we get going? This will be the first battle of the Hundred’s Western Breeze,” he said. Then, he raised his massive, single-edged curved sword overhead and gave a rousing shout. “Let’s do this thing, you bastards! This is the good deed that Breezy was talking about!”


  The Hundred of each country all raised their voices as well.


  “May everything be as Breezy wills it!”


  “A good deed! We’re gonna do a good deed!”


  “Let’s show them the (physical) power of wind!”


  The devotees of strength descended on the Imperial army like an avalanche.


  Thus, the second showdown at Barcis began.


  Momentum was on the Western Breeze’s side, and the tenacious Hundred were much stronger than the Imperial soldiers. The battle’s outcome was clear from the start.


  “Ridiculous! Is such a ridiculous thing even possible?!” cried the Ronzan general, groaning at the sight of his army being assaulted and helplessly crushed by a force with no formation or strategy. However, that didn’t mean he was unfamiliar with this sort of adversary—the Ronzan warrior corps fought in a similar style.


  “Why does the west also have such powerful warriors?!”


  Seeing Carlos making a beeline toward where he was, the general drew his sword and prepared to meet him in combat.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “THE Imperial army was driven back,” announced Frau succinctly. She was using magic to watch the course of the battle in the west.


  Whoa, so the western nations kept at it? That’s a relief, it means I don’t have to do anything.


  “Did the coalition forces win?” Gamarath asked, as if making sure of something.


  Who else would have won? There’s no one besides them.


  “No,” Frau said.


  Huh?


  “The Hundred won,” she continued.


  Hundred? For a moment the word didn’t seem real. What does she mean? Did someone go reinforce them without telling me? I unconsciously glanced over at Ogma, but the Hundred’s first was shaking his head, as if to say, It wasn’t us.


  “The Hundred of the western nations assembled under the banner of someone named Breezy. They call themselves the ‘Western Breeze,’” Frau said matter-of-factly.


  Those words made the faces of several people appear in my mind. Was it Carlos? He and his men had definitely been pretty strong, and the Hundred in the west had grown large in its own right. They might have been able to put up a decent fight if they all got together.


  “Who’s Breezy?”


  “I feel like I’ve heard that name somewhere.”


  “Isn’t it that adventurer who’s been making a name for himself in the west lately?”


  “I heard he was a master wizard.”


  Everyone was making a commotion at the mention of Breezy.


  What should I do? I didn’t want anyone to find out that I’d been adventuring under such an embarrassing epithet. Also, my popularity would plummet through the floor if they knew I’d been journeying around the west while Farune was being invaded by the Ronzan Empire.


  I’ll dodge the issue.


  For the time being, my only choice was to call an end to the meeting and wait for the heat to come off me. I would just have to stand by and watch until things calmed down in the western nations. That was all I could do.


  I spoke to my prime minister, Gamarath, who was the chair of the meeting.


  “Prime minister, about the western nations…”


  “Oh, I understand, Your Majesty.” Gamarath nodded, a wide smile on his face.


  Hold it, just what do you think you understand? You’ve never understood me, not even once!


  “Everyone, please calm down,” he went on. “As a matter of fact, His Majesty embarked on a journey through the western nations right before the Ronzan Empire attacked. At that time, he ordered me to furnish him with wizard’s equipment!”


  Ah…


  “A wizard’s equipment?”


  “What’s the meaning of this?”


  “No, it can’t be…”


  There was another commotion. My heart was making a racket as well.


  “That equipment was the very same as that of the Breezy of rumor, and that is not all. My information network and the king of Cadonia’s have confirmed that Breezy and His Majesty have identical features. Indeed! Why hide it? The wizard called Breezy is His Majesty!” Gamarath announced the surprise with an ecstatic expression on his face.


  The secret’s out. I underestimated Gamarath and Nicol’s information network.


  “It is exactly as Prime Minister Gamrath says,” Nicol added, following up after his grandfather. “My brother anticipated an Imperial invasion of the west, and he saw two steps ahead. I imagine he believed that the east, unified by Farune, would be able to repulse the Imperial army on its own. However, then the difficulty would lie in the as-yet-unchanged west: a constellation of small countries, lacking cohesion and militarily weak. Successfully defending the east would be meaningless if the west fell. So, in order to create a strong force capable of standing up to the Empire, my brother infiltrated the west all alone!”


  I had no clue what kind of logic one would need to come to that sort of conclusion. However, for some reason, the others in attendance were agreeing.


  “Wow, Lord Mars never lets us down!”


  “To think that His Majesty could accomplish such a feat alone…”


  “It looks like we still didn’t quite understand just how great His Majesty is.”


  Actually, I only went because I wanted to have a decent meal for once.


  “To think that while we were holding back the Ronzan army, he was devising such a strategy!” Chrom gazed at me with admiration.


  Stop it, you’re making the guilt even worse.


  “That’s not all,” Ogma said excitedly. “In the end, His Majesty was the one who defeated Egor and Ivanov. That means he basically took down the Imperial army all by himself!”


  Of course it doesn’t mean that. I didn’t even know who Ivanov was when I hit him, for one thing.


  “Simply by going on a journey, you thwarted the Ronzan Empire’s ambitions, and gained control over the west. You’re amazing, Your Majesty.” Maria smiled sweetly.


  Actually, I have no plans to conquer the world, unlike you.


  But at least they weren’t getting angry that I had been absent, so I decided to play along.


  “I didn’t do it alone. Everyone contributed to this together,” I said.


  They were all inspired by my vague words.


  I think I feel a headache coming on.




   


   


   


  Epilogue


   


  THIS is awkward. Really awkward.


  It was the day of our meeting with the members of the Western Breeze. Ever since the western nations had been defeated by the Ronzan Empire in their showdown, they had lost their ability to unify the people, and the Western Breeze had gained power in their stead. To put it simply, a bunch of rogues had taken over their respective governments. However, there was no way the Hundred could run a country on their own, and as a result, the west was politically in a state of near chaos. They seemed to be barely keeping the peace with force alone, and that had its limits. 


  So, Gamarath said, “So this is what you were aiming for, Your Majesty.” His eyes were sparkling.


  Stop it! I’m not trying to do anything that would cause trouble for such large numbers of people!


  “Let us take advantage of this opportunity and take effective control over the western nations in the Western Breeze’s stead!” he continued.


  Gamarath was working out a scheme to march into the west with his corps of bureaucrats, organize it under one government with the same laws as Farune, and entrust the Western Breeze with maintaining order.


  I didn’t think this was a bad idea, either. Gamarath’s constitutional government was largely popular with the people. This was also one reason why many countries had accepted being effectively ruled by Farune. But whether the members of the Western Breeze would accept it was another story.


  How in the world am I going to face them when we meet?


  Those guys were basically outlaws at heart, and there was no guarantee that, when they learned my true identity, they wouldn’t flip out and say, “You tricked us, you bastard!” Or rather, it was quite likely that they would. They nursed a fierce hatred for royalty and the nobility, similar to the Hundred of days gone by. I could hardly expect them to meekly obey me just because I had beaten them in a fight once. That was what Gamarath and the others just didn’t understand.


  “Whew, am I excited, or what? I wonder what those Western Breeze guys look like!” said Chrom, who was accompanying me. He had a cheery look on his face.


  “But still, you’re just too cool, Your Majesty!” Warren said. “Hiding your identity, infiltrating a bunch of rogues, defeating the leaders of their organizations, and bringing them together with force. That’s the sort of heroic tale that should be handed down to future generations!” With a brilliant smile, he gave me a thumbs-up.


  Um, you know, when historians in those future generations thoroughly investigate what happened, and they find out that I only ventured west to eat decent food, it’ll literally be my eternal shame.


  However, I was keeping that a secret from them, so I couldn’t say it. Frau was the only one besides me who knew the truth.


  Speaking of Frau, she was accompanying me as well, and her face was as expressionless as usual. However, I’d known her long enough that I could tell she was looking forward to this. She probably had no intention of stopping any of it from happening.


  Even Cassandra was coming along this time. She had joined after saying, “This sort of thing can be nice every once in a while.” I was hoping she’d behave herself, if possible, but she wasn’t the type of person who listened to anything I said.


  After teleporting to Eyland via the Gate, we headed to Laslei’s castle on horseback. That was the spot designated for our meeting.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “IT’S a dump.”


  That was Gamarath’s candid impression after getting a glimpse of Laslei’s castle.


  It was no different from Farune’s in terms of size, but instead of guards, there were what looked like a bunch of small-time gangsters loitering around the place. And, they were all rudely staring at us.


  Is this what it looks like when a bunch of rogues take over a country? Maybe they would’ve been better off being occupied by the Ronzan Empire.


  As I rode my horse, my thoughts must have shown on my face, because one of the thugs came up to us to pick a fight.


  “What’s with that condescending look of yours? Is the high-and-mighty king of Farune looking down on us for being thugs? Well, is he?”


  As a matter of fact, I was, which meant I had no way to defend myself. So, I tried to smile and evade the question, but before I could, the thug was sent spiraling through the air. In an instant, Warren had leaped off his horse and socked him.


  “I, Warren, will show no mercy to anyone who mocks His Majesty!”


  You’ll show no mercy now? You already hit him! What is Warren even thinking? We’re about to enter talks where we’re shamelessly going to ask them to hand over this country, and he’s descending to violence all of a sudden?


  The thugs mobbed us all at once.


  “You bastards, the hell’re you doin’, get ‘em!”


  “I’ll kill you!”


  “You better not get cocky!”


  And so on; they were exhibiting a vocabulary that was just as advanced as you’d expect from their appearances. Chrom, who I thought was going to stop them, dismounted his horse too. He looked like he was itching for a fight.


  What did you guys even come here for? You’re Farunian generals, officially at least. Couldn’t you behave just a bit more responsibly?


  As I wondered how I was going to stop them, a familiar face came out from the castle.


  “I thought you were here to talk, but did you mean fight? I guess I shouldn’t expect anything less from the original Hundred.”


  It was Carlos. He had attractive facial features and lustrous dark skin. As always, he gave off an unnecessarily seductive aura. Feeling a bit uneasy, I glanced at Frau, but she seemed uninterested, which was a relief.


  Besides Carlos, the first-place members of each country’s Hundred I had beaten up were all there, and honestly, it was awkward. If I had to call it anything, it was like a meeting of all of Marcus’s victims. And toward the edge of this meeting, I could see Kylan, Belinda, and Darion. They must have weaseled their way into the upper echelons of the Western Breeze.


  “Well, I guess there’s still no way to get anywhere if we don’t fight,” Carlos said. “So, get ’em.”


  Far from stopping the brawl, Carlos jerked his chin, setting the thugs on us.


  Would you mind not suddenly giving up on talking things out? We have words, so let’s use them!


  My wish was in vain, and the thugs descended. Warren and Chrom gleefully fought back. As if they had arranged things beforehand, they all fought barehanded.


  I bet you guys actually have a lot in common with each other.


  Naturally, Chrom and Warren were completely dominating the battle—or rather, the fistfight—but the thugs were undeterred, coming at them again and again.


  “Ngh, these black and red ones are crazy strong…”


  “You guys are pretty good too.”


  The men were coming to a common understanding through fighting.


  You’ve heard of the concept of diplomacy, right?


  Just as the fighters were deepening their mutual appreciation of each other, Carlos spoke.


  “All right, I think that’s enough.”


  At their leader’s words, the thugs fell back, and Chrom and Warren returned to my side as well. Their expressions reminded me of dogs looking for praise.


  What’s with that look? It’s like, ‘I did it, see?’ Again, we came here to talk!


  I mean, I see that Cassandra’s also nodding with satisfaction, but still.


  🍖🍖🍖


  “SO, what do you want? ‘We’re stronger, so obey us,’ is that it?”


  Carlos smiled confidently. The look on his face said that he definitely wasn’t going to acquiesce easily.


  Now, how do I persuade him? I wondered, and then Gamarath got out of the carriage.


  “Greetings, Western Breeze. You cannot govern your countries on your own. Instead, obey Farune’s laws. It will be for your sake, and for the people’s sake as well.”


  He spoke in a baritone voice that was way more dignified than mine. I got the feeling this was the first time in a while I had really seen him acting like a prime minister.


  “There it is, ‘obey the law.’” Carlos shrugged his shoulders. “Well, it’s not a bad offer. The law means equality. Unlike humans, it doesn’t discriminate between royalty, nobility, and the common people. And I know Farune’s well managed, and pretty popular.”


  Oh? He’s surprisingly willing to listen to reason! The man named Carlos lived by his intuition, but he actually had a pretty intellectual side to him as well. Maybe everything will come to a smooth conclusion.


  “But you know, we believe in Breezy,” Carlos continued. “Not you, king of Farune. No matter how strong you may be, Breezy is the one who opened our eyes. So, sorry to be such a downer after your long journey, but there’s no way we can obey you. Even if it means dying.” There was firm determination in his eyes.


  If I can ask just one question, I don’t remember doing anything to inspire such strong devotion. I just fought and won, that’s all. Am I and the Breezy you’re talking about even the same person? With no clue what to say, I darted my eyes around. Gamarath spoke.


  “I understand, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice brimming with confidence.


  I’m telling you, you definitely don’t understand! I felt nothing but apprehension.


  Then, something soft was wrapped around my back. I looked and saw that it was the green robe I had worn when I’d gone by the name Marcus.


  “What’s that robe doing in a place like this?” I said. I turned around and Frau was there, having just put the robe on me. I had been wondering where it had gone when I was blasted away to Vulcan with that teleportation spell; apparently Frau had retrieved it.


  “Here,” she said. She also handed me that magic staff that looked like nothing but a heavy wooden rod.


  Where’d you get this thing from? Is magic just anything goes?


  When they saw my green robe and magic staff, the Western Breeze began to murmur.


  “No way, that green robe…”


  “There’s no mistaking it. That staff put me through a beating.”


  “You know, when you really squint at him, the king of Farune’s plain features look a lot like Marcus’s.”


  ‘Plain’ is just uncalled for.


  “Can you not see this robe and staff?!” Gamarath made his baritone voice resound throughout the area.


  Um, do I have to be identified by my belongings? Is my face really that unremarkable?


  Indifferent to my sadness, Gamarath continued.


  “Know who this distinguished personage is! At times, he is Zero, the founder of the Hundred, and at other times he is the ultimate mage, Marcus the Breezy. Yet his true form is Lord Mars, the king of Farune!”
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  The members of the Western Breeze were shocked.


  “Seriously?!”


  “So that’s why he’s so strong…”


  “There’s no mistaking that face.”


  Kylan, Darion, and Belinda were just as surprised.


  “Marcus was the king of Farune?!” Kylan exclaimed.


  Hey, guys. We went on a pretty long journey together, didn’t we? Why didn’t you notice it right away? I couldn’t quite understand.


  “What do we do?” Kylan said. “I get the feeling we said a lot of bad things about King Mars…”


  Yep, I vividly remember you calling me a perverted bastard. I’m not mad or anything, but you should definitely feel bad. I don’t think anyone has been able to deal as much psychic damage to me as casually as you guys have.


  “Lord Mars and the Marcus you all revere are one and the same,” Gamarath said. “That is to say, we and you have chosen the same man as our master—we’re fellows, as it were. I won’t demand that you follow us. I want you to become our comrades in elevating Lord Mars, no, Marcus, to the very top of this world!” He urged them with a voice full of emotion.


  The top of this world? Where’s that? What are you guys trying to do to me? I had nothing but doubts, but then Carlos and the others all thrust their hands into the air.


  “If that’s it, then count me in!”


  “From this point forward, the Western Breeze will be part of Farune!”


  “Long live King Mars! Long live Zero! Long live Marcus!”


  Laslei’s castle was being whipped into a frenzy.


  Don’t you guys think you’re a bit too easy to sway?


  As I was being left behind by all the excitement, I felt a pat on my shoulder.


  “Well done, now we’ll be able to attack the Ronzan Empire without holding anything back.”


  I turned around and saw Cassandra, an eager smile on her face.


  Wait, what?


  🍖🍖🍖


  SOME time after that, I was in the castle in Thracia. As you might expect from a country with a long history, the royal chambers were luxurious yet refined, and very comfortable.


  Sheila and I were sitting side by side on a relaxing couch. In her arms, she held Simon, wrapped in a soft blanket. Together, we were quietly looking after our newborn son.


  Occasionally, when Simon whined, I took him into my arms and walked around the room, while Sheila happily watched over us. It was a peaceful time. When I really thought about it, I realized that maybe, in my entire life, I had never been able to spend my time so leisurely before.


  I had my heroic, faithful wife, and my adorable son—did I need anything else in life? I hoped that this moment would continue forever. It was what I had always wanted.


  However, Sheila informed me that the moment was coming to an end:


  “You have to leave now, don’t you?”


  Her voice was tinged with loneliness and sadness.


  As a matter of fact, I was staying in Thracia on my way to embark on a campaign into the Ronzan Empire. It had been decided that we would go with a small, elite force, and members from every country had gathered in Thracia.


  Honestly, I didn’t want to go. I wanted to live there in Thracia for the rest of my days. Why, oh why did I have to keep going to war?


  Sheila continued, her eyes wet with tears.


  “This is for our Vulcan.”


  I didn’t know how she had come to believe this, but it seemed that to Sheila, I was going on a military expedition into the Ronzan Empire for Vulcan’s sake. To be sure, the Empire had historically tormented Vulcan and Eyland, so she must have been happy that I was doing something about it.


  “Yeah, I’m going for you guys.”


  I gently took Sheila’s hand. I couldn’t betray her expectations. That was to say nothing of the Red Demon Swordmaster’s—if I stayed in Thracia, she might come barging into the place before long. I wanted to avoid that, at least.


  Pushing past my reluctance to leave, I stood up and headed to the door. The usual crowd was no doubt waiting for me outside.


  With Cassandra’s threats and Sheila’s hopes weighing on me, I was about to set off for the land of the north.




   


   


   


  Bonus Side Story: Farune the Hero


   


  FARUNE was established many centuries ago by a hero of yore. The country was there to serve as a shield to prevent the demon race from ever expanding into the center of the continent again.


  The name of the hero who founded Farune was also Farune. The country derived its name from the man. Farune was of lowly birth, but he later became a famous adventurer, and his strength was said to be irrefutable. He defeated any knight or warrior who challenged him, no matter how powerful, and boasted an undefeated record.


  However, there was a secret to his strength. Poor and with nothing to eat, the young Farune secretly hunted monsters and consumed their flesh to stave off starvation. The reason why he had chosen monsters was simple: it was difficult to bring down normal game, like deer and boars, without a bow. Monsters came and attacked people of their own accord, so in that regard, hunting them was easy. Nevertheless, the boy no doubt had the makings of a hero from the beginning, to be able to kill monsters with only a sword at such a young age.


  Thus, by defeating monsters and eating their meat, Farune steadily got stronger. He had grown aware of this himself, and he suspected that monster meat had the effect of increasing a person’s power. Because of this, Farune never ate monster meat in front of others, and continued doing it in secret—without sharing this information with any of his fellow adventurers. It was all so he could become stronger by himself. Of course, his party members did have an inkling about what was going on, but they just thought it was an unfortunate vice of his, and they pretended not to notice. The consumption of monster meat was taboo, even at the time. But as a result of it, Farune made a name for himself as the strongest adventurer in the world.


  At the same time as all this, the demons, led by the Demon King, were growing more powerful. They set up a stronghold near the Forest of Beasts, brought monsters under their sway, and threw down the gauntlet against humanity. The Demon King’s invasion was a brutal conflict for the people in those days. Employing clever schemes, he divided the human nations against each other, conquering them individually without giving them any opportunity to band together. But then, just when it seemed that humanity’s defeat was imminent, they finally came together as one and sent in Farune and his companions as assassins to take down the Demon King, with the promise of a vast reward and his own kingdom to boot.


  Farune would later come to be a celebrated hero, but in reality he was fiercely ambitious, and he wasn’t the type of person who fought for the good of others. Perhaps this was in part due to his childhood memories of poverty, but if anything, he was supposedly a rather avaricious man. After inflating his reward as far as it could go, Farune finally set out to defeat the Demon King. The journey was a long one, and after a final heroic battle, he successfully killed the Demon King and drove the demons into the depths of the Forest of Beasts.


  Having been crowned king because of his achievement, he named his new country after himself—this was the establishment of the Kingdom of Farune. Then, he took on his party members as his retainers, making them the leaders of the White Knights, the Red Knights, the Black Knights, the Blue Knights, and the Mages’ Guild.


  However, unbeknownst to history is that the hero’s silver equipment, which would later be passed down through the Farunian royal family, was actually fake. Farune had it made after the fact to look convincing, and the set of equipment he used when defeating the Demon King was totally different.


  Farune’s favorite sword and suit of armor were a sinister jet black. They didn’t just look ominous, either; they were shady goods that cursed the wearer with poison, and one story even said they had been blessed by an evil god. In exchange for all this, they had greater attack and defense than any human-made swords or suits of armor, and Farune, who had grown accustomed to poison after eating monster meat, used them of his own free will. However, it would have stained his reputation if it were learned that the hero was using such cursed items, so Farune decided to have another set made and put on display, hiding his jet black equipment in an underground ruin in the Forest of Beasts. Then, he surreptitiously made his own grave there, in an effort to protect his secret even after death.


  As for his greatest secret—monster meat—he passed down the message, “Eat meat,” to his children, but it was said that none of them ever realized its true meaning.


  🍖🍖🍖


  MANY moons after Farune’s passing, a person set foot into the underground ruins in the Forest of Beasts. It was Mars, who had just joined the Hundred and become Zero.


  “I had no idea there was a place like this near the castle,” he said to himself.


  Farune’s grave had been left behind by the flow of time, and not even Mars, a prince, knew it was there.


  After stumbling across the ruins in the Forest of Beasts, he proceeded deeper and deeper inside. The Hundred had ballooned in size and was looking for a place to meet, and he thought this seemed like the perfect location.


  But, there was someone silently watching Mars. It was the ghost of Farune, wandering the underground ruins.


  I shall grant death to all those who seek to disturb my grave and expose my secret.


  He had turned into a being that killed anyone who trespassed in the ruins. But, on closer scrutiny, he noticed that this interloper very much resembled himself.


  Could he be one of my descendants? No, after so many years, they’re bound to have grown decadent. How about I check for myself?


  Farune made his ghostly form seem as if it were corporeal, then appeared before Mars and spoke.


  “Hey, you there.”


  “Whoa! You scared me!” Mars jerked in surprise as he was exploring the ruins, then timidly turned his gaze in the direction of the voice. There, he saw an old man in elegant attire. “Who are you?”


  “I am the guardian of these ruins. What have you come here to do?”


  “I mean… I just happened to find this place, and it looked like the perfect hideout, so I came to check it out.”


  “Hideout? Are you not Farunian royalty?”


  “How do you know that?”


  “I can tell by how you look. That black hair, those black eyes, your facial features—the blood of Farune assuredly flows through your veins.


  “Well, yeah.” Mars shrugged his shoulders. “Still, it hasn’t been much help. I don’t have anywhere I can be in the castle, and it’s gotten so bad that I’m coming to a place like this.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “People target my life whenever I’m in the castle.”


  “Is there a struggle over the succession?”


  “It’s not even a struggle. It’s totally one-sided. No one in the castle supports me.”


  Sensing that Mars had his reasons for coming to the ruins, Farune lent an ear to his tale. And, although Mars didn’t know why, he felt an affinity with the old man, and he told him the story of his life, which he rarely did for anyone.


  “I see. You’ve been through much hardship,” Farune said. He had thought that Mars was just one of his spoiled descendants, but he sympathized with his plight. He had lost any desire to kill him he may have had.


  “Let me tell you, it’s awful. I didn’t have anything to eat, so I was forced to eat monsters, but then this abusive redhead came along and made me become her apprentice. And on top of that, she ordered me not to eat anything except monsters. Whenever I violate that order she gives me a horrible beating. Because of that, I haven’t been able to have a decent meal in years.”


  Even when I was poor, my life wasn’t that harsh… Farune thought. Mars was under threat of assassination in the castle, his teacher was beating him, and his meals were nothing but monster meat. Farune couldn’t help but shed tears at his descendant’s absolutely tragic circumstances.


  “What’s wrong, old man? Do you have a stomachache, or something?” Mars asked, mistaking the man’s suddenly watering eyes.


  “No… I’m just struck by seeing someone with an even harsher life than mine.”


  “Was your life really that rough too?”


  “It was nothing compared to yours. No one was trying to kill me, and I could eat whatever I wanted. I had money, status, and prestige. When I think back on it now, it really wasn’t all that bad.”


  “Huh. Also, your body is glowing?”


  Hearing that made Farune realize that he was shining with a faint light. After learning of Mars’s misfortunes, his desire to defend his hero’s honor had disappeared, and he was ascending to heaven.


  “Don’t mind me. More importantly, let me bestow you strength.”


  “Strength?”


  “Come with me.”


  Farune took Mars with him to the deepest chamber in the ruins. Ensconced there was his black sword and jet black suit of armor.


  “What is…”


  “These arms will be a great asset to you. You may take them.”


  “Umm, but these look like something a bad guy would use?” Mars was put off by the blatantly evil aura the armor and sword gave off.


  “Oh, silence! Just put it on!”


  Unable to disobey the overbearing old man’s order, Mars reluctantly reached for the black equipment. Then, once he put on the armor, its poison afflicted him, making him ill.


  “I think…I’m feeling sick…”


  “You’ll get used to it right away. Besides, you won’t be able to take it off until you conquer its curse.”


  “Huh? Again?”


  The poison ring and gravity armlet Cassandra had given him were also cursed equipment. Mars turned around, thinking he’d give the old man a piece of his mind for giving him yet another cursed item, but no one was there. Farune had already ascended to heaven.


  “Huh? What happened to that old man?” Mars paused. “Actually, how did I even get here in the first place?”


  The black equipment’s poison had made his consciousness hazy, and as a result he completely forgot about the old man. Naturally, he never realized that the man was his distant ancestor.


  Later, the Hundred began to use these underground ruins as their base. After that, once Mars was accustomed to the armor’s poison, he would use the black equipment regularly, and in his jet black armor, he would make history as Zero.




   


   


   


  Afterword


   


  I began this volume thinking I’d write about what happened during Mars’s absence, but it was surprisingly challenging. Why? Because there’s nothing comedic at all! Midway through I began to feel apprehensive, like, Why am I writing such a serious war story?


  However, as you’ve seen, no sooner does Mars return than the comedy gets back on track. This gave me a sense of how grand our protagonist is. The story just doesn’t work without him, does it?


  Now, about the Ronzan Empire: everyone on their side is rather powerful. This makes perfect sense; they not only continually ate small amounts of monster meat over many generations, but they also selected and trained the people who were best at fighting. After all, it’s the sort of country that produces people like Cassandra.


  In Farune, on the other hand, a bunch of people who originally weren’t that strong artificially enhanced their strength by consuming large quantities of monster meat in a short period of time. Then, they got brainwashed by the Hundred, and they went through a bunch of training where they were basically just trying to kill each other. They’re sort of like Cyber Newtypes in Gundam… Hardly the kind of people you’d expect to be on the protagonist’s side, right?


  So, this was a war between the Ronzan Empire, with its large numbers of first-class warriors, and Farune, leading a small force of elites, which meant it ended up being a pretty close match.


  As for why the Ronzan Empire had such a hard time advancing into the central continent in the past, this was because they had too much faith in physical strength, and devalued magic. That meant their resistance to magic was extremely low, and they couldn’t manage to defeat the armies of the continent’s center, which had many wizards under their command. However, after being completely trounced by Master Matou, they came to recognize the importance of magic, and they adopted a new strategy, making an imperial prince, Ivanov, study it. Meanwhile, Master Matou died, and some mysterious country called Farune conquered the central continent. So, the Empire embarked on a southern expedition, thinking, Maybe now we’ll win? but the Hundred were waiting for them.


  They might have been able to pull it off if they had only been fighting against the Hundred, but Mars, the king of Farune, has the makings of a true warrior, and after eating monster meat and receiving training from Cassandra since childhood, he became a genuine monster.


  The Empire sure is unlucky, isn’t it? The next volume will be the conclusion to the Ronzan Empire saga.
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